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PROLOGUE


 


 


“Are you sure you both want to do this?” Darius Bloodhawk, the master of the games and trainer of gladiators, tried to convey his displeasure at this challenge, so close to the next round of games. Two men stood on the sands of the training pit. He looked first to the larger gladiator, then to his more slender, younger opponent. 


The younger man shrugged, as if none of this mattered. “I’ll give Grak one more chance to apologize.”


The words carried softly over the training grounds of Ironhold as the two gladiators faced one another across the sand. The younger man’s features were lean and hungry, his dark hair tied back. His blue eyes seemed to pierce the soul of the man who had insulted him and his family. Not that mind magic was his particular talent.


“To take it all back?” the bigger man across from him said with a laugh. He was a huge bear of a man, stripped to the waist in a way that showed corded muscle and scars. “Why would I, when I mean every word? You're a dilettante, not a real warrior. You're safe only because of your family, your weasel father and your whore mother. You don't deserve to be here. I'll make you an offer. Get down on your knees and beg to serve me. You can scrape the oil off my back in the baths.”


“Then it seems I will have to make you pay in blood,” the younger man said. He moved to a rack of weapons, lifting a leaf shaped sword made from razor-sharp iron. The bigger man took a hammer.


Darius sighed. “A fight like this should be in the colosseum, not here.”


It should. There should be the roar of the crowd and the betting of the nobles. The fight should honor the gods of Aetheria and be seen by the emperor. But he wasn't going to stop it. He could see the other gladiators gathered around the training pit, waiting for the start. Not just the gladiators, either. There were the slaves who served the food and warmed their beds, the guards who kept them in check. There were even a few noble patrons, able to buy access to Ironhold for amusement with their favored gladiators.


 These were all dangerous people, most of whom were slaves, considered unworthy of being full citizens. Many were former criminals; a few just liked to fight so much that they'd indentured themselves for the five seasons of violence it took to win freedom. Even the free gladiators were likely to demand violence. And, of course, in Aetheria, most had magic.


Sometimes, blood needed to be spilled to keep everyone in check. Sometimes they needed to be reminded of what this place was, that Aetheria was a place of strength and magic, and even its gods demanded blood. 


“Very well,” he said. “The bout is allowed. Begin.”


The two moved around one another, each waiting for an opportunity. In the colosseum they would have had armor to make sure the bout lasted longer. The crowds liked blood, but they wanted to feel they were getting their money's worth. Here, like this, the combatants had no such protections. They had only their skills to protect themselves.


In some ways, Darius reflected, it was a classic matchup. Strength against speed, trained skill against brute force. Not that he allowed anyone to be untrained in Ironhold. All who came here to the great prison fortress that held the gladiators were made to learn the skills they would need. And, of course, there was the question of their magical gifts to consider.


The whole Aetherian Empire was built on such gifts. It was the reason one small city, Aetheria, had been able to reach out and conquer so much. Magic flowed in waves from the stone the gods had given them, housed in its great temple. Far more of the city’s people had minor magical talents than not. Even some in the wider empire had such talents. It was one of the first things Aetheria’s soldiers looked for in the lands they conquered. 


The guards around Ironhold certainly did, because it was necessary to contain so many powerful gladiators. 


Of course, it played a part in the games. 


The small man struck first, whirling around his opponent, cutting low so the big man had to jump back. He sliced a wound on the big man's arm, and the larger gladiator bellowed like a bull. He swung the hammer, but the smaller man danced back from it, a grin on his face. It was no secret that he delighted in this, that it was the only reason he was here. 


He kept moving around the bigger man, with an almost predatory grace, like a leopard stalking his prey. He struck again with the sword, making another, almost surgical incision across the bigger man's thigh. The watching gladiators and slaves let out a roar of appreciation even as the bigger man let out another sound of pain. This was the way they were trained to fight: deadly, but also working for the entertainment of the crowd with every movement.


Another swing of the hammer came, another miss, but it would only take one such blow to end the fight. Any hit with it would break bones, incapacitate the slender man. Then the large gladiator would be free to finish him. Probably slowly, given the animosity of the fight. For now, however, the younger gladiator was avoiding every attack, making small cut after small cut. 


He was talking, too. “Each of these cuts is for some small hurt you've done to someone. Do you think everyone here doesn't know what you're like, Grak? You bully anyone you think you can get away with. You hurt them because you can.”


Darius was fully aware of Grak’s behavior. He hadn’t stopped it. Ironhold was meant to be a brutal place. He was frankly surprised that the smaller man cared. He was noble born, after all, and a free gladiator. His arrogance was nearly legendary here. He had no reason to stand up for anyone else.


“And you talk too much,” Grak shot back.


He reached out a hand and the dust of the arena floor rose up in response. Grak was only a relatively minor kineticist, but he could still do this much. His opponent fell back, choking and coughing, almost lost in the cloud of dust. In that moment, Grak managed a second piece of kinetic control, squeezing one hand closed, so that his younger opponent stood there, feet pinned in place, unable to pull free. It would only last seconds, but seconds would be enough.


“All of you small bastards think you're so great when you can dance around people, slicing at them.” Grak ran a finger over one of his wounds by way of emphasis. “But when it comes down to it, none of that wins fights. Strength does. And there’s no one stronger than Grak.”


Darius wondered if he should intervene. He’d been hoping that one or the other man would yield, bringing this to an end. Instead, it looked as though there might be death here. He leaned over the railing of the training pit, ready to call out for them to stop, but he hesitated. He could see the faces of the watching crowd of gladiators, lusting for blood. He wasn’t sure that he could stop this now. Yes, they were hemmed in by guards. Yes, the strongest were sometimes controlled with magical dampeners, but it was also important for Darius to recognize the limits of what he could achieve here. 


Grak charged forward, swinging his hammer in a mighty arc aimed at his opponent's knee. It was obvious that he planned to kill him slowly, and Darius would have to allow it. Once things had gone this far, there was no stopping them. It didn't matter who the younger man was, who his family was, when it came to Ironhold. He'd accepted the possibility, even the likelihood, of his death the moment he'd set foot inside the gates.


Even so, Darius winced as the hammer whistled through the air. He was going to have a lot of explaining to do after this. Noble families did not like their sons dying, even in the middle of their own stupid quests to become famous.


And even Ironhold’s healers wouldn’t be able to deal with this.


Then the hammer passed straight through the figure of the younger gladiator. Grak’s swing continued, carrying him off his feet even as he must have realized that the figure he was attacking was an illusion. He tried to recover, slamming the hammer down into the sand and pushing himself back up. 


That just meant he was wide open when the younger man reappeared next to him. Darius realized that he must have used the cover of the brief dust cloud to disguise himself with illusion and replace himself with a copy. It was sneaky and flashy all at once. Exactly the sort of thing that was guaranteed to get a roar of delight from the watching crowd. 


Although that roar wasn't as great as when the younger man's blade flashed out, opening Grak’s throat in a spray of crimson across the sand. Darius watched the hammer tumble from his nerveless fingers. It seemed to take Grak a moment to realize that he was dead. Then he toppled like a fallen tree, the impact enough to send more sand up into the air. 


The younger man stood there in triumph, cleaning his blade on the sand. Normally, after such a fight over nothing, Darius would have waited for things to die down a little, then punish the survivor as a reminder that this was Ironhold, his domain. 


But given who this young man was, there were limits to what even Darius could do. Instead, he gestured, the way the announcer would have in the colosseum itself. 


“I give you your winner, Alaric Blackthorn!”




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


“Hold still,” I say, as the fisherman squirms beneath my needle and thread. “How am I meant to stitch you up if you keep moving?”


“It hurts!” he complains. “I figured with you instead of old Arla, at least it might be a gentle touch, Lyra Thornwind.”


I wince because I don't like the thought that I'm causing him pain. I have never been good at doing that. I had hoped that the numbing root would have kicked in by now, letting me work on his wound without a problem. But there is only so long it is possible to wait. 


“I’m sorry,” I say, keeping my blue eyes on my work. “There’s no painless way to stitch a wound closed.”


He huffs. “In the city, there would be healers who could close this with a touch.”


“And you would still find a way to complain about it, Benkan,” my mother says, looking up from where she is brewing an herbal infusion to try to stop the wound from festering.


I’m told that I look just the way she did when she was twenty, like me. The same golden cascade of hair spilling down my back, the same fine, almost delicate features. The same slender frame and deep blue eyes. These days, my mother looks worn with years of being Seatide’s healer, working without the kind of magical talents that those elsewhere use for the task. Still, she manages a smile that disarms the fisherman’s annoyance. That’s a talent in itself, with a man as given over to grumpiness as Benkan. 


“It’s not that I’m ungrateful,” he insists, as I keep sewing. “It’s just… how soon will I be able to get back on my boat?”


“Two days,” my mother declares, in her sternest tone. “That’s a nasty cut you took there, Benkan.”


“Two days? What am I meant to do in the meantime? How am I meant to feed myself and my family?”


My mother’s expression has no give in it. “Two days. They’d rather have no fish for a night than see you lose an arm when that wound opens again and gets infected.”


She has mastered the art of being tough to be kind. Of telling people the hard truths, and occasionally hurting them when they need to be hurt, so that they will heal cleaner. When a bone must be rebroken to set clean, she can do it. I have a harder time of it. 


“It’s not just a question of fish for supper with Aetheria’s officials in town,” he complains. “If I don’t get a good catch, I might not have enough to pay what they demand, and who knows what they might take then.”


“Surely they can only take what you have?” I insist. I barely understand why the officials are here at all. Seatide is not a wealthy village. It is a small place, clinging to a rocky shore, barely surviving on what those within can haul out of the ocean. 


Benkan laughs then, which makes his arm shift, almost spoiling my work. "You have a good heart, Lyra, but you don't understand how the world works. These are conquered lands, which means the Aetherian bastards can take what they want. If I’ve no money, they might decide they want me for their mines, or that colosseum of theirs.”


“Somehow, I doubt they’d make a gladiator of you, Benkan," my mother says. "Now, hold still so my daughter can finish her stitching."


Again, she is the one being firm. If it were her doing this, she would probably just hold him in place until she was finished. I can't do that. I have never had the knack of being hard with people. I just have to focus on what I'm doing, moving the needle as quickly and precisely as I can, hoping that the thread won't snap. It is dipped in honey to try to fight off any infection. A trick of my mother's. 


It doesn't take long before I've managed to stitch the wound completely, tying off the end of the thread and then cutting it. There is a kind of satisfaction that comes from being able to help someone like this. 


My mother is the one who holds out her palm for payment. 


“Ah, about that,” Benkan says. 


“Is this where you tell me you have no coin, Benkan?” she asks, with no give in her tone.


“I need it all for the official’s demands,” he insists. 


“And we don't need it?” Her tone is firm as she gestures to the interior of the home in which we live. It is a small, two room shack, built from wood, and with a floor of packed stone. Shelves around the walls hold the tools of the healer’s trade, roots drying for later use, herbs in small stone jars. There are a couple of books in which she has collected recipes and tips relating to the healer’s art. Much of the space is dominated by the table at which we are sitting, and by a large cauldron that we use to cook up cures when needed. 


“I still have some fish from the last catch,” Benkan says, quickly. “I can pay you in that.”


My mother gives him a stern look, then nods curtly. “That will have to do, I guess. But the next time you manage to slice your arm open with your own gutting knife, you'd better bring real payment.”


“Oh, you know half the folk in the village pay you with food,” Benkan says. 


“And that is why I have to live in a hovel,” my mother snaps back. “Now, out, you. I'm sure someone else will be sick or injured soon enough, and I don't have space for you to be here as well as them.”


“You’re a hard woman, Arla,” Benkan says. “Not like your daughter.”


“Aye, and don't you forget it,” she replies. 


She shuts the door behind him as he goes. “Looks like fish tonight. Again.”


I smile slightly. “I don't know why you're complaining, Mother. You knew from the start that Benkan was probably going to pay in fish.”


She shrugs. “It would just be nice to think that for once, someone would pay us in gold or silver. You heard what he said about the Aetherian official coming around.”


“You think they’ll bother us?” I ask. 


She nods. “Of course they will. A place like Aetheria doesn’t exist by being kind, or not extracting everything it can. It takes and takes, every part of the empire feeding the center. A whole empire named after a single city; what does that tell you, Lyra?”


“That the city is important?” I guess. 


My mother shakes her head. “That the city is greedy. That it’s a hungry maw that can never be fully satisfied. Most places, they have a city state, a bit of surrounding land, and that’s it. But Aetheria needs an empire. And its emperors are…”


She trails off, not finishing that thought. 


“What about the emperors?” I ask. I know who Emperor Tiberius VI is, of course. No one who lives in the empire can avoid knowing that name. 


My mother shakes her head. “There are some things it’s better not to talk about, especially when you live in a conquered land.”


I have a hard time thinking of Seatide as conquered, partly because it happened when I was a little girl, and partly because it is so out of the way that no one really bothers with it. From the little I understand, soldiers didn’t come ravaging through. Instead, a few officials showed up one day and simply declared that it belonged to the Aetherian Empire. They took a few people back to the city, but other than that, nothing much changed in terms of everyday life. 


“Come on,” my mother says. “We need to finish cutting the herbs. After that, I know you’ll want to go out to the rock pools to listen to the fishes, but you should be careful with the Aetherians around.”


I smile at my mother’s characterization of what I do as “listening to fishes.” We both know it’s more complicated than that. I have a fragment of the magic that has allowed Aetheria to conquer the world. Out here, that is a rarity. My talent is nothing major, though, just enough to communicate with the animals I see. It is enough to turn a rock pool into a fascinating space, filled not just with life but with feelings and thoughts, intentions and hopes. 


“I’ll be careful,” I insist, standing and smoothing my simple woolen dress.


“Even so,” my mother begins, but she doesn’t continue the thought, because in that moment, a young girl bursts in, flattening herself against the wall and breathing hard. She looks frightened. In fact, she looks terrified. 


“What’s happening?” my mother asks. “It’s Ida, right? Gertha’s daughter?”


The girl nods, still not saying anything. 


I crouch by her, looking her in the eye while I put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Did something happen? Something that frightened you?”


She nods. 


“Something you're running away from?” 


That gets another nod. 


“Can you tell me what happened?” I ask. 


It takes her several seconds before she says the words. 


“A bear. A big one. It already ate someone! And it killed a soldier! Everyone was screaming and running and… this was the closest place.”


A bear is bad news. They grow big out on the coast, and there is little to challenge them. Normally they stay away from human settlements, but if one has wandered in, that's potentially very dangerous. 


And it's a danger I can help with.


My mother seems to understand what I'm thinking. “Lyra, no, it's too dangerous.”


“I have to try to help,” I insist. “If people have been hurt-”


“You could be hurt, or worse.” My mother looks scared for me, but also slightly resigned, as if she knows she will not be able to stop me from doing this. “At least promise me you will be careful.”


“I promise,” I say. It feels like an easy promise to make. It's not as if I'm planning to fight the bear. I just want to see if there's anything I can do to help. “Shut the door after me. You don't want it getting inside.”


Am I really about to do this? It seems that I am. I rush out into the open air, the normal scents of fish and the sea now tinged by blood. There are wooden houses around me, set out on the shingle, as if clustered together for warmth. Boats bob out on the ocean or are dragged up onto the beach. 


A roar comes from behind the houses. It must be the bear. Steeling myself, I move towards it, determined to face it.




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


I hurry towards the bear, hoping that I will be able to do something to help, fearing that I might not be able to, and that I am doing something foolish just by trying. Yet I feel as though I have no choice. I must do this. I can’t just leave people to be hurt. I have been raised to help people, to heal people. I must at least try here.


Around me, as I move through the village, I can hear people locking their doors. Several are running in the other direction, so that I feel like a fish swimming upstream. One man knocks into me, almost tumbling me from my feet, but I keep going. 


Am I doing the right thing? Fear runs through me. What am I doing, hurrying towards a bear? I can imagine the injuries that such a beast might be able to inflict all too easily. I have seen enough wounds inflicted by different creatures to know how bad it can be. I imagine those injuries on myself. I imagine the pain of teeth and claws rending my flesh. It is almost enough to make me turn around and run for cover with the others, but I know that if I do that and someone dies, I will blame myself. 


I want to help. At the very least, I can try to drag the injured to safety and help them with their wounds. If a healer isn't for this, then what are we for?


I rush to the central square of the village, really just an open space of windswept grass between the houses. As I round the corner of one of them, I see the bear for the first time. 


It is massive, with deep brown fur that is currently tinged red by blood on its chest. Its muzzle is bloodied as well, and it huffs as it stalks around the square, looking this way and that, as if trying to decide who it should attack next. Already, the body of a soldier is on the ground beneath it, his iron and leather armor broken apart by claws. Iron did as much as magic to make Aetheria great, but it seems it cannot stand against the might of nature’s fury.


I see a couple more of the soldiers at one side of the square, their spears leveled, as if ready to receive the charge of an enemy formation. Their iron helmets disguise their features, so I cannot see the fear on their faces, but I know it must be there. One has blue flames flickering on the tip of his spear in a minor display of magic that presumably only helps a little. They are guarding a small group of villagers who could not get to safety. 


No, I realize, they are not guarding the villagers. Instead, they are guarding a portly, balding man wearing sandals and a grey toga of office. He must be the official from Aetheria. Currently, he is cowering back with the rest, and his presence among the villagers means that his soldiers must protect them from the bear as well. The question is how long they can do so. If the creature tries to charge in earnest, their spears might not be enough to save everyone. 


I see a wounded man trying to crawl to safety. He is too close to the bear, and I know that it is only a matter of time before it decides to finish him. It doesn't look as though the soldiers are going to try to help him, and everyone else is just staring in shock and fear. If I don't help him, he's going to die.


I hurry forward, hoping that I can get to him and drag him clear without the bear noticing. It is a vain hope, because as soon as I approach, the creature turns towards me, huge form rippling with strength and violence. 


My first instinct is to run. My fear demands that I must, that I cannot do anything else. But I know that if I do so, the bear will easily outrun me and bring me down. More than that, I would be abandoning the man I have hurried forward to try to save. I can’t do that, despite my fears. 


The bear roars at me then, rearing up, far taller than I am when on its hind legs. I am close enough to see every fleck of blood on its maw, see the glint of light on massive incisors. I can feel the anger there at humans with pointy things trying to hurt it, feel the fear that it has wandered into a place where there are so many of them. 


I realize that, without meaning to do it, I have reached out to communicate with the creature without words. 


“It’s all right,” I murmur. “You don’t need to be afraid.”


I know it can’t understand the words, but it can feel the intent behind them. It knows that I don’t mean it any harm, and that is enough to make it pause. But it is still standing there, swaying over me as if it might come crashing down with teeth and claws at any moment. It won’t do so out of fear or anger, but there is still a much bigger need behind it. 


The creature is hungry. I can feel how harsh things have been for it out in the wilds beyond the village. There was once good hunting there, but the humans wearing iron and using magic have come and taken everything. It has driven the bear to seek food elsewhere, wherever it can. I see an image of it trying to catch fish on the shore, then wandering down the shoreline, heading inexorably to Seatide. 


The bear is hungry, and if I don’t find a way to assuage that hunger, it will try to feast on us. 
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