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PROLOGUE


I am a little girl again, back in Seatide. I am not a strong, hardened gladiator in the arena, have not fought and killed. I am a small child, my golden hair bouncing atop my head as I play in the home I live in with my mother on the fringes of the village. 


This is before. Before the invasion th,e Aetherians declared that Seatide was a part of their ever-expanding territory. Before everything changed. That means it's a long time ago, on the very fringes of my memory, because the empire took over when I was still young. I barely remember things being any different. 


I'm playing with adoll, wrapping leaves around the arm, Because I have decided that the doll is hurt and I must help, the way my mother does. The memory shines bright in me, the doll something almost glittering against the sun coming in through the window of our shack. My mother is in the other room, preparing herbs to heal people as I help my doll. That is what she does. She helps people. One day, so will I. 


I hear a scream from the other room, high and piercing. It is her voice, but I am not used to hearing my mother like this. Is something wrong? Has she hurt herselfwhile chopping the herbs? Even as a small child, I wonder who is meant to heal the village healerif she is the one who is injured. 


Not that she is a real healer. At least that's whata couple of the other village children say when they want to be cruel. They tell me stories of people from the city of Aetheria who can heal people just by touching them, using magic. It sounds incredible. So many things there do. Everything about the city sounds amazing, although my mother says that it is not a good place.


For now, I run through into the other room, leaving my doll behind. Maybe I can help my mother if she's hurt. I have seen the things she does, pressing herbs into wounds andsetting broken bones. Yes, I will help her. I have decided it.


But when I get in there she is not hurt, merely standing on a chair, looking more frightened than I have seen her, except perhaps on the daywhen the Aetherians came into Seatide and declared that they were the ones running things now. 


I look around for signs of danger. My mother is big and strong, not afraid of anything. They say that we look alike with the same golden hair and blue eyes. I hope I will grow up to be as pretty as her one day. For now, though, she simply looks terrified. That makes me afraid, in turn. Anything that can scare my mother must be bad. 


Then I see what has frightened her, and I almost laugh with delight. There are mice on the floor, a whole family of them skittering this way and that, running around as they get into everything. They are so small and fragile-looking that it's impossible to imagine anyone being afraid of them. They’re cute, aren’t they?


“Lyra, come here,” my mother says. “Away from those… things!”


“But they're just mice,” I say, not understanding. Is my mother really that afraid of mice? It seems that she is, because she makes another sound of fear as one of the mice runs up the leg of the chair, and she kicks at it, sending it back. I don't think I've ever seen my mother hurt anything before. I can almost imagine the pain of the mouse, how upset it must be to be sent flying in that moment. 


I don't join my mother on top of the chair. Instead, I crouch there among the mice, watching them scurry this way and that, enjoying the sight of them. But I know my mother is not enjoying it. I can tell theydon't understand the effect they're having on her. I know that kind of thing. I can see which of the mice are happy and which are sad. I can tell that one of them is afraid. They are almost as afraid as my mother. 


“Bad mice,” I say, chiding them. “You're scaring my mother.”


They stop and stare at me. I can feel something now, stretched between us like… like a single strand of thread. I assume this is what it's like for everyonewhen they are confronted by so many mice. I don't know any different. Can't my mother feel this?


It's along that thread that all their feelings seem to flow. Many of them are as scared of her as my mother is of them, but they're also hungry and filled with curiosity, the desire to find out what's in this placeand if they can eat it. 


“You mustn't eat our things,” I say to them. 


Why not? It's less something they say thansomething I simply feel, but I know it's coming from them. I know the micewant to know why they shouldn'thave what they can take from this place. 


“Because my mother's afraid of you,” I say to them. “She will squish youif you aren't careful. She will chop you with her big kitchen chopper. She will…” I struggle to imagine more threatsthat a mouse might understand. I have a hard time imagining threats at all. My mother has told me that I must be kind to living creatures, although it seems mice are an exception for her. “You need to run away before she gets you.”


The mice stand there on their hind legs, staring at meas if I am some larger and more important mouse. I know they're listening to me; I know they understand, and I can hear them chittering among themselves. They seem confused that I am talking to them. 


“Go,” I say, and now it's as if something pushes down the thread between us, something that holds authority and powerthat I'm not used to. My mother is the one people must listen to, not me. 


But now the mice listen to me. They scurry away, heading for the door and out into the village. They leave the house in a stream of white and grey fur, squeaking as they go. They leave and I shut the door after them, pleased that I have persuaded them. I look around to my mother. 


“You can come down now,” I say with a hint of pride. “They're all gone.”


“I can see that,” my mother says, stepping down from her perch on the chair. She stares at me with something close to wonder. “Oh my… Lyra. Do you know how special you are?”


 




 



CHAPTER ONE


I duck out of the way of a blow, bringing my spear upto slow my opponent’s advance, buying me time. Dust rises around me as I roll, half blinding me. 


“Fight fair, Rowan!” I call out, swinging at my weighted chain to try to entangle his legs as he approaches, even though I can’t see him. 


We are training in one of the practice halls of Ironhold, working with blunted weapons to avoid injury. But that doesn't stop either of us from using our powers. Those are as much a part of Aetheria’s games as any skill with weapons. The difference is that Rowan can use all of his, his magical gifts being a small amount of control over earth and stone.


My gifts are restricted by the dampener I am forced to wear around my left wrist, the leather bracelet worked withmagical runes, constraining myability to connect to animals. I can only work a thread of power past it, enough to borrowa fraction of sight from a rat lurking in one corner. 


It means I can at least seeRowan coming. Even from that angle, he looks magnificent. He is heavily muscled, taller than I am, with auburn hair falling to his shoulders an vivid green eyes. He is wearing training gear rather than the full armor of the arena, and that means thathis well-defined muscles are on show, since that gear amounts to little more than brief trunks and sandals for him. I get a skirt and halter top as well. The idea is that the less an opponent has to grab onto the better, but I suspect it is also about showing off our bodies to the watching crowds when we fight in the colosseum. So much of it is about the show we put on for the crowds, after all.


Both of us also have iron collars around our necks, making it clear that we are not citizens of Aetheria entering the games for glory and honor. Instead, we are both slave gladiators, who must fight when we are commanded or be punished. 


We both have circular brands on our left shoulders, cut through by slashes. I have three, Rowan two, one for each season we have been deemed to have successfully completed within the games. Five such marks and we will be free, our time as gladiators complete. More than that, we will be full citizens of the city, and any children we have will be high-born. It is Aetheria’s way of making sure that the strong are brought into its population, the weak weeded out.


But that is not something to concentrate on for now. For the moment, I must focus on the fight. Practice bout or not, there is still always an element of dangerwithin the training fortress of Ironhold. 


Now that I know where Rowan is I can swing my chain more accurately, aiming for him, but he seems to guess what is about to happen. Perhaps hefeels the movement comingbecause one of his most important skills is the ability to feel the vibrations of the earth as his opponents move. His arm snaps up and he catches the chain, pulling me in while he thrusts with his sword. 


I weave aside from the attack, my vision from the ratletting me see the angle at which the blow is coming. I twist around Rowan, circling him while he tries to pull me in with the chain. It means that the chain wraps around his legs, and he tumbles to the floor. Even as he does it though he pulls me down with him, so that I land on top of him. I lie there panting for a second or two. 


I’m aware of the closeness of him. It’s impossible not to respond to that closeness, when he is so good looking. My body feels as though it is heating up with us being so close to one another, my breath coming shorter. 


Once, I was with Rowan. Once, I wouldn't have been able to stop myself from leaning in to kiss him. Now, though, I must. I am not with Rowan. 


“Oh, stop it, you two,” Zara says, from where she is trading practice blows with Cesca, another of the gladiators. “Every bout seems to end up like this with you.”


Zara is flame haired and pale skinned even in the heat of Aetheria, taken from somewhere out on its fringes. She has a talent for controlling water, and carries vials of iton belts that cross her chest. Cesca is shorter and dark-haired, with a talent for conjuring small sparks of lightning that can make it difficult for an opponent to grab her. It isn't much of a talent by the standards of the arena, so she is training hard to try to make sure she survives. 


Most of the fighters have some kind of talent in the Colosseum. That is why we are here, taken from the fringes of the empire, because our gifts were spotted by the Aetherians. They claim that all magic flows outwards from the cityand the stones beneath it, so that any such gifts found beyond it must be brought back. The truth is it's a way for them to control magic, to either kill or coopt those of us who can use it. 


Zara's words make me start back from Rowan. After all, the two of us aren't together and… and I feel enough every time I look at him thatI can't just ignore being that close to him. My body responds to him automatically, my attraction to him impossible to ignore. I must pull back, because being too close is dangerous, when I am not with Rowan. Zara laughs at the speed with which I do it, obviously knowing the reaction she would get. 


“You did well there,” Rowan says, disentangling himself from my chain. 


“Until you caught me out with a trick,” I say. 


“Stop expecting anything to be fair. You should know better than that by now.”


 I do know that there is nothing fair about the real fights. I had just been hoping for more from the practice bouts. The colosseum of Aetheria isn’t about even contests, but about what will excite the crowd the most. Rowan has been thrown in there blindfolded before. I have been made to face deadly creatures and mazes filled with traps. I have bled in there, and my body bears the scars of my wounds, despite the best efforts of the healers. Until such time as we win our freedom, we are at the mercy of the organizers of the games: Lord Darius and Lady Selene.


“We should switch around and work with different people,” Zara suggests. “We don’t have long until the next set of holy days. We need to be ready.”


I suspect she is suggesting that because she is working with Cesca, who is the weakest of us. The games are held on the holy days of Aetheria, reflecting their beginnings as a sacrificial rite, designed to appease the gods. I have been toldthat they also feed the stones the magic flows out of, making sure that flow is undimmed. Zara is right: it isn't long before the next set, and that means that we will need to fight again. 


“Just a couple more,” I say. I need to keep my focus on that. Two more sets of games, and I will be free. 


“For you,” Rowan points out, sounding bitter, and I flinch at my mistake. 


He and I both took part in an extra set of games, the Champions Trials, but Rowan wasjudged to have failedafter he feigned his own death in about between us. It was a bold move, designed so that neither of us would have to kill the other. It saved both of our lives butmeans he still needs to fight in three more sets of games before he can be free. 


“I'm sorry,” I say. “I wasn't thinking.”


“It's just the way of things here,” Zara says. Like Rowan, she has two seasons behind her. She wasn't chosen for the Champions Trials. The circle on Cesca’s shoulder bears no marks. She has yet to fight in earnest, outside of a practice bout. I hope she will be able to survive. “Now come on. Fight me, Lyra.”


Zara uses a pair of curved daggers as her main weapons, curling around her fists so that she can fight with ferocity and speed. As we face off, she charges at me, forcing me to give ground because I'm a gladiator whose weapons favor a greater distance. The whole strategy of my weapons is to hit and move, looking for openings, trying to findways to tangle my opponentand leave them vulnerable. 


I can see Rowan working with Cesca, whose weapon of choice seems to be an elegant sword, long and slender, like a willow reed made from iron. She's fast and agile, able to switch the weapon from one hand to the other as she moves. I can see her asking Rowan for tips, deliberately leaning close to him as she does so. Is she attracted to him? I feel a brief pang of jealousy, and I have no right to be jealous. Once more, I must remind myself that Rowan and I are not together. 


I am with Alaric, beautiful, noble Alaric, one of the free gladiatorsand only a season away from being able to leave the games. Not that he is here.


Maybe this isn't even about attraction. During the Champions Trials, Cesca hung around with Ravenna, one of the free gladiators. That might have been because Ravennawas able to manipulate people's minds and couldhave simply decided that Cesca was going to be her latest pet, but my feeling is thatthe young woman is seeking the most powerful friends she can find in an effort to make it through Ironhold. It's a strategy I can’t hold against her. People do what they need to in order to survive here. 


Except Alaric. He seems to do whatever is likely to bring him the most glory. He flips, he spins. He plays to the crowd. He treats the fights as a grand game. There is a pang in my heart at the thought of him, and I'm distracted enough that Zara gets through with a couple of hits. If these had been live blades rather than wooden ones, I would be dead right now. 


“What has you so distracted?” she asks. 


“Alaric,” I say, simply. 


She groans. “Really? I know the two of you have been having fun, butyou can't let it get in the way. The moment you start to feel anything for someone around here, that's when it will cost you.”


It's the simple pragmatic advice I've heard so often in Ironhold, but the truth is that I feel plenty for Alaric, and I can’t just switch that off. I had assumed that he felt the same way about me. But, in the brief space since the Champions Trials, we haven't spent as much time together. I certainly haven't been sleeping in his room every night. I feel as though there's something wrong, but I don't know what.


“Look,” Zara says. “Just go to him. Sort out whatever this is. Then you can train properly.”


It's good advice. Part of the reason that people have told me not to get attached is because such feelings can get in the way of the training we need to survive. Theyare a distraction in a place where the least distraction might be the difference between life and death. And Alaric is more than a little distracting.


Yes, I will go to Alaric. I will find out what is going on, and-


Even as I think about it, I see that I will have no timebecause a couple of soldiers are standing at the entrance to the training hall. They are not the usual guards from the perimeter of Ironhold, who come inside only when they need to. These wear the imperial insignia on their chests, a sword thrusting through a flickering ball of raw magic. I know what they will say beforethey say it. 


“Lyra Thornwind, the emperor requires your presence. Alone.”


 


 


 




 



CHAPTER TWO


The imperial palace is a place of grandeur beyond anything I might be able to dream. For me, it is also a place of fear. I walk along halls that are lined with painted and gilded statues, my sandals clicking on the tiles of mosaic floors that shift with magic to show scenes of the past. Guards flank me at all times, looking ready for any attempt to break away on my part. 


The emperor does not have me collected in a luxurious palanquin, carried by servants the way Lady Elara used to when she was my patron. Instead, he has me marched up to the palace instead between his guards like a prisoner, showing me off to the city while also showing his power over me. One day, I fear he will tireof me and simply have my dead body brought to him instead. 


What does he even want from me? In the times I have come to the palace so far he has not answered that question, not really. He has spoken about his ability to see the future in flashes and fragments, seeing possibilities without fully understanding what will happen. He has spoken about knowing that I'm importantto great events that are about to come, but he doesn't seem to be able to make up his mind whether I'm there to help the city or to hurt him. 


If he ever decides that it's the latter, he will have me killed. Every time I think of that, it sends a shiver down my spine. 


Today, he has me meet him in a receiving room with views out over the imperial gardens. The room is partly open to the elements, although a shimmer of magic at one end suggests that it is not entirely unprotected. Great pillars hold up a ceiling decorated with scenes of the gods seducing mortals. Every time I come to the palace I fear that he will want that, too. If the emperor commands me to give myself to him, I will not be able to refuse unless I want to take on his guards. It is a thought that makes me nauseous. 


The room has several gilded marble couchescarved with scenes of satyrs and nymphs. A banner displays the imperial symbol of a sword piercing a purple ball of magic. The same symbol is repeated endlessly, carved into stones, painted in gold on doors. The gardens beyond are spectacular, tended with a mixture of care and magicthat makes flowers bloom impossibly, and strange creatures wander the grounds. A butterfly larger than my head flits from bloom to bloom. 


The emperor waits for me in the receiving room, lounging on one of the couches. Emperor Tiberius VI is a lean man in his forties, taller than me, his dark hair thinningand his eyes glowing with purple hints of power that match the imperial robes he wears. He tries to cultivate a sense of cool calculation, but I know that there is a propensity for sudden cruelty and violence in him too.


I have learned what he expects from me in these situations. I fall to my knees before him, the way a slave is supposed to before the emperor. He smiles at that. 


“There was a time when I would have had to remind you of your place, Lyra,” he says, sounding happy about my progress. “Tell me how things are going at Ironhold.”


“Everyone is training hard preparing for the next games,” I say, not quite understanding what he wants.


Now he looks a little displeased. “That is not what I mean. I can get that much from Darius.”


Lord Darius is themaster of the games and the most important trainer of Ironhold. He is utterly loyal to the emperor and seems to see the games as a holy thing. He has come to dislike me because of the way my talents disrupt the colosseum.


“What is it you want to know?” I ask.


“Tell me about the alliances there and the schemes. Tell me who is trying to influence things from the inside now that Ravenna is gone.”


“I… don’t know,” I admit. It isn’t something I pay attention to if I can avoid it.


“Then you should find out,” the emperor says. “Why do you think I've decided to become your patron?”


“I thought you wanted to see what kind of person I was before you decided whether I lived or died,” I reply. 


The emperor shrugs. “Do you really think this is about whether you're a good person? Do you think that matters in the least in Aetheria? This is a place that is built on power, but also on intrigue. There are always plots, always schemes.”


He sounds faintly paranoid, assuming that everyone is plotting behind his back. But then… who’s to say that they aren’t?


He keeps going. “My ancestors did something very useful in centering society around the games. It means the schemers try to influence the games when they could be putting their efforts into assassinating me. That is useful but, it is also a world where, for all my power, I do not have perfect informationabout what is happening. Since I have you now, you're going to provide me with that information.”


“You want me to spy for you within the arena?” I ask.


“Not just spy. I intend to influence things,” the emperor says. 


“You're the emperor, can't you just command things to happen?”


He cocks his head to one sideas if trying to decide whether I'm making fun of him. “Power is never so simple. Yes, I could order you taken from here and impaled, or sold on, never to be free. I can take those who displease me and throw them into the arenaor have them tortured and executed. But that doesn't always change things.”


Is there a threat in that or does he really just believe that's the way the world works? 


“When there are those who work in the shadows against me, those who try to manipulate the games, I must engage in manipulations of my own. My intention is to use you as the tool of those manipulations, Lyra.”


My breath catches slightly as he says that. I get the feeling I'm being pushed into something more dangerous even than fighting against foes in the arena. 
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