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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.”

I see her nod, her face set in fresh determination. I hope I have done the right thing by talking to her. She keeps moving, keeps working. I can see some of the others dropping out. This is going to be a long day, filled with the desperate disappointment of failure, and the realization that succeeding leads only to more work and pain.

I know then that I don't want to be there, watching this. I don't want to see who will succeed and who will fail. I don't want to become invested in the new recruits. At the best of times, this is a place where we might lose someone at any moment, killed in an instant in the fights. But this… most of those who have arrived will not make it. Lord Darius only wants the best, and the fate of the others is not one I can think about.

I walk away from the training pits. I do not have to be here, and there is nothing I can do, in truth, to help anyone. I can shout encouragement, I can tell them that they must not give in, but I cannot give them any assistance beyond that. And even if I encourage them to succeed, am I not just pushing them closer to a possible death in the Colosseum? It is better to be elsewhere, better to keep training and see who my new comrades in arms will be.

I seek another practice space, this one indoors and grim, looking more like a dungeon than a place to improve my skills. It is a large, square-walled box of a place, with chains hanging down from the ceiling and a great across the ceiling rather than a stone roof. Only the practice posts within make it clear that this is a place for training rather than imprisonment and pain. The idea in this room is to move around it without touching the floor, attacking the practice posts in passing.

I am surprised to find that there is someone already in here, swinging casually from one chain to the next, slashing out the posts without ever losing his grip or his balance, making it all look easy.

Alaric Blackthorn is beautiful and graceful even doing this. Where someone like Rowan is powerfully built and muscular, Alaric is lithe and flexible, lean and fast, built like an acrobat or a dancer. He is taller than me, with dark hair falling to his shoulders, his features falling naturally into an expression laced with sarcasm and arrogance. He is wearing simple training gear, his chest bare except for a few scraps of armor, a single flash of bright cloth proclaiming his position within one of Aetheria’s noble families. Unlike me, there is no iron collar around his neck, but he still has the mark on one shoulder showing how far he is from completing his five seasons. Two stripes now run across it. The next season will be his third.

His dark eyes seem to dance with delight as he sees me, a smile gracing his features. I can never be sure whether Alaric cares about me. He claims that I am simply interesting, but he does not treat me with the cruelty of some of the other free gladiators. He is not Vex.

“Ah, Lyra, have you come to hang around with me?”

He laughs at his own witticism, hanging upside down for a moment from one of the chains to punctuate his point, then striking another of the posts as if to emphasize that he has not forgotten his training.

“I didn't know you were here,” I say.

“And if you had? Would that have made you avoid this place or come running to it?” Alaric likes to tease me. It seems he spends as much time poking and prodding at my emotions as he would confusing and tormenting an opponent in the Colosseum. I can never be certain whether he means any of it or not.

“I just needed to get away from the selections,” I say. “There's so little I can do there to help anyone. I don't like feeling that helpless.”

To my surprise, Alaric nods. “I understand, Lyra. It’s too many people. Some of them will be chosen to train and maybe die, some of them will be sent away to other fates. And you think that you should save everyone from the worst of it.”

“Don't mock me, Alaric,” I snap back. Can’t he see that this hurts me?

“What is the world for if not to mock it?” Alaric retorts. “We are not in control of the world. We cannot stop its cruelties. What role do we have except as jesters, clowning on the fringes?”

He swings casually among the chains again, turning this way and that.

“Do you actually believe that?” I ask.

“What you have to ask yourself, dear Lyra, is whether I actually believe anything. Telling what's real from what's false is hard work.”

Now he pulls one of his favorite tricks, making multiple images of himself appear around the room, clinging to different chains. They start to move back and forth, swinging this way and that, so it's hard to keep track of where the real Alaric is.

“You wanted to train to distract yourself, Lyra,” he says. “So let's see if you can find the real me without losing. But I will make it easy. You don't even have to use the chains.”

I sigh at the game, but at least it is a chance to do something, to work and distract myself from the thoughts of everything that is happening to the new recruits. Alaric seems to know that’s what I need at a time like this. And in a way, even this mockery is a kindness, giving me exactly what I require.

“So you stay away from the selection because you don't want the pain of it either?” I ask.

“Are you hoping to get me to talk and tell you my location?” Alaric asks. His voice seems to come from each of his illusions at once. “All right, yes. Maybe I don't like the idea of getting attached to any of them before I know they're going to stay. Like being given a new kitten, only for it to die. Or worse… there might be a beautiful young woman among them, and my heart might be so struck that I am in agony when it turns out she doesn't have the stamina for carrying rocks around and around.”

He clutches his hand to his chest in mock pain.

I start to hunt him through the chains. “You can’t protect yourself from every feeling?”

“Can’t I?”

Various Alarics swing towards me. I raise my trident to block an attack by one, only for it to pass straight through. It's an illusion.

“I forgot,” I say. “You don't feel anything for anybody, do you?”

“Oh, I can feel all kinds of things,” Alaric says. Another of his illusions swings through me. “From my perch up here, for example, it’s hard not to feel amusement, desire, all the usual things when it comes to you.”

That seems to be the extent of the emotional range he admits to, most of the time, but I know that this is an act, something he throws at the world to pretend that he doesn’t care. And then there’s the part where he says he desires me. It’s hard not to react to that, even though I know I shouldn’t. Alaric is impossible to ignore.

“The important thing is not to get too attached. Or to stop watching your back.”

I spin as he says it, seeing a version of him swinging towards me across the room. This time I extend my trident, butt first, and there's a satisfying impact as he swings into it. The illusions disappear and now we are sparring, me on the ground, him scrambling among the chains. Given how fast and deadly Alaric is, his disadvantage almost makes things even.

Even then, he somehow springs from one of the chains in a backflip that sends him over my head to land behind me, sword lightly touching my throat.

“You know, I should have thought to demand a forfeit for the loser,” he says. “There are so many delightful possibilities.”

“But thankfully, you tend to act first and think later,” I say. It’s all too easy to imagine the kind of forfeit he might have asked for, and I don’t want a part of his games. I’m almost certain of it.

He bows as if I have complimented him. “Always ready to puncture my ego, Lyra.”

“Someone has to.”

He shakes his head. “Strictly speaking, as a noble of Aetheria, mere commoners such as yourself are actively forbidden from doing it. I should be defending the honor of my noble family's name.”

“And why don't you?” I ask. Alaric seems happy for me to poke fun at him when I know he has fought duels over such things in the past.

“Perhaps some things are easier to hear from a beautiful woman than from others,” Alaric suggests. “Or perhaps I suspect that all of this may secretly be affection, a declaration of your need for me. In any case, I don't have time to teach you a proper lesson. I must get to the bathhouse to clean up. I am required down in the city, and I need to look my best.”

That catches me by surprise. “You get to leave Ironhold?”

There are rows of soldiers on the walls to prevent exactly that. I found out on my first day as a captive that those who try to run are killed. I saw a young man’s throat cut by the side of the road to prove it.

“Is it because you’re a free gladiator?” I ask. “I heard that some of them get to leave, but I wasn’t sure whether to believe it.”

Alaric shakes his head. “We are as committed to Ironhold as you, Lyra, until we serve out our seasons. But those who have successfully completed their first may find themselves… sponsored on visits to Aetheria by suitably high-born individuals."

“Sponsored?” I say. This is the first I have heard of gladiators being taken out of Ironhold, except to fight on the holy days of the city.

“They call it that,” Alaric says. “Mostly, it is similar to the time we spend with them after fighting. They wish to be seen with us, or they desire us. Occasionally, they want to build connections with us. It makes them feel more important to be seen next to a gladiator who has made a name for themselves.”

“They are important,” I point out. “They're nobles.”

Alaric smiles, as if he can't imagine most nobles being all that important. He comes from a very wealthy family, after all.

“So who's your sponsor?” I ask. “Some noble determined to bed you? Someone who wants to be seen next to the great Alaric Blackthorn?”

“One day you will call me that and sound as though you mean it,” Alaric says, with a sigh. “Maybe on that day, I might even let you know who my sponsor is. Probably not, though. Now, excuse me, Lyra. Unless you wanted to join me in the bathhouse?”

He already knows the answer to that. I let him go, thinking about this new thing I've learned. There is a way for me to leave Ironhold. But only if there is a noble who wants me to. And I know there is at least one noble who might be interested in that.


Chapter Three

“I made it!”

I'm delighted and surprised to find that Cesca makes it through the selection process. She hugs me in the great dining hall, dressed now in the brief skirt sandals and halter top that form the training gear for a new gladiator. She has the circle representing the Colosseum burned into her left shoulder, the same as all the rest of us.

“Thank you,” she says. “Without your encouragement, I would have given up. I wouldn't be here without you, Lyra. I wouldn't have a chance at freedom.”

I hope I have done the right thing by encouraging her. It means that she is now in a dangerous place and will need to fight for her life.

“What's your talent?” I ask. I hope she is not a null. She does not have the size or strength to survive without powers.

“I can conjure small sparks of lightning,” she says. “And I already know about you. Everyone talks about you. You can control beasts.”

She says it as if that is something exciting rather than something to be afraid of. Something the people of the city hate.

“I can talk to them,” I correct her. I know that's not the extent of my powers, but I also know I must be at least a little discreet. Beast whisperers are not loved in Aetheria.

The surprising thing is that people are talking about me. I know people were cheering for me in the Colosseum but those here in Ironhold know me. Surely I am not famous among them?

Cesca is not the only new arrival. Just eight of the twenty or so conscripts have made it through to begin their training. They are new faces around the dining hall, some looking around nervously, some trying to project confidence and strength. One young man, larger than most of the others and heavily bearded, stalks over to me.

“I’ve heard of you too, and I don't think you're anything special,” he says. He towers over me, broad-shouldered and muscular. He's too close to me.

“And your name is?” I ask.

“They call me Arctus,” he says. “But I think a little thing like you should be more polite than that. How about you move aside and let me have that seat?”

I realize what he's doing. He’s trying to pick a fight. He’s trying to show how tough he is so that he won’t be bullied by everyone else. My guess is that he’s scared, and he’s taking that out on me. It’s almost enough to make me move aside.

“Or better yet, how about you come sit on my lap, make me welcome?” he says.

Another figure walks up. She is dark-haired and possibly the loveliest woman in the room, wearing a red dress that falls from her shoulder to reveal her gladiator's mark. Her dark eyes look over Arctus with contempt.

“Or how about you go away and stop bothering us?” Ravenna says. Lady Ravenna, since she is one of the nobles within Ironhold. "You aren't even good-looking enough to be worth commanding for long."

Arctus snarls and moves towards her, obviously deciding that he can fight her as easily as me. Somewhere in the middle of the movement, a look of absolute terror crosses his face. He turns, running from the dining hall, not even looking back. Ravenna's power is over the minds of those around her. Occasionally she reminds us just what a frightening power that is.

“Thank you,” I say.

She shrugs casually. “What are friends for? Besides, he was scared anyway. He was lashing out because he thought it would make him less afraid.”

She says it in a matter of fact tones of someone who was able to look into Arctus’ mind directly. It’s another reminder of just how powerful she is.

“I'm surprised you're down here in the dining hall,” Zara says, from where she's sitting nearby. “I thought you got your meals brought up to you by adoring servants.”

“Sometimes,” Ravenna says. “And they are very adoring. But sometimes it's also nice to come down and see who the new people are. Plus, I get to talk to all of you.”

I still find it strange that Ravenna wants to be friends with me. That she takes any interest in the conscripted gladiators. She is noble, and she is powerful. She is obviously friends with Vex, Alaric, and the other free gladiators. She has no reason to spend time around me. And yet she does.

“Talking of dining in the fineries of my noble quarters,” Ravenna says. “Lyra, in a few days I will be holding a little… soiree for a few friends. I would love it if you could join us.”

“Me?” I say. I look around at the others there. “Just me?”

“For this one,” Ravenna says. “I like to introduce people individually to different groups of friends.”

“I’m… not sure,” I say.

Ravenna puts a hand on my arm. “It’s nothing sinister, Lyra. I promise. And I think you might enjoy it. Please?”

The strangest thing is that she doesn’t push at me with her powers. It would be so easy for her to manipulate me and force me to say yes, but instead she holds back. From her, that's a considerable mark of respect and friendship. Normally she uses her powers on people as easily as breathing, and with as little thought. That effort is enough to make me nod.

“All right,” I say. I try to deflect her attention a little. “Have you met the newcomers yet?”

Ravenna shakes her head. “But that's part of why I'm here. To see if anybody is interesting.”

She joins us, talking casually, as if half the eyes in the room aren't on her. I know she's aware of it. I know she likes it because she feels it gives her influence. Cesca is currently staring into her eyes like a moth drawn to a flame.

“Hmm, perhaps,” Ravenna says.

I worry about whatever web Ravenna is drawing the newcomer into, but I also know that she's a potentially powerful ally, who could also help the new gladiators. Her help might be the difference between survival and failure here for them.

Even as I'm hesitating one of the trainers comes in. “Lyra, you have a visitor. Quickly now.”

I have no time to spend now trying to disentangle the new gladiators from Ravenna's influence. And maybe it's better that they fall in with her than with one of the other nobles, or find themselves bullied by the stronger gladiators. I must go with the trainer, heading for a room higher up in the fortress. The kind of room that a noble would enjoy, although this one is largely bare. The trainer leaves me at the door. I'm surprised he's escorted me this far. It says a lot about the power and influence of the person within.

I know who it will be before I enter. Lady Elara Moonshadow is waiting for me patiently, seated on an elegantly carved wooden chair that is only one step away from being a throne. She is in her forties, with dark hair bound up atop her head with a golden comb. Her features are sharp and striking, her eyes perceptive and intelligent as she waits for the door to close behind me. I must stand before her like a servant before a ruler.

“Lyra, there you are. Are you ready for your first lesson?”

She says it without preamble, catching me slightly off guard. But why else would she be here? She has agreed to teach me more about the powers I possess, about what it means to be a beast whisperer. She has told me it's a dangerous path but that I need help if I am to control those powers.

The thought of that makes a note of fear run through me. I know she is expecting so much from me, and I’m not sure if I can be all she wants me to be. She is going to show me how to use powers I am only just learning that I have, powers I’m told people will hate me for.

“Why is it you’re so interested in teaching me?” I ask. She must have her own reasons, her own agenda. I want to know more about what those things are.

“In part, because I think it’s important to teach others such as myself,” Lady Elara says. “In part, because I think you can be useful.”

“Useful how?” I ask.

“For now, let’s say that people should be able to see one of our kind without fear. In the arena, you can be a hero to them, Lyra.”

A hero? I don’t feel very heroic when I’m in there. And it doesn’t feel like that answer is enough.

“And that’s your whole plan?” I ask.

“It’s as much as I’m prepared to tell you for now,” Lady Elara counters. “I’m not obligated to tell you my every thought.”

It’s a reminder that, for all that she’s helping me, our positions are very different.

I nod. “I still have a question, though.”

She cocks her head to one side. “I'm always open to questions, Lyra. Although which ones I can answer is a different matter.”

I hesitate before I ask it. I know that what I am about to ask her for is potentially a lot.

“Why are we doing this here?” I ask.

“What do you mean? Is this room not acceptable in some way?”

Again, it takes me a moment to build up my courage. What if she says no? What if I’m asking too much? What if I anger her just by asking for this part? But I must ask.

“I've heard about nobles being able to take gladiators out as their patrons,” I say. I try to gauge her reaction to the words. “About inviting them into Aetheria.”

“And you're hoping I will do that?” Lady Elara says. Her eyes search my features. “It would only fuel some of the rumors.”

There are many rumors about us. It is impossible to hide the fact that she comes to see me, or that she has requested my presence after some of my bouts. Plenty of people believe that she has taken me as a lover. Others have decided that she wants to be seen with the most outrageous gladiator of the games, the one who refused the emperor's command to kill.

“Do the rumors matter?” I ask. “I thought they kept us safe. And… Ironhold is hardly a private place.”

She seems to consider that. After a few moments, she nods. “You're right. My intention was to bring you into the city anyway when you were ready. Obviously, when I first met you, you had yet to complete your first season, so it wasn't an option. But now… if you are serious about what I have to teach, then perhaps you can be more use to me out in the city.”

My heart sings at the possibility. If she will take me from this place even for a little while, it will give me a chance to see more of Aetheria. Perhaps I might even find a way to eventually escape. A way that will not see me dragged back and killed.

“But you must understand, Lyra, that there are limits to such patronage. The patron guarantees the safe return of the gladiator. Should they escape, the patron is expected to be the one who hunts them down. If that does not happen, the patron is likely to share their fate. Our lives will be in one another's hands. Do you think we can trust one another enough for that, Lyra?”

I feel suddenly ashamed of my thoughts of escape, because I know if I put them into practice I will be endangering her, putting her in a dangerous position at the very least. And I’m sure she will have known exactly what I was envisaging.

I nod.

“Good,” she says. “Now, to our practice. We do not have much time.”

I try to prepare myself, ready for whatever she has to teach.

“How many animals can you feel nearby?” she asks.

I don't entirely understand the question. “Feel them?”

“Yes. When you are close to an animal, you can feel its thoughts and emotions, correct? You connected to them. You feel some ephemeral part of them, and you make contact with it.”

That doesn't sound like a question. Or if it is, it's one she already knows the answer to. She knows far more about what it means to be a beast whisperer than I do. I try to imagine what it is like when I connect with a creature. She's right, it's as though I can feel their presence in the moments before I make contact.

I nod my agreement.

“So how many can you feel?” she asks.

“I'm not sure that I-”

“So concentrate,” Lady Elara says, making a demand of it. “Stop talking and focus. Close your eyes. Do it.”

The sharpness of the command is a reminder of the difference between our positions. She is a noble, there to teach. I am a slave gladiator, and now her student.

I do what she asks, closing my eyes and concentrating, trying to feel the space around me. I reach out with the part of me that is buried deep inside, trying to feel the presence of every animal I can. For several seconds I am just standing there, aware of nothing but my breathing. This does not feel like the grand magic she has in mind.

Then I feel something close by the scurrying presence of a mouse. I can feel its needs and its wants, and somehow in feeling that I start to push past it. I feel more mice. I feel beetles climbing the walls. I feel a spider waiting in its web. Still, my mind expands.

I feel the great beasts in the cages somewhere far below. I feel the presence of the shadow cat, still healing from its last time in the arena. I feel the Ironhide, down in its pen, feel great lizards and deadly chimeras. I connect to each in turn, my mind an ever expanding web of presences, almost too many to take in. I feel my awareness rippling out and out, taking in more with each ripple, with new beings there, new senses, new ways of experiencing the world.

“How many animals can you feel,” Lady Elara asks.

I open my eyes. “All of them.”


Chapter Four

I leave Lady Elara’s room feeling a sense of exhilaration. I have reached out and touched the minds of more beasts at once than I might have thought possible before all this. I can still feel their presence like a whisper at the back of my mind, or perhaps a collection of whispers waiting for me to give one of them more attention than the others, waiting for me to truly listen to one and know everything it is thinking and feeling.

I head through the noble part of Ironhold, and it is not long before I come to a familiar spot. There is a kind of temple space within it, large and open, filled with statues of great heroes of the Colosseum. It is a place that reminds me that Aetheria is serious about its reasons for running the games. It truly is a place that believes that physical power and magical strength are heroic, and that there is something great and important about fighting and dying in front of others.

I move through the space, considering the statues. There are small plaques attached to them, stating the names of the gladiators commemorated, and giving me something of their stories. Here is Deathin, who slew three great snakes with nothing more than a short sword. Here is Justinian, who leapt from the colosseum floor to defend the emperor of the time in the middle of an assassination attempt.

At the back is a statue of a woman, who seems to be sitting on a pile of sleeping beasts as if they are a throne. The plaque attached to the statue has been removed by someone, but I know what I am looking at: this is a beast whisperer.

“What are you doing in here again?” I recognize Vex’s voice even before I turn. He is as richly dressed as always, the arrogance on his face clear. Up close, I can also see the scars there. The healers of the Colosseum are skilled, but there are limits to what even they can do. I can hear the anger in his tone, and there is hatred in his eyes as he stares at me. I'm the reason he has the scars after all. I'm the one who summoned a shadow cat to my side in the middle of a bout, using it to face him where I could not do so hand to hand.

“I don't need your permission to be in here, Vex,” I say.

“You have no connection to any of this,” he replies. “My ancestors fought in the Colosseum. My family has sent its sons for generations. It is in our blood. We still remember that it was a once a holy rite, not just an entertainment.”

I have heard that before, that there was a time when the games only featured volunteers from among the people of Aetheria, wanting to demonstrate their skills before the gods, and give thanks for the powers they had gained. It is not that now, though. It is a place where people are forced to enter, their blood spilled the entertainment of the masses, rather than for anything holy.

“And wouldn't it be good if people were given a choice about whether they fought?” I say to him.

“You're just a coward who can't even kill,” he replies.

“You should be grateful for that,” I point out. “The emperor wanted you dead. I chose not to kill you.”

“And now you think I should be indebted to you for that?” Vex snaps back. His hands are balling into fists, but my eyes are more on any small objects around the room. Vex’s talent is for making weapons sail through the air at his command, so that his foes must face swarms of knives, buzzing around them like bumble bees.

I shrug. “I’m just saying that there is no reason for us to be enemies.”

“There is every reason,” he insists. “I know what you are, beast whisperer. I know about the prophecy. If you weren’t here, the emperor would already have had you quietly killed. No one will care if you die here.”

So he hates me as much for what I am as who I am? That's hardly news. I know that Vex is aware that I am a beast whisperer. I have hardly hidden it well. He's right though, in a curious way my status as a gladiator protects me even as it endangers my life. People are so certain that I will die out on the sands that they are not simply having me killed. They don't think they need to.

“Do you know who this is?” I ask him, gesturing to the statue. “I assume you know every statue here.”

“That is Valerian, foulest of your kind. They say she could control any beast, that she could make them turn on themselves, tear out their own throats. Then she decided that was not enough. She tried to use her beasts to take power. They say it took a hundred men to bring her down. Like all your kind, she was feral in the end.”

“Make up your mind, Vex,” I say. “Am I a coward or am I a feral animal, determined to rip your throat out?”

“Ultimately, it doesn't matter,” Vex says. “What matters is that you won't last another season.”

“Just pray that you're not facing me,” I say. “Maybe next time I won't be merciful.”

I stalk out of the gallery space, heading back through Ironhold, to my quarters.

I watch for Vex over the next couple of days as I train. I know he is vengeful and petty. If he can find a way to hurt me, he will. I see him in some of the halls, talking to some of the newer gladiators. That's a surprise since he normally doesn’t deign to talk to the enslaved gladiators, unless it’s to insult them.

As such, it's not entirely a surprise when Arctus takes another run at me in the dining hall. This time, he doesn't speak but just comes at me, swinging a punch at my head. I avoid it; I have trained long enough now to be able to dodge out of the way of clumsy punches. If anything my defense is better than most people's, because I must defend perfectly if I am to win fights without killing. I keep dodging to the side, then land a couple of punches of my own. I have been practicing, trying to learn things that will allow me to incapacitate an opponent without slaying them. It is not enough to put the big man down, but it makes him come at me more cautiously.

That's the point at which the trainers run in, pulling us apart. Lord Darius is there, and there is no way he is simply passing by the dining hall. He has been pointed this way. I look around to see Vex standing at the back, looking very pleased with himself.

“That’s enough!” Lord Darius says. “Save the violence for when you train. Take these two to a punishment room each. They’ve both earned a whipping.”

“But he attacked me!” I say.

It doesn't do any good.

“You will take your punishment,” Lord Darius says. “Or I will drag you before the arch magistrate and recommend that you are impaled.”

The mention of Lady Selene brings fresh fear running through me. The arch magistrate is known to be tough, applying the law ruthlessly. My fear is enough to freeze me in place. The trainers grab me, dragging me away to a room where a single whipping post stands at the middle. They tie me to it.

I have endured beatings before. This one is worse because I haven't done anything to deserve it. Arctus attacked me. I was just defending myself. And normally that kind of fight would be overlooked by the trainers anyway. But this time Lord Darius himself was on hand to see the ill discipline. I know that is down to Vex.

The beating is agony. It keeps going until I don't think I can scream anymore. Until I sag in my bonds. I'm left there like that, abandoned. Alone. How long is it before someone comes for me? I don't know, but I'm grateful that Naia is one of the ones who does come, because her touch is cooling and healing all at once.

I'm much more surprised to see Alaric there. He's the one who cuts me down from the post. He's the one who helps me to stand.

“You're here?” I say.

He shrugs. “That fool Rowan is too busy trying to argue with Lord Darius about fairness. If he's not careful, he'll end up in a room like this too. I prefer to deal with things as they are. It seems you weren't careful enough.”

“Is this really the moment to chide her?” Naia asks.

“This is exactly the moment,” Alaric says, “because Lyra here needs to understand the stakes around Ironhold. You've become a good gladiator, Lyra… in your own strange, far too peaceful way.”

“You couldn't just leave it at the compliment?” I say, groaning as Naia continues her work.

“But there is more to this place than just being skilled with a blade. You need to be able to navigate its politics. You need allies to watch your back.”

“Are you volunteering?” I ask. Alaric has always made it clear that he is looking out for himself. That he doesn't want to be encumbered by connections to others.

“Yes,” Alaric says. “I think that might be a good idea. It will encourage Vex not to try this kind of thing again, and it means we can pool resources, work together.”

“What resources could I have that you want, Alaric?” I say.

“Oh, you have plenty of things I want, Lyra,” Alaric replies. Even here like this, his pointedly lecherous look is enough to make me laugh. “And the truth is that even I need someone to watch my back occasionally.”

He holds out a hand. “Are we allies?”

I clasp his wrist. “Allies.”


Chapter Five

I want to just stagger back to my room and rest, but I quickly realize that tonight is the night I'm meant to be going to meet with Ravenna and her friends. My first instinct is to ignore the whole occasion. They won't expect me there after what has just happened. Ravenna will excuse my absence. She will understand that I am still recovering. Possibly she will think that I am still hanging by my wrists, waiting to be cut down.

But what has just happened is the main reason I cannot miss this. Alaric is right: I need allies. This place runs because of the power playing out behind the scenes. Ravenna understands that power, and she's giving me a way into that world. I need to grasp this opportunity if I am to remain safe enough to get through my seasons at the Colosseum.

So I forced myself to make my way up through the fortress to Ravenna's rooms. Rooms, plural, because she has a whole suite of them, on one of the higher floors. Compared with the privation of my cell, it might as well be a palace.

I'm limping as I make my way up there. Naia has done her best but it will still take me time to fully recover. By the time I reach Ravenna’s door, I need to lean against it while I knock. I'm almost surprised when she answers it herself, since I'm half expecting a servant to open it for her. But I guess there are limits to what even she can achieve here in terms of decadence.

Not many limits though, I suspect. The intoxicating scents of incense hit me as I stand there, and I can see that everyone within is dressed in finery I cannot hope to match.

“Lyra,” she says as she sees me. “I heard about what happened. Are you all right?”

She is wearing a dress of midnight blue this evening, slit high up one side. She has jeweled slippers on her feet rather than the sandals I am wearing. The room beyond her is draped in silks, while there is a long table set between some of the couches there, with various nobles lounging on them. Some are noble gladiators, while others appear merely to be visitors, without the gladiators’ marks we have.

“I’m… not sure,” I admit.

“Come in,” Ravenna says. “I should have thought to send a dress for you, but maybe this is better. People should see you, not some dressed up version I create.”

She gives me her arm, leading me into the room and guiding me to a couch alongside her. It means that a young nobleman must give up his spot, but he seems happy enough to do so. He is a few years older than either myself or Ravenna, with a short dark beard and spiked dark hair. I’m surprised to see a gladiator’s mark on his shoulder, and it is a complete one, the full five stripes crossing it.

“Lyra, may I introduce Oberon Cassis?” she says. “Oberon used to fight in the games. These days, he is as respected a noble as any.”

“Respected may be putting it a little strongly, Ravenna,” he says, in a voice that drips like honey. “After all, I do so little that is respectable.”

“Promises, promises,” Ravenna replies, guiding me to sit beside her. She gestures to the others there. “Some of those here, I’m sure you’ll recognize. Others either made their way through the Colosseum before your time, or have never chosen to take part.”

At least they got the choice, which is more than I did. I can see some of them staring at me as if trying to work out why I'm here. Others seem pleased by my presence, Oberon included.

“Tell me, Lyra,” a highborn gladiator asks me. She is wearing a gossamer dress that barely seems to be there, her red hair piled high. I think she has some control over fire, although she has never deigned to speak to me for long enough for me to find out. "What is Lady Elara’s interest in you? Please tell us that it's everything the rumors claim.”

“She is just interested in my powers,” I say, resisting the urge to blush. “I think she's interested in making sure I achieve everything I can in the games.”

“And why would a noble be interested in a gladiator for those reasons?” the woman asks.

“Oh, ignore Portia,” Ravenna says. “She's just upset because she's only just realized she doesn't have to sleep with every patron she meets.”

Portia shoots a venomous look Ravenna’s way, but then laughs. “Frankly I'm shocked you know that, Ravenna.”

Ravenna shrugs. “If there's a chance that we die during the games, shouldn't we all seize life while we can?”

She passes me a goblet of spiced wine. I sip it slowly.

“Now, Grantulus,” Ravenna says, turning her attention to one of the nobles who doesn't possess a gladiator's mark. “We're all interrupting you. You were telling us about the sudden shift in your shipping interests.”

The noble starts to go on about the price of crops in different parts of the empire, the costs of transportation, and the trouble of getting people to protect his ships from pirates.

“Well in that case maybe you're in the right place,” Ravenna says. “Because Oberon here has many skilled fighters at his disposal.”

“You mean he hires out mercenaries,” Portia retorts. Again, everyone laughs as if it's a joke and not a pointed jibe at someone else's expense.

One of them picks up a lyre, starting to play and reciting verses about the heads of the various noble houses. Again, the noble gladiators seem to find it all outrageously funny. I’m mostly just starting to feel as though I should leave.

Ravenna touches my arm softly. “Don’t go,” she whispers.

I frown at her. “Are you reading my thoughts?”

“Just the tension in your body. You look as if you’re about to step into the arena to face a foe.”

“I don’t even understand what’s going on here,” I whisper to her.

She leans closer to me. “Oh, that’s easy. These are the sons and daughters of some of the most influential people in Aetheria, which means they are close to the most influential people in the world. Some of them like one another, some of them have petty rivalries, and a couple of their families have been unofficially at war for a generation after someone’s mother ran off with someone’s uncle.”

“I still don’t understand the point of all of this,” I say.

Ravenna puts an arm around me. It must look as though she's confiding intimate secrets to me. In a lot of ways she is.

“The point is that the Colosseum is the one thing that brings all the nobles and people of Aetheria together. It is still seen as something sacred by at least a portion of the empire's nobility. And it is a place where the children of some of the highest nobles of the land are in danger for possibly the only times in their lives. The ways in which they navigate that danger will forge alliances and enmities that will influence Aetheria’s politics for decades to come. It is also the one place where people can speak who would not otherwise do so. Take those two.”

She points at two young men at the far end of the table. I think one of them is a gladiator, lean and hard bodied, his dark hair close cropped, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. The young man next to him is portly and soft in a way that would not survive in the Colosseum. He wears many rings on his fingers.

“Their families have been at odds for a number of years. But I have put the two together, and I have every confidence that by the end of tonight, if they aren't lovers they will be well on the way to it. When they are both in positions of power within their family, things will shift.”

“And what do you get out of that?” I ask her.

She smiles as if I've finally asked the right question. “I can shift things my way, of course, but mostly people tend to remember the person who did them all these favors, who set things up to their advantage.”

There are a couple of things I still don't understand.

“Why do you need to be here to do this?” I ask. “Couldn't you have acted as a power broker outside of Ironhold?”

Ravenna shakes her head. “Nowhere near as well. Here the danger means that old rivalries can be put aside, lost in the moment. It's also a place where families are not present. Young men and women are becoming themselves, forged in the heat of battle. And while that iron is still hot, I can put my stamp on it.”

“So you have to be here?” I say.

“That’s not the only reason,” she replies. “I will gain respect if I make it through all five seasons.”

“And the danger?” I ask.

“Are you worried for me?” Ravenna laughs lightly. “Danger can be managed. Controlled. It is one of my more powerful bargaining chips here.”

“What do you mean?” I ask. This is getting more confusing by the second.

“Oh, Lyra, you didn’t think that all the bouts were fair, did you?” Ravenna says. “The right suggestion in the right place can change who someone fights, or the terms of the bout. Fighters can be bought off, paid to take a loss with minor injuries rather than risk death. A foe can be poisoned just before their fight, so they move slower. If someone’s family angers me, their fights get harder. If they go along with things the way they should be, they get easier.”

“You’re talking about cheating,” I say, unable to keep the shock from my voice.

Ravenna looks me in the eyes. “I’m talking about survival. Survival in the Colosseum, but also survival in the much more dangerous arena of Aetheria’s politics.”

She smiles, raising her voice. “But I’ve monopolized you too long, Lyra. Come, you must mingle with the others! And dance. There should be dancing!”

I don’t want to dance. I feel as though I’m in the middle of something at least as deadly as any fight in the arena. Something on which my survival might depend. And it’s something I barely understand at all.


Chapter Six

I wake the next morning to find that I have been summoned to the gates. I walk there and find them open a crack, revealing a palanquin beyond, decorated in gold and mother of pearl, carried by four burly porters. A curtain on the side window of the palanquin twitches aside slightly, revealing a brief glimpse of Lady Elara, beckoning to me.

I realize that she has done it, she has come to collect me as my patron. For the first time since my arrival, I will be able to set foot beyond the walls of Ironhold, without it being to go to fight in the Colosseum. That prospect fills my heart with joy.

“What are you waiting for?” One of the guards on the gates demands. “Get out there. We need to get these gates closed again.”

He treats it as if it is just an ordinary day, rather than the first taste of freedom I have had since I was brought here. I hurry out of the gates heading for the palanquin and hopping inside. Lady Elara is waiting for me, seated on silken cushions. She gives a signal and the palanquin rises, the two of us carried back towards the waiting city.

“You came for me,” I say.

She raises an eyebrow. “Did you doubt that I would? We need to begin your training.”

“And all of this?” I ask, gesturing to the palanquin.

“Should a noble woman of Aetheria travel in squalor?” she asks. She sighs then. “It is expected of me. When I travel, and people recognize me, they must also see that I behave in a way that fits their image of a noble. I must be seen to be decorated and pristine, aloof and demonstrating my wealth. It is a performance, much as the ones you put on in the arena are performances.”

“I doubt anyone has ever been killed for not riding around in one of these,” I point out. There seems to be a world of difference between the lives of the nobles and the deadliness of the Colosseum.

“You might be surprised,” Lady Elara says. “A noble woman walking unescorted in the wrong parts of town might quickly find herself robbed and killed. And then there are other more subtle dangers. If I do not appear to be what people think I should be, they will start to say I have lost some of my wealth and influence. That, in turn, will cost me wealth and influence. If I lose enough I become vulnerable. There are those who would take advantage of it. Possibly some of them would see me dead if they could.”

“You nobles make everything sound as though it's some grand game. As if everything that goes on in the city is just you moving pieces around.”

“We nobles?” Lady Elara says, with a slight smirk. “You have been hanging around with lots of us then? Is there another patron I need to worry about?”

I shake my head. “There are enough nobles in Ironhold. Half of them talk like you.”

“Ah, the whelps of the wealthy. Do you know one of the great lies of the Colosseum?”

I suspect she's about to tell me, so I shake my head.

“That they somehow have more choice in being there than you do.”

“They are free gladiators,” I point out. “They did not have to choose to be in the arena.”

Lady Elara laughs lightly. “You actually believe that, don’t you? Do you really think that someone like Vex could have avoided his family tradition? Or that Lady Ravenna would be there if she didn’t think it was her only chance of netting a wealthy husband when she is done?”

I’m about to point out that Ravenna has other reasons for being there, but I suspect she wouldn’t want me to share those.

“What about Alaric?” I ask. “If anyone is in it just for the glory, he is.”

“And we have sold our young nobles a dream of glory. A fantasy where the way to fame, power, money, or simply honor is to go into the Colosseum and fight to the death.” Lady Elara looks saddened by that. “Aetheria is not what you think, Lyra.”

“And what is it?” I counter.

“Perhaps you should see for yourself.” She leans out of the window for a moment. “That's far enough, thank you. Go ahead to the house. We will be fine from here.”

I feel the palanquin being lowered to the ground. Lady Elara gets out, pulling a dark cloak around herself. I step out to join her.

“I thought you said that a noble woman walking the streets alone was likely to be robbed and killed?” I say.

“But I am not alone,” she says. She passes me a similar cloak. “I have you to protect me. A gladiator with a whole season behind her.”

I can't tell if she's mocking me, but it seems that she's serious about walking. We are on the fringes of Aetheria, still not inside the walls. I wrap the cloak around me, following Lady Elara as she sets off along the streets.

When I have walked the streets of the city it has been as part of a procession of other gladiators. People have lined the route, calling our names and throwing flowers. Today, people are just going about their ordinary business.

There is filth and squalor all around in these areas beyond the walls. The city has slums on its fringes, without the benefit of the magic that seems to make life so wondrous in the center. Obviously some of the people here have magic. I can see a vendor using small sparks of flame to heat scraps of meat to sell, see a fishmonger whose catch is kept cool in spite of the heat of the day by the efforts of a small boy standing near.

Magic is useful as savory purposes as well. As I pass a squalid gambling house, I can feel a faint pull on my mind, trying to draw me inside. I see a stall of rotten meat where the proprietor is using illusions to make them seem more palatable. I see a coin lift itself out of the pouch of a passing worker, floating over to where a street urchin is waiting to pocket it.

Lady Elara and I keep walking, heading for the walls. Around me the city is rich with pungent smells, from the scents of spices brought in from around the world, to sweat and blood. The houses around me are covered in graffiti, proclaiming allegiance to this or that faction or gang, sometimes simply decorating homes with profanity. I am surprised to find my own name up there on one of the walls, along with a crude drawing of me setting a cat on someone.

“You didn't know you were famous through the city by now?” Lady Elara asks, catching the direction of my gaze.

I shake my head. “I've only fought three times.”

“A season is all it takes sometimes,” she says. “People latch onto their favorites quickly. Of course, should they die, they discard them just as swiftly.”

It’s a reminder that my situation is precarious, that whatever fame I have is potentially ephemeral and fleeting. That’s fine; it isn’t something I asked for.

We keep walking, finding a spot in the walls where the stone has crumbled slightly. Wooden scaffolding is up, while workers seek to repair it, although they don’t seem to be doing much. It takes me a moment or two to spot that they are all wearing scraps of blue cloth somewhere, on their wrists or necks, their ankles or sword belts. And several of them are wearing sword belts.

“A gang?” I say to Lady Elara.

She nods. “The various factions control different facets of the city. The blues hold open smugglers’ entrances, ways to enter and leave the city without attracting the attention of the guards.”

I wonder why she's showing me this. Is she giving me a potential way out of the city if I ever decide to escape? Or does she really just need a way in without being spotted? She passes a coin to one of the gang members there, who looks us over.

“Seems to me the two of you could give us a lot more than that,” he says.

Lady Elara looks over to me, pointedly. I understand what she wants. I push back the hood of my robes, letting them fall open enough that the gang member can see the brand mark of Ironhold.

“We could give you trouble you don't want as well,” she says. “Or we could pay the normal price and pass in peace.”

The gang member steps back. A flicker of fear crosses his face. I'm not sure how I feel about that. I like that we were able to defuse the situation without violence, but I don't like people being afraid of me. I pull my hood up again hurriedly, and we pass through into the city.

Even the space within the walls doesn't seem as bright and clean as it does when we pass through it as part of the parade. There are many twisting back streets here, some lit by flickers of magical light, others left in shadows.

As we pass an alley, I can see half a dozen men surrounding a smaller figure, apparently administering a beating. Lady Elara pauses, seems to concentrate for a moment, and a few rats scurry in from the shadows biting at the ankles of the attackers. They yelp and back off, giving the figure they're attacking just enough room to make a run for it, quickly disappearing from sight around the corner.

We keep moving.

“I don't understand why you're showing me all this,” I say to Lady Elara as we walk through the twists and turns of the city.

“I want you to see some of what the city really is,” she says. “Aetheria claims to be the greatest city in the world. Maybe that part's even true. But he also claims to be a beacon of light where the rest of the world is dark and dangerous, uncivilized and brutish. I want you to see that, just because the city sweeps the worst of its excesses into the back streets, that doesn't mean they aren't there.”

“I know that the empire is cruel and evil already,” I say.

“But you don’t see how much that affects everyone, even here,” she counters. “No one benefits from the way Aetheria is set up except a small group of nobles. Even they lose children to the Colosseum. The people I work with try to help people.”

“Like you did in the alley?” I say.

“A small example, but yes. Controlling your powers can let you change things for the better.”

“And where does the arena fit into all of this?” I ask.

Lady Elara pauses. “It is a number of things at once. On one level, it is a distraction for the masses, to keep them from revolting. It is also a way to take people with talents from around the world and make them a part of Aetherian society, if they survive. It is a place where nobles can play out power games among themselves. It is a place to dispose of enemies or make a public spectacle of justice."

“That’s a lot of things at once.”

“There’s more,” Lady Elara says. “But we can talk about it once you’re ready.”

“Where are we heading anyway?” I ask. “To your home?”

She shakes her head. “Not for what I have in mind. Follow me.”

She keeps leading the way through the streets, until finally we reach a garden filled with stone monuments that appear to be memorials to the dead. There is a gate in the middle of the memorials, with steps beyond it, leading down. Lady Elara opens it.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask.

“To the only place we can truly be safe.”


Chapter Seven

I follow Lady Elara down into the spaces below the city, along paths that she clearly knows well. At first we walk through crypts, passing rows of funeral urns and long forgotten monuments. I get the sense that there are watching eyes following us as we go.

We go through other tunnels that look as though they are parts of the city that have been buried by later layers of construction. There are sewers here that are vast and vaulted, built on a scale that makes the hovels of the slums look pitiful by comparison. There are tunnels that seem to be forgotten spaces between the foundations of different buildings, and others that seem to have been constructed by hand.

It would be so easy to become lost down here. I try to remember the way, but I'm not sure if I get it all. Lady Elara is providing the light, a simple glow formed from illusion to cut through the darkness.

“I thought your talent was for beasts, like mine?” I say as we walk.

“I am fortunate to have two talents,” she replies. “As far as most of the city is concerned, I am simply an illusionist. I produce pretty ephemera to entertain the other nobles. They see me as a dilettante, debauched and almost without a thought in my head. I'm very careful to maintain that façade. It means there's less chance of them seeing me as a beast whisperer.”

Her last words carry a hint of fear. It's easy to forget that as powerful and important as Lady Elara is, she might still be killed were people to find out about her other talent.

“Is that why we're so far below ground?” I ask. “So people won't see us practicing?”

“In part,” Lady Elara says. “And the catacombs have always been a place for those seeking to hide from the authorities. It has been home to cults and gangs, to those with a talent for speaking with the dead, and simply for those with nowhere else to go.”

She keeps leading the way deeper into the catacombs. Eventually, coming out into a large space that lets in light from far above. Moss crawls around the walls, and there is a statue at the heart of the room of a woman, a snake coiled around her arm, a bird on her shoulder, a wolf and a panther sleeping beneath her feet.

“That is Deira, the ancient goddess of beasts. They say that she could sit in the forest and summon animals to her, granting them peace, but that she was also the goddess of the hunt, able to track and kill the fiercest creatures. Once, this would have been her temple.”

“And now?” I ask, because I am certain that this place is not somewhere Lady Elara has selected at random.

“And now it is a place for beast whisperers. A place where we may come and go in peace. It is rare that there are such places. Only a day ago, one of our kind was found and executed. The guards hunt us where they can.”

“And this place?” Elara says.

“There are rooms beyond this in which some of our kind can hide from the world above. There are connections to caverns in which creatures can sleep until we need them. There are ways in and out without being seen. For now, this is the place where we will train.”

I look around at this place of beast whisperers. It seems ancient and uncared for. I can hear the drip of water somewhere in the background, and the air is damp. Light filters in from above, but it is still shadowy down here. It is obvious that the beast whisperers do not want to be seen, but still I feel they could have cleaned and repaired more.

“Before you were able to sense the animals,” Lady Elara says. “Now, I would like you to use them as your eyes. I know you've done it with birds. I can feel it when you use your powers. Let's see if you can do it with more.”

If that's to be our first exercise, at least it's something I know how to do.

I stand in the middle of the temple space, and I reach out with my powers, listening and feeling for the minds of animals all around. This is a different feeling down here than in Ironhold, or in the open air of the Colosseum. This far below ground there are no birds, but there are rats and spiders, insects and stranger slinking things.

I reach out for their minds seeing through their eyes the way I have with birds before. I see in a hundred different ways, through the strange, segmented eyes of insects, through eyes that can see in the dark, through eyes that see only in black and white and others that see colors I have no names for. I see something of the space around me, I know its extent now and I can see the carvings on its walls, depicting the hunt and the kill in so many different ways.

I see figures in cloaks like my own making their way through the space, and I swear some of them look towards the animals through whose eyes I'm staring, as if they know that I am there within them.

The creatures I am borrowing sight from allow me to map some of the space I'm in, getting a sense of the twists and turns of the ancient temple hidden in the catacombs. I can feel it as the vermin move through it, show me the world from angles I have not experienced.

And I can feel them, feel their needs, feel their wants. I am there with them. I feel the need to hunt, ambushing prey from my web. I feel the need to scavenge and can smell decomposing flesh. I feel the alien needs of insects pulling my mind in so many different ways it's hard to keep track of them. I want… I am a collection of wants and strange understandings that seem to threaten to shatter my mind with their oddness.

I'm being pulled in so many directions at once that it's hard to keep track of them all, hard to keep track of who I am and…

I feel a pressure on my arm, nails digging into my skin, bringing sudden pain. I gasp and come back to myself, looking down to see that Lady Elara’s nails have drawn blood on my forearm.

“That hurt!” I exclaim.

“Sadly necessary, and I'm sure you've been hurt worse.”

That's true. Almost everything in Ironhold is pain. The whole place is designed to toughen us to the point where we will survive and thrive in the harsh conditions of the Colosseum. But that doesn't excuse her making me bleed.

“Why did you do that?” I ask.

“There are several lessons there,” Lady Elara says. “The first is that we must learn not to lose ourselves when we join with the beasts. We must remember that we are the ones in control. Our minds are connected, and if we are not careful, something of the creatures we are linked with flows back along that connection. To anyone else, we will appear… quite mad.”

I realize that she has just saved me from that fate. From having my mind pulled in so many directions I could not cling onto it.

“Thank you,” I say.

“Do not mention it. As for the other lessons… remember that your connection can be broken if someone disrupts your concentration enough, and that if you are focused entirely on other sets of eyes, you may not be able to see what’s coming. You could leave yourself vulnerable.”

I nod, acknowledging all of that, but I still have questions.

“There are other people down here; are they-”

“For now it is better if you do not know about them,” Lady Elara says. “They will be beast whisperers, but they are maintaining their privacy until they know more about you. We have agreed that I will proceed cautiously with you.”

“So you all work together? You all make decisions together?” I ask.

She spreads her hands. “Beast whisperers tend to do what they want to do. But yes, we agree amongst ourselves. And one of the things we have agreed is that I will not tell you too much before you are ready. That I will focus on training you. And you still have a long way to go.”

It feels as though I have accomplished quite a bit already. I have seen through the eyes of animals, pacified them, summoned them to my side.

“What else is there?” I ask.

Lady Elara gestures to the statue of the goddess. “They say that Deira could command animals so completely that they would tear their own throats out if she wished it. That she could summon to her side, not just creatures she had formed a bond with, but anything she could feel. That she could borrow aspects of their abilities, even their forms.”

“What do you mean, their forms?”

“Take another look at your arm,” Lady Elara suggests.

I look at the wounds her nails have inflicted on me, only… the shape of them is wrong. They are more like claw marks.

“You will need to learn all of this,” she says. “You will need to learn the side of the goddess that can soothe a ravenous tiger, but also the side that can track it and hunt it down.”

“What if I don't want that side?” I ask.

Lady Elara shrugs. “Then you will never reach your full potential, and you will die.”


Chapter Eight

I train with Lady Elara to the point of exhaustion before heading back to Ironhold. Rowan is waiting for me, looking worried for me.

“Is everything all right, Lyra?” he asks. “When I heard that some noble had summoned you, I was worried that…”

He tails off, but I know what he means. Rowan was the slave of the noblewoman Tyra before she sent him to fight in the Colosseum. She kept him as her personal servant, and probably more, although Rowan does not talk about it. He, more than anyone, knows what nobles expect from those who serve them.

“It was Lady Elara,” I say. “The same noble from the games. She has been kind to me.”

“You can't always trust the kindness of nobles,” Rowan insists. “They are interested in using people to get what they want and… what happened to your arm, Lyra?”

“It’s nothing,” I say. “A scratch from the beast pens.”

I can't tell him the truth because I know that would involve revealing Lady Elara’s secrets, and they are not mine to tell. Rowan knows that I am a beast whisperer, but it seems to me that Lady Elara’s survival depends on her secrecy. I cannot tell even Rowan that she is the same as me.

Rowan looks as though he doesn’t entirely believe me, but he lets it go. He puts an arm around me instead. “As long as you're sure you're all right?”

“I'm fine,” I assure him.

I’m so close to him now, so wrapped up in his strength and his scent. I can feel my heart beating faster. I move to start to kiss him, but he’s the one who pulls back.

“You don’t want me?” I ask.

“I… it’s not like that, Lyra.”

“Then what is it like?” I ask, not understanding.

He keeps me at arm's length. "It's… we should head to one of the practice rooms. I'll spar with you.”

I wince at the prospect, and at him holding back like that, but I know Rowan is doing the right thing, trying to help me prepare and make up for whatever I've missed. In the build up to the new season at the Colosseum, every day of training is vital.

I go with Rowan to a practice room, where we work on close fighting, using wooden knives. It's hard work and soon we're both sweating. I'm all too aware of every time a practice knife touches one of us, because I know that in real life that would be a wound, would mean blood on the sand.

Practicing this close, we are practically grappling with one another, each of us trying to stop the other from doing anything with their weapon. Soon we are panting for breath, our sweat mingling as we wrestle for advantage. Of course, Rowan's greater size means that he is able to overpower me, bringing me to the ground.

I surprise him by kissing him, sudden and sharp. When he is so close, it's impossible not to.

“I'm not sure that's a tactic that's going to do much for you in a fight,” Rowan says as he pulls away. He still looks uncomfortable.

“No?” I looked down pointedly to where my wooden knife is now pressed against his heart. “It seems to have won this exchange comfortably.”

“True,” Rowan says, pulling me to my feet easily. “But we should practice more. That trick will work on me, but I guess you don’t want to have to try it on whoever you’re put up against next?”

I shake my head. Kissing him is one thing, but with anyone else, I will need to earn my victory. I still feel that there’s something he’s not saying about why he’s holding back. And I don’t want him to hold back.

We keep working. There's something easy about training with Rowan. He makes me feel comfortable in a way that I do not normally feel when I am working with weapons. He makes me feel as though everything is all right, and he is a patient tutor. I can feel myself getting better. My time at Ironhold has made my body harder and leaner, but it is the work I have put in with Rowan that has made me a better fighter.

I still don't know for sure if that's a good thing or not. I have killed, and the weight of that is a heavy one on my heart. I hate that this place makes us do such things, but I also know I will not stand by and let myself be killed.

“We haven't talked about what Arctus did to you,” Rowan says, as we finish our session.

We haven’t talked about a lot of things.

“That was Vex, not him. He only attacked me because Vex suggested it, and he knew that I would be punished for fighting in front of Lord Darius.”

“I hate that he can do that to you,” Rowan says. “If I thought it would do any good, I would-”

I put a hand on his chest to stop him before he commits to any violence on my behalf. I can feel the solidity of his muscles under my hand. It's all I can do to keep from tracing the outlines of those muscles with my fingers.

“I don't want you lashing out for me,” I say. “For all I know that's what Vex wants. I think this is all part of some bigger game. Maybe a part of it is to manipulate you since you're one of the best fighters here. He knows that we're… close, so maybe he's using that against you.”

“You think he would?” Rowan asks.

I nod. “I have been warned that there are political games and tricks involved in everything here. Ravenna has showed me that, and Alaric has warned me against getting too close to anyone, because people will use it against me.”

Rowan looks a little surprised, and possibly a little upset too. “You're going to listen to them? To the nobles? They only see what they want to see, and they're playing their own games. Ravenna… she uses people. Alaric isn't much better. He's so arrogant, so focused on his own glory he doesn't care about anyone else.”

That's certainly the impression that Alaric gives, although I'm not entirely certain it's true. I get the feeling that there are things Alaric cares about more than he lets on. He's just careful to make sure that nobody finds out what they are so that they can't use them against him.

“Whether you agree with them or not as people,” I say. “You can't deny that this is a place full of games behind the scenes. And there’s the question of what I am.”

“You mean a beast whisperer,” Rowan says. He winces slightly at the term.

“You don’t like that I can do that, do you?” I say. “Is that why you’re holding back from me?”

“It’s… they tell stories, of how all beast whisperers become corrupted, of how eventually, they’re little more than animals,” Rowan says.

“And you believe that? About me?”

“I… I don’t think you would become like that deliberately,” he says. “But I’m not sure you can deal with it, Lyra.”

“You’ll just have to trust that I know what I’m doing,” I reply. “Do you believe that I can’t control it?”

“I think you believe you can control lots of things,” Rowan says. “Like what the nobles do.”

“That’s necessary,” I reply. “It seems there's always someone trying to manipulate something here. There's the constant pushing for position, which nobles you attract the attention of at the games, which groups of gladiators you consider friends, even what your powers are and what you can do for people.”

“You're making this more complicated than it has to be,” Rowan argues. He moves out onto the sand, taking up a longer sword and tossing me a wooden trident. “This is what matters.”

He takes up a guard position, urging me forward. I know he can read every movement I make through the ground. I try for my own brand of advantage, reaching out to the eyes of small creatures around the practice room.

I see myself from so many angles and so many strange eyes that for a second I am unbalanced. This is not like looking through the eyes of birds. I realize a second too late that there is an ants nest somewhere here, and now there are thousands of sets of eyes on me, a whole swarm of them. Enough to make me dizzy and sick trying to hold all those points of view in my head at once.

I stumble and Rowan is there to catch me, his strong arms wrapping around me, holding me up.

“It looks as though whatever you were doing today has taken it out of you,” he says.

I shake my head. “I’ll be fine. I just overreached myself with my talent.”

Rowan frowns, leaning close to me, but still seeming to hold back from crossing those last few inches. “You need to be careful. I've heard the things people are saying about you. Everyone knows that you're a beast whisperer. You need to be careful not to overstretch and hurt yourself.”

“You're telling me not to use my powers?” I ask. “They're the only reason I'm still here, Rowan.”

“I'm not saying that,” he says. “But the stories… those things are dangerous.”

“I can handle it,” I insist.

“I just want you to be careful, and not get caught up in all the stuff around the colosseum,” Rowan says. “To not get distracted by people talking about politics and intrigue, or developing your talents more than you need to survive. The point is to get through five seasons. That’s it. Five seasons on the sands, and then we can leave. Think about what you’ll do then. What we’ll do then.”

He talks as if he assumes that whatever we do, we’ll do it together.

“I could go home with you. We could go anywhere in the world.”

That's true, but I also have other options if I succeed.

“Or I could stay in Aetheria,” I suggest. “There are so many things happening here; there are conflicts brewing in the city and the empire. Maybe I could make a difference.”

Rowan crushes me to him. “The empire chews people up and spits them out. You need to focus on yourself and on me, on the here and now. We'll get through this together, and then… I’ll free my sisters, and we’ll get as far away from here as we can.”

He makes it sound as though that's the only dream worth following. The problem is that it's his dream, not mine. Rowan is so focused on his freedom that he can't see the bigger picture. There is more happening in Aetheria than I thought when I was brought here. Things are changing and there's a good chance that we're all going to be a part of that change.

We must be ready for it when it comes.


Chapter Nine

I keep training, knowing that every moment of practice is precious. That any skill I learn could make the difference between life and death in the Colosseum this season. I spar with my friends, I undertake the endless grueling workouts set by Lord Darius. And in between it all, I travel down into the city to train with Lady Elara.

“You’re pushing yourself too hard,” Alaric says, in the middle of one of our training sessions. He seems happy enough to work with me, perhaps because he knows I don't pose a threat to him, or maybe because he just wants to show off his particular genius for fighting.

I pause, because I must admit I'm exhausted. I've been working so hard that I don't seem to have the energy for anything else.

“People keep telling me that I need to be ready. That I have so much to learn.”

“And that's true,” Alaric replies. “For example, you have a glaring weakness here.”

He thrusts at me with a practice sword, darting around my attempts to defend, poking me in the side with the point.

“Alaric!”

“Protesting won't help you. Keeping your elbow closer, so that you can use the haft of your trident to defend, might.” He says it is if I'm a wayward pupil. Worse, he says it as if my efforts have started to bore him. Alaric has started to deign to train with me, but only for as long as I keep his interest.

“Let's take a break,” I suggest. “Today's the day the matchups go up for the coming season, right?”

That catches Alaric’s interest. “I hope I've been matched with someone worthy this time.”

He says that as if getting to fight him it is a boon to be bestowed. He still views the Colosseum as a place to gain fame and honor, rather than as a place of blood and death.

We hurry back to the main dining hall. A few eyes glance our way at the sight of us entering the room together. Rowan gives Alaric an unfriendly look. It has been clear almost from the start that he doesn't like Alaric much. Ravenna looks a little surprised, as if not expecting me to be there with Alaric, although her look is not hostile, but merely seems to be calculating the implications.

“Great,” I mutter to Alaric. “More fuel for the rumor mill.”

“I'm sure being seen with me will enhance your reputation, not diminish it,” Alaric says, with his usual grin. His arrogance really does seem to know no bounds. “Now, ignore all of that. We need to find out who I'm fighting. And who you're fighting, of course.”

I suppose it's nice he's remembered that I'm fighting as well as him.

We both head over to the spot where a large board stands, matchups chalked on it. All of the others are gathered around. Rowan is there, checking his name. He has four bouts this season. I hope that will not be too many. He was injured last time. Worse, there seems to be another blindfold match up there on the board. Exactly the kind of bout he was almost killed by. But if he feels afraid at the sight of that, he does not show it.

“Five!” Alaric calls out, sounding almost joyful that he has so many fights to come. Five is a lot, given that the holy days on which the games occur typically last no more than two or three days. But Alaric seems to relish the chance to show off more. In his mind, five fights just means five chances to demonstrate his skills.

For a minute or two it is hard to get to the board, because there are so many people crowded around it. Vex and a clump of the noble gladiators walks forward as if expecting the rest of us to part for them. The worst part is that we do because none of us needs conflict this close to the games. Any injury could slow us down enough to get us killed in the arena.

The board varies. Some of the gladiators have matches set up in brackets so that the winners will face one another. It is more common though for the later matches to be left blank, so that the organizers can fill them in once they know which gladiators have survived to be able to fight in them. I notice that with the noble gladiators their matches tend to be more defined, as if the organizers expect it is more likely that they will survive. Perhaps the assumption is that they will be shown mercy even if they lose, although my last bout with Vex shows that that is not always the case. The emperor himself commanded me to finish him. Vex is only still alive because I chose to walk away.

Many of the bouts have symbols next to them indicating particular nuances of the rules or conditions. Some have a double mark against them, indicating a pairs match. Others indicate the presence of beasts or special situations. Rowan’s blindfold match is one such, the scenario designed it to test his ability to feel his opponents’ movements through the earth.

It seems that many of the bouts, at least for those gladiators who have already survived a season, are designed to test the abilities they possess. Vex has a bout against multiple opponents, obviously designed to show off his ability to keep multiple daggers flying through the air in different directions. Naia’s first opponent is someone deliberately large and tough, Which is likely to devolve into a drawn-out brawl, where she must absorb and heal damage to be able to continue. Zara’s first fight is marked by waves, as if they are somehow going to find a way to make her fight on water, the element that she can control.

There are three bouts marked up next to my own name. Last season, I was told I got three because the organizers did not think I would survive for long enough to make it worth them putting in more. But I have showed them that I can do so, so I’m not sure why it’s the same.

“They gave me three bouts again,” I say. “Do they still not think I’m going to live long?”

“Possibly,” Alaric says. “Or maybe they have decided that you are sufficiently rare and unusual in the way you fight that they don't want to overuse you. The crowd will want to see your control over beasts now and again, but if it is overdone, they risk making a hero of you.”

“Worried that Lyra will outshine you?” Zara says.

“Well, she is nearly as good looking as I am,” Alaric says, sweeping a bow in her direction. “Although in this case I suspect it has more with the nature of her powers.”

“They don't want the citizens seeing too much of me because they think I'm a beast whisperer?” I guess.

Alaric nods. “They're happy to see you dying in the arena, but they won't want you getting too popular. Three bouts again, and my guess is that they'll make them tough ones for you. Although I note that they've gone for a beast for the first one.”

The symbol of an animal's head is up there next to my name. There is no clue to what creature I am to fight, though. It is clear that they want that to be a surprise.

My second bout is to be against a gladiator. Which seems more standard, although the name of the gladiator is not there. Perhaps they really don't think I'm going to survive more than my first bout. Maybe they think that everything I achieved in the last season of the games was down to luck. Or maybe they're planning to send the most dangerous beasts they can at me in the first bout, and they don't think I have a chance.

Not knowing which gladiator I stand to face second means that I don't have a chance to prepare for their style of fighting, their choice of weapons, or their powers. Again it seems that the noble gladiators have an advantage, because they know who they will be facing for the most part. How am I meant to prepare if I do not know what I am preparing for?

The third bout has been left blank. They haven't even told me whether it's going to be a beast, a gladiator or something else.

“This third bout could be anything,” Rowan says.

“It will probably have a beast in it somewhere,” Alaric replies, sounding certain about it.

“You can't possibly know that,” Rowan snaps back.

“Of course I can,” Alaric says, looking amused that anyone would dare to doubt him. “Lyra has shown all of Aetheria that she is a beast whisperer. The people want to see that. They will want to see her blood but they want it to be at the claws of some creature, not just on the point of a sword. They will want the spectacle of it. Whenever we show strengths or weaknesses, the arena takes note.”

He pointedly looks at the board, at the spot where Rowan’s blindfold match is.

“Has it occurred to you that someone who can feel your every movement through the earth is the perfect antidote to your illusions?” Rowan says.

Alaric shrugs. “If they put me against you, I hope you will do your best to make it an interesting fight. And when I beat you, maybe your former mistress will beg mercy for you.”

I can see the anger on Rowan's face. I have to put a hand on his chest to stop him from advancing towards Alaric.

“Don't fight. If you injure each other…”

“Yes, let's not rob the crowd of the entertainment,” Alaric says. “In any case, I must go. I have a visit to the city.”

“To see your mysterious sponsor,” Zara says. “Who is it?”

“Why? Have you all been taking bets?” Alaric asks. He shakes his head. “That is not your concern. He turns his attention back to me. “Prepare for beasts, Lyra. That is what they will send at you, and you must be ready for the worst of them.”


Chapter Ten

“Reach out further!” Lady Elara says. “Feel!”

I'm standing in the ancient temple, reaching out with my powers, trying to sense the animals around. Each of my sessions with Lady Elara seems to proceed in the same way, even as she has been working on different nuances of the skills I possess.

I can feel so many creatures around me, but now I do not reach for all of their minds the way I did before. I know better than to try to split myself between so many consciousnesses, risking tearing my mind apart, and allowing some element of the beasts to control me.

“You must be the one in control,” Lady Elara says. “The goddess was a careful hunter, stalking her prey, understanding it so that she might take it down when she was ready. You must be the same with your magic. And you must not allow yourself to be distracted.”

Even as she says that, something stings my skin and I yelp. I realize that another figure is there, covered by the cowl of their robe, a heavy rope in their hands with a knot at the end. It is that which must have struck me.

“Concentrate,” Lady Elara says. “But do not forget about your surroundings. My colleague here will give you something to dodge and duck, but you must still be able to use your powers. You must find a way to reach out and connect with a single mind out there. There is a crocodile down here in the depths. Find it. Connect with it. Summon it. And try not to get hit too many times while you do so.”

She turns to leave.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

“I have other business in this temple,” Lady Elara says. “I will return once you have succeeded.”

The rope is already swinging towards me so that I must duck it. It means I can't go after her, even if I want to. She has sent me a task, and I am determined now to succeed in it. I keep dodging the swinging rope, trying to find the part of me that can control beasts even as I do so.

It is anything but easy. As much of a natural part of me as my powers are, they still require concentration and effort, especially for something as subtle as this. I'm not just reaching out randomly the way I have in the Colosseum before, not just grabbing for the minds of all the closest animals. Instead, I must search the catacombs below the city with my mind, seeking out the one presence I have been tasked with bringing to me.

Every time I start to sink into a near trance, searching for the presence of the crocodile, the knotted rope stings my skin, dragging my attention back and making it clear to me that I would have been cut by a weapon in the arena.

“I don't see what Elara sees in you,” a woman’s voice says from beneath the cowl. “You draw too much attention, and you are nowhere near as powerful as she seems to think.”

I ignore the criticism, knowing that it is just one more method designed to distract me. I must keep my focus, keep trying to find the creature I'm looking for, even as the attacks continue. In the arena, I will need to be able to do this while a foe is trying to kill me. I have done it before but that is instinctive.

Maybe I can use those instincts now. I stop trying to systematically find the crocodile and simply reach out for an image of it in my mind. I gasp as my mind snaps into another, and I realize that I'm not in the crocodile because I'm looking down from the ceiling at people below. Lady Elara is one of them, while the other is shrouded in their robes, like all the others here, even like the one striking me.

“…to kill the emperor. I could do it easily,” the robed figure says. “It would stop the persecution!”

“It isn't just about death,” Lady Elara says. “It's about what happens then. If we are to bring about real change, Aetheria must be in a position to begin to accept it. Kill the emperor without doing everything else that's needed, and we simply give them another reason to hate us. We would be hunted down in spite of our precautions. We need them to love us. Then the emperor can die.”

Shock fills me at those words. They’re planning to kill the emperor?

“And you think that the gladiator is a necessary part of all of this?” the robed figure says. “She is too open, and-”

I don't get to hear more than that because another stinging blow across my flesh snaps me back to myself.

“Useless!” the robed figure in front of me says, even as she swings the rope around again.

This time, I catch it as it comes, and I reach out almost without thinking with my mind. I find the crocodile this time. I can feel its reptilian brain slinking along some of the old tunnels, keeping up sight until it can snatch prey. For the briefest of instants I am one with it, then I'm separate again, but riding its mind, coaxing it to me.

It comes scuttling quickly, short legs propelling it along the tunnels towards the temple. It has memories of this place, of being fed sacrifices in it. The crocodile is ancient, and it remembers the days when people would come here and offer livestock, even criminals, to the beasts of the goddess. It wonders if it is being called to feast once again.

I am simultaneously looking through my own eyes and those of the crocodile. I can hold the two viewpoints now, as it comes to me. It slithers out of the darkness into the patch of sunlight let in by the crack above. It waits there for me.

“Well done,” Lady Elara says, entering the temple space. I try not to think about the things I've just seen. The conversation I've just heard her having. I know she will not like me eavesdropping on her like that, even if it was accidental. “There, I told you she could do it.”

She says the last part to the robed figure.

“She has not finished yet,” the woman in the robes says. “There is still one part to go.”

Lady Elara raises an eyebrow. “We have not insisted on that for a long time.”

“And yet it is part of this,” the woman says, not giving any ground.

Lady Elara looks troubled, but finally nods. “You are correct. Lyra, there is another step once you have summoned the crocodile. You must demonstrate your control over it. You must be willing to put your arm in its mouth and hold back its hunger so that it will not bite.”

I swallow back my fear. “That’s… why would I do that?”

“If you wish to be a beast whisperer,” the robed woman says, “that is what it takes. It's easy to do half of the thing, but if you're ever going to be one of us you need to show us you can do everything.”

Do I want to be one of them? Do I want to be part of whatever secretive cult or society this is? Do I want to be the one hiding my face and plotting against the emperor?

“You can do this,” Lady Elara says. “It is no more difficult than when you controlled the Ironhide. Remember, we do not just communicate with creatures, we have mastery over them.”

“And if I don't want to put my arm in a crocodile's mouth right before the games?” I ask.

Lady Elara’s expression hardens slightly. “If you do not wish to train with me, you can return to Ironhold and train their way. You do not have to accept me as a patron. And I do not have to call on you further.”

Meaning that she would abandon me to deal with my remaining seasons at the Coliseum alone. Maybe I could manage it, but I have seen the importance of politics and connections within the games. I cannot afford to alienate the one person who can teach me more about my powers.

So I do what she asks. I command the crocodile to open its mouth, and I put my arm inside. It wants to bite down. It thinks that this is an offering to it. It wants to devour me. I do not let it. I stand there, holding it back, not letting it bite me.

Finally, I take my arm out, and the crocodile’s jaws snap shut. The creature slithers off into the shadows, and I look in challenge at the robed woman. I hope this is what she wanted.

“You did well,” Lady Elara says. “Now we should get you back, before they miss you.”

She has her palanquin return me to Ironhold. I'm grateful to just find Rowan and Naia playing dice in the main hall. I go to join them.

“Are you all right?” Rowan asks. “You look troubled.”

I am troubled. What I've heard suggests that the Spectral Covenant is doing far more than just helping people. Am I about to be dragged into an attempt to kill the emperor? Are they everything that he and his prophecy claim? And what about the way I was made to risk myself with the crocodile? I don't know what to make of them or what I should do. But I also know I can't talk about it. Not even with my friends.

“I'm just worried about the games,” I say. I am worried about them. They are almost upon us. Soon, we will need to fight for our lives once again.

“You'll be fine,” Rowan reassures me.

“And if you’re injured, I’ll patch you up,” Naia says. That makes a huge difference to the danger of the Colosseum. The healers around it are good but having a friend close by whose talent is for healing means that we have a chance to survive where we might not otherwise.

“I'm grateful for you both,” I say. “Without the two of you, I'd be dead by now.”

“Don't talk like that,” Rowan says. “You have your own talent and your own strength. You'll get through this. Five seasons, remember.”

I remember. I know his plan. Just get through his seasons and get out of there to buy the freedom of his sisters. It seems I'm wrapped up in more. Do I want to be?

I start to head back through Ironhold, heading for the bathhouse before I return to my room. I'm making my way along one of the corridors when I see Alaric. He must have returned from his own visit to his patron, whoever they are.

The most shocking thing is the bruise on the side of his face, flowering in purple, as if someone has struck him hard.

“Alaric!” I say, hurrying up to him, reaching out for the bruise without thinking. “What happened?”

He catches my arm, but gently, offering me a brittle smile. “Nothing of any importance.”

“It's important if someone hit you.”

He laughs, but again it has the edge of something forced. “I'm sorry to be the one to break this to you, but we're gladiators. People try to hit us all the time.”

And if this had happened in training, it would just be one more thing to shrug off. Even then, I'm not sure I would want to see Alaric hurt. But this has the feeling of something else.

“This is different,” I say. “If your patron is hurting you-”

“Leave it alone, Lyra,” Alaric says. “There is nothing you can do, and this… this is my business.”

“I just want to help,” I say.

“Why is that?” he asks. He moves closer to me. For a moment, I think he might reach out for me. Then he shakes his head. “Focus on yourself for tonight. The games are coming. You must be ready for your bouts.”

He turns and leaves. I could follow, but what would I say? It's obvious that Alaric doesn't want to talk about this. Sometimes, he feels as unreachable as the world beyond the walls of Ironhold. And if he will not let me help, then he is right. I need to focus on myself.

Tomorrow, the games begin.


Chapter Eleven

The beginning of the next season of games means a parade down to the city. It means all of us gathering in our armor, holding our weapons, shining in the sun. I am dressed in scraps of scale armor, wearing a helm that is in the shape of a fish, carrying a net and a trident, a curved dagger at my belt.

No one is dressed quite like me. We are not an army in a uniform. Each of us has the armor and weapons that have been judged to be most spectacular and suited to us. Rowan wears patches of plate, carrying a short, leaf shaped sword and a small shield. Alaric has two swords and steel vambraces that are designed to deflect blows. Zara has armor this is designed to make her look barbarous and wild, along with bandoliers filled with vials of water, the better to use her powers.

We are accompanied by trainers and soldiers to guard us, since this is the moment when we are probably the greatest danger of escaping. Not that anybody is likely to try when the penalty is death. We are also followed by a train of creatures, some kept in cages, some pulled by trainers using chains.

I am used to the spectacle, but I can see the new gladiators looking around as if not sure what to do. Arctus looks confused by the whole thing. Cesca is staying close to a group of other new gladiators, carrying a slender, curved sword as her only weapon.

As we march down into the city, we take the usual circuitous route, designed to show us off to as many of the citizens as possible. They line the route, and it is impossible to ignore the fact that this is a public holiday, because there are colorful banners out in the streets, and music plays everywhere. There are tumblers in the crowd, and food merchants. Faces stare down us from balconies, and it seems that every business is closed, so that people might turn out for this. At the side of the road I see a priest intoning blessings on everyone who comes to him.

As usual the gladiators react in different ways to the attention. Vex treats it as if it is all his right. Rowan moves forward as if none of it touches him, as if he is determined to ignore the crowd. Ravenna waves and blows kisses. One enterprising young man throws himself forward to place a rose in her hands. Ravenna takes it, then promptly passes it to someone else a few strides later.

As usual, Alaric seems to enjoy being the center of attention. He seems to come to life in moments like this, as if you live for the fame and the joy of it all. He is not aloof like some of the noble gladiators, but twirls and leaps, as if striving to do out do the tumblers.

There are cheers from around us, and also some boos. It is clear that people have their favorites, but also those gladiators they love to hate. The cacophony of it all is all-consuming, seeming to fill the world. I force myself to smile and wave, trying not to show any of the fear that starts to rise up inside me with the knowledge of what we are walking towards.

We head into the city, along streets lined with statues and trees. Illusions provide some of the decoration here too, and they seem to have been changed for our arrival, showing gladiators in the midst of great moments that may or may not be real. I see an image that looks curiously like Rowan, standing atop the body of a fallen foe. I see images of flickering blades and spraying blood that seem all too real.

I am shocked to see an image of myself there. It is undoubtedly me, standing with my net and my trident. I am standing surrounded by beasts, from sinuous snakes to calling songbirds. I am reminded uncomfortably of the statue of the goddess down in the temple of the beast whisperers.

All around us, people call the names of their favorite gladiators. Many call for Alaric. Some cry out their love for Ravenna, or demand that particular gladiators slay their foes in spectacularly bloody fashion this time.

“Lyra! Lyra!”

Even after seeing the illusion of me, it is still a surprise to hear my name being called by some of those in the crowd. It is the strangest thing to know that there are people who are following my efforts, who seem to care about me.

Will they still care if they see me fall on the sands, or will they move on to another gladiator just as quickly?

But just as there are those who are cheering for me, there are also those who don't seem to like my presence.

“Coward!”

“Beast whisperer!”

Someone throws something at me. I'm so used to the violence of the arena that I ready myself to dodge it the way I would a blade, but Rowan is already moving, lifting his shield to intercept it. Something slams into it and falls to the ground. I see a dead bird lying there, blood staining Rowan’s shield.

There is something unnerving about the sight of it. I have seen people killed in the arena. I have seen them executed. Blood and pain are part of my daily life, however much I might wish that they weren't. But there's still something wrong about somebody throwing a dead bird at me. It feels like a peculiar kind of hatred for them to care so much about me to do something like this when they don't even know me.

Thankfully the parade carries me past the spot with the dead bird in a matter of moments, and we keep heading through the city, towards our waiting fate. It is easy to forget sometimes just how spectacular Aetheria is, with its grand buildings constructed from marble, its integration of magic into it everyday life. We pass by temples and statues of heroes, the houses of the wealthy, decked out in their finery.

Even compared to all of that the Colosseum is incredible. It is huge and circular with multiple entrances, broad promenades leading to it, lined with statues of gladiators from ages past. Arches and niches line the outside, decorated with more statuary. Already the crowds seem to be pouring in, by the way has been left clear for us, our parade leading to it as surely as a river will reach the sea.

Trumpets announce our presence as we head inside. Already the stands are filling, and this bookmakers’ stands at the sides are taking bets on the first matches. I know better than to check the odds on myself. I don't want to know what they think my chances are. We head into the middle of the great sandy circular space of the arena, congregating there for people to see us. Nobles are up in their boxes, attended by servants, looking down on us with a familiar mixture of admiration and contempt. We represent the twin virtues of the city: martial skill and magical might, but so many of us are captives, enslaved by the city, and the rest have chosen a difficult and dangerous life.

The emperor is not there yet. He will not arrive until later, when the bouts are to begin. He is not someone who will wait while the Colosseum fills. Rather, he will enter when the crowds are already there, and his arrival can cause a stir among them.

An announcer is there though, his voice carrying through some hint of a talent.

“Citizens of Aetheria, your emperor gives to you games on these holy days, celebrating the power that built this city, the magic on which it is all founded. The gladiators who stand before you will fight and die for the glory of the Aetherian Empire!”

That gets a cheer from the crowd, and several of the other gladiators wave. I'm not one of them. Spectacular is this all is, I know that it is founded on blood and death. That the crowds will cheer just as loudly to see us die as they would if we won.

We head for a pair of great iron gates, leading to the places below the Colosseum. They are vaulted stone spaces arranged to hold the animals and the gladiators until the time is right for the bouts. There are places there for us to warm up, to oil our skin to make us harder to grapple, to receive massages to soothe our muscles.

I want to tell myself that I am prepared for this, but it is still different standing waiting to fight for my life.

Finally, they come for me. A trainer and two soldiers stand there, ready to herd me into the arena. It is time for me to fight or die.


Chapter Twelve

“And now, for your entertainment, we present the gladiator who tamed the Ironhide and slew Lazlo! Lyra!”

Cheers and boos resound around the arena in seemingly equal measure, filling my ears until I can barely think as I step out onto the sands. The sunlight is glaring after the dimness of the spaces beneath the Colosseum. I test the ground beneath my feet, digging them into the sand, knowing that I cannot afford to slip in this place.

The emperor is there now. Tiberius VI, middle aged, slender, with close cropped dark hair. He wears a purple toga, a circle of golden laurel leaves on his brow. His eyes are deep set but seem to take in every detail of me as I stand there in front of him. His expression is not friendly. I don't know if that is because I defied his instruction to give Vex death on the sands in my first season, or because of his prophecy that a beast whisperer would lead to his fall.

It doesn't matter. What matters is that I have attracted the attention of the emperor and not in a good way. This is a man who could order me killed, who has the literal armies at his command, and he looks at me as though I am an enemy.

The announcer keeps going. “We know of this gladiator’s skill in commanding beasts, but some beasts are so fearsome they cannot be controlled. Citizens of Aetheria, we present to you a creature bred in the pits, melded with magic, designed for death. Behold the chimera!”

Even the name gives me no clues, because a chimera could be any kind of blended beasts. I must wait with my weapons ready as the gate at the far end of the arena opens, and a creature charges through.

It is a hideous mix. Its body is that of some kind of reptile, but it has the legs and claws of a lion. two heads sit atop the torso, one that of some great raptor, the other that of a wolf. The tail of a scorpion rises up behind it, ready to sting.

I barely throw myself out of the way as it makes that first rush, pouncing on the spot where I was standing.

I have not seen this creature in the beast pits of Ironhold. It must have been bred elsewhere, perhaps especially for this. Have they deliberately tried to find a creature I cannot fight? The memory of the emperor’s expression comes back to me. I am certain now that he has ordered this. He has commanded the organizers of the arena to find a beast foe that is too strong for me.

I dodge again, knocking aside a jab of the stinger with my trident, trying to get some sense of the way the creature is moving. It is hard to gauge though, because the various parts of it seem to move almost out of time with one another, making its attacks unpredictable and deadly. The wolf head snaps and snarls at me, so that I'm forced to flick my net into its face to keep it back. The eagle head tears at my net, snapping one of the strands.

I back off, adrenaline flooding through me as I try to find a way to survive. This chimera is so fast that I barely block its next attack, and I know it will not give me breathing room, will not give me the space I need to think.

Is that a part of why they've chosen it? I saw in Lady Elara’s lessons how important it is to be able to access my powers while under pressure, while everything in the world tries to distract me. Only this time, it is not some robed figure swinging a knotted rope who is providing the distraction, but a creature intent on my death.

I fight back as best I can, my training starting to pay off because I have the speed and the strength to keep moving and defend myself against the chimera’s attacks. I even manage an attack or two with my trident, although those are mainly aimed at buying me some time rather than trying to land a mortal blow. Even with a creature like this, I have no wish to kill if I can avoid it.

I barely duck under a swipe of the claws, rolling and coming up, flinging my net at it. The weapon tangles it for a moment, letting me back off and concentrate.

I try to feel it with my power, and what I feel is chaotic and fragmented. It feels the same as when I tried to connect to so many different minds in the crypts beneath the city, the presence of so many fragments pulling me different ways, threatening to rip my mind apart. I can feel, not just the savagery of the wolf and the focused hunting instinct of the eagle, but also elements of the scorpion and the lion as well as the strange reptile mind of the main body. It is as if each fragment has carried with it some portion of its mind, leading to a beast enraged by the presence of so many different elements pulling in different directions.

Even as I make contact with that mind, I know that it is a trap designed for a beast whisperer. It is a mind in which it would be easy to lose myself, an argument of different elements on which it seems impossible to gain real purchase. How am I meant to single out one when all of the others are demanding my concentration at the same time?

The part of me that is not concentrating on the chimera's mind can see that it has broken out of my net, and is now charging for me again. I knock aside its first attacks, jamming the haft of my trident into the mouth of the wolf, kicking the side of the eagle’s head. I barely weave out of the way of the scorpion stinger in time, a shower of sand going up as it hits the ground.

I'm certain for a second that I am going to die. There are too many attacks to deal with, too many components to this mind to get a clear grip of. Fear fills me at the thought of that. I don't want to die here. I don’t want to feel that sword like stinger pierce my flesh, don't want to feel dagger like claws rend me and spill my blood.

My fear rises, and it seems as though my power rises in response. I do not try to single out one component of the chimera's mind now. Instead, I grab for all the different elements of it. It is like trying to juggle knives, so that I am briefly reminded of Vex and his trick of keeping them aloft. Even that thought’s almost enough to distract me, but somehow I hold on to the various elements of the chimera's mind, keeping a grip on them with everything I have.

I know I cannot quiet this beast the way I did with the Ironhide. I cannot grant it peace because there is no peace within it. This is a thing at war with itself and with the world, created to be a whirlwind of fury and violence. But I can use that. I can use the fact that it's so many different parts. I don't have to hold them, don't have to keep control. I just have to set them against one another. Just have to unleash the hatred that each part feels for the rest, the anger that they feel at being joined through hideous magic.

I set the chimera against itself and it starts to attack itself. The scorpion stinger lashes down into the reptilian body again and again. The lion's claws rend the head of the eagle. The wolf's head bites the lion limbs. Each part attacks each other part, each seeking to do as much damage as possible. The pain of those attacks drives the chimera wild, and that only increases the fury with which it lashes out.

It means I have to dodge back to avoid it, but I am not its primary target now. Its movements are slowing, the venom of the stinger taking effect. The wolf lets out a long, pained howl as the chimera falls to its knees, then collapses to its side.

I can feel the pain it's in, the agony of the death it’s undergoing. To the watching crowd it must look as though I am taking my triumph, standing over it with my trident, raising it up in glory. In fact, I'm doing the only thing I can to alleviate the pain I've just caused it. I have done something with my powers that is darker than anything I have done so far. I have set this creature against itself, and now the only thing I can do is release it from its agony. I know it will not heal and that its death will be slow.

So I drive my trident down into its heart with all my strength. Hot blood spurts up, spilling over the sand as the crowd roars its approval. I should feel satisfied that I have survived, should feel good about what I've just done. I should be able to revel in the praise of the watching people.

Instead I feel sick at the way I have slain this beast. I feel horrified by the fact I've had to do it, by what the emperor and his people have made me do.


Chapter Thirteen

In the wake of my bout, I cannot be around people. It is the usual practice to head up to mingle with the nobility in the areas set aside for us to entertain them with our presence. It is a place of wine and fine food, of servants waiting at their every whim, and where many of the gladiators find themselves the objects of the nobles’ attentions. They want to share in their wins, want to congratulate them.

I don't want to be congratulated. Not after what I just did.

I tore the chimera apart. I set the different aspects of it against one another, killing it as surely as when I plunged my trident into its heart. I'm not sure which moment felt like the bigger act of violence. Neither one felt good.

Standing there while the crowd roared for my victory was worse. I had given them what they wanted and so they rewarded that with their cheers. It would be easy to give in to the adulation, but I'm also aware of what I must do to gain it.

I try telling myself that the chimera was in so much pain that finishing it was an act of mercy, but I'm the reason it was in pain. If I had just… that's the problem. What else could I have done? If I hadn't killed it, the chimera would have killed me. Using my powers like that was my only choice, and the thing I hate most about the Colosseum is that it presents us with such choices over and over again.

Because I don't want to go to the nobles and their celebrations, I head to the space where the beasts are being kept beneath the Colosseum instead. No one stops me, and I walk among the pens and the cages there, trying to find some solace amongst the presence of the beasts.

I can feel them, all of them. I can feel the ones that are little more than balls of anger and hunger. I can sense the ones that are afraid. There are others that don't know what's going on, or where they are. Those are the ones that have known nothing other than the beast pits of Ironhold.

I see Stefano there, the master of beasts at Ironhold. He is a solidly built man, in middle age, his dark beard flecked with grey, his eyes almost black. He is using a trace of healing magic to heal a wound on the side of a large snake. The problem is it's rearing up over him, ready to strike.

I silently command it not to, explaining to it that Stefano is there to help. The snake accepts the command, then slithers away once he's done.

“I thought it was going to have me for a moment there,” he says, looking over at me. I can see his eyes taking in the dirt and the blood. The chimera’s blood, not mine. “You survived your bout, then. That’s good.”

“I had to kill the chimera to do it,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

The beast would probably have been in Stefano's care.

Stefano nods. “That's the nature of things here. And those chimeras… they aren't natural things. They're created just to fight and kill. Dying on the sands is what they're built for. All they’re built for.”

It sounds like a clumsy attempt to make me feel better about killing the creature. Or maybe to make himself feel better. Stefano cares about his creatures. That's why he was willing to put himself in striking distance of a giant snake, just to heal it.

“But you shouldn't be here,” Stefano says. “You should be up in the colosseum enjoying the attentions of the nobles, drinking their wine and listening to them recount all the details of your fight as if you weren't there.”

I shake my head. “I can't face it, not yet.”

He shrugs. “Aye, that can happen. Well then, there's another down here as well. Maybe you should go see him.”

“Who?” I ask.

Stefano points, by way of an answer, to the far corners of the beast pens. There's a figure there, sitting by one of the pens, carefully patching up a wound. I'm surprised to see that it's Alaric.

“He comes here for healing,” Stefano says. “Not sure why he doesn't go to the normal healers. He keeps saying I do a better job, but that's not true. If he were a horse or a lion, maybe.”

I wonder if I should go over to him or leave him alone, but ultimately, my curiosity gets the better of me. I want to know what Alaric is doing down here. I'm surprised to find that a part of me also wants to make sure that he's all right. I don't think I've seen him injured before. He is normally so fast and so confident in his own abilities that it's easy to buy into his sense of invulnerability.

I head over and almost inevitably he sees me coming before I get there. For a second I think he might get up and walk off but he doesn't. Maybe it's because it's me.

“Let me see your wound,” I say, moving to sit beside him.

“Oh, it's nothing,” Alaric replies. “Stefano will take care of it.”

“You're just trying to make sure I don't see you hurt,” I say.

He forces a smile. “Well, it wouldn't do for you to think I had any weaknesses. It might diminish me in your, I assume considerable, estimation.”

There he goes again, using his arrogance as a kind of shield, pushing people back with it so that they never get past the layers of it to the real him.

“Do you ever get tired of showing off and putting up a false front to the world?” I ask.

“Who says it's false?” Alaric counters, looking almost comically affronted.

“I do,” I say. “Because otherwise you wouldn't be down here away from everyone else. You would be up with the nobles, being celebrated by them. You'd probably be off in some noble woman's bed by now.”

“Perhaps I'm saving all that for later,” Alaric counters. “Or maybe I'm saving myself for you. The mistress of beasts. The gladiator desired by the finest nobles.”

“Don't,” I say.

“Don't what?” Alaric replies.

I sigh. “Don’t make a joke of it all. That last bout was… hard. I had to kill a chimera. I had to feel the moment when it died under my hands. I had to stand there and take the praise of the crowd, even while I could feel the fear and the pain fading from it as it died.”

I'm half expecting Alaric to assume all of those things were good things. He has shown that he has no problem killing, and it's obvious he lives for the adulation of the crowd. But instead, his face takes him a more sober expression.

“I imagine that was hard for you," he says. "I wouldn't want to be able to feel what an opponent is feeling as they die. But with a chimera… Do you understand you had to do it, Lyra? That you didn’t have a choice?”

“This place doesn't give us choices,” I say. “Half the time I still don't understand why you and the other free gladiators choose to be here.”

“Chose,” Alaric corrects me. “Once we commit to this, we must complete our five seasons the same as anyone else.”

“Unless your family buys you out,” I point out. “Don't tell me they don't have enough money for that.”

Alaric nods. “They do, but it's… complicated.”

He looks away, an expression of pain on his face. Momentarily, he touches his bruised cheek.

“Does this have something to do with the patron who hit you?” I ask.

“My mother would never-” Alaric stops short.

“Your mother is the patron you go to see?” I ask. “You’re going to see your family?”

“Not my whole family, just her,” Alaric replies. “It's… complicated.”

“Complicated how?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “I'd rather not talk about it. Some things are too painful. It's easier to bury them.”

“Beneath a facade of arrogance and brilliance?” I guess.

The familiar grin is back. “Who says that the brilliance is a façade?”

There seems to be so much more there to him, waiting somewhere beneath the surface, but he’s only allowing me the briefest of glimpses there. In any case, it seems that neither of us has the time to talk more, because I can see a couple of soldiers approaching with one of the trainers.

“You have been asked for up above, if you would wish to go when you have finished your healing here,” the trainer says to Alaric, then turns to me. “The nobles require your presence.”

It’s a simple way to remind me of the differences between us. Alaric is free, even if he has committed to the games. I am not. I have been summoned, and now I have no choice but to go.


Chapter Fourteen

“You know that I could get you out of the Colosseum?” a drunken nobleman promises me, gesturing to a spot on his couch as if I’m to join him. He is overweight and balding, but seems to assume that I will do what he wants.

“How would you do that?” I ask.

“I would buy you out of Ironhold,” he says. “Just think about it. You could be in the household of nobility. You would never have to worry about violence again. Come here and we'll discuss it.”

“You’d tire of her in a month,” another noble nearby says. It seems that there's a cluster of them all in various stages of inebriation. They must have been drinking steadily as they've been watching the games.

We are in the area given over to mingling between the gladiators and the nobility of Aetheria. It is a large light airy space, hung with drapes and punctuated by statues of great gladiators of the past. There are couches set around it, and servants carry jugs of wine and plates of food. There are private rooms leading off from the central area, for more discreet conversations or for anything else that might happen between the nobles and the gladiators. It is no secret that there is something about the violence and the power of the Colosseum that raises desire in many of the nobles. I suspect some of them even make a game of it. This whole place is about being seen with the gladiators who embody the virtues Aetheria celebrates. A rumor that a noble is sleeping with a famed gladiator only increases their reputation.

I can see some of the other gladiators there. As usual, Ravenna is attracting a lot of attention, and seems happy to play up to it, taking a young nobleman into a side room. Before I thought it was just her playing games because she could but now I suspect there might be some deeper purposes to it. She has already told me that she seeks to wield influence from within the games. Maybe this opportunity to get close to key nobles is a part of it, especially given what she can do with her powers over people's minds.

Alaric has finished his healing session with Stefano and is back to being his usual bright entertaining self, chatting to a group of noble women who look at him admiringly. At least one has already made an invitation to him, although I'm surprised to find that he hasn't accepted. I think I saw the young gladiator Cesca here as well, which means she must have survived her first match. I'm glad.

“Come on,” the nobleman says to me. “Don't you want to get out of the Colosseum?”

“If the price is having to spend the rest of her days in your bed, Marcus, I'm not sure that's a good trade.” Lady Elara’s voice rings out sharply, cutting through the nobles attempts to get me to spend time with him. She approaches. She is back to wearing noble clothes rather than a dark robe. “I believe it's also considered impolite to poach someone who already has a patron.”

The nobleman throws up his hands. “My apologies. I wasn't aware that your interest in her had persisted.”

“And now you're aware,” Lady Elara says. She holds out her hand to me, and I take it so that she can lead me away from them, heading for one of the side rooms. This one has silken hangings everywhere, in shades of blue and green, so that the light seems to shift as it passes through them, taking on their hues. There are couches there, as there are outside, but there are no servants. Instead, wine and small pastries are set out on a table between the couches.

“Please, sit,” Lady Elara says, gesturing to one of the couches.

I moved towards it but there is a question I need answered before we talk about anything else. “Is it true what he said? That a noble could get me out of here permanently?”

She spreads her hands. “The answer to that is complicated. Theoretically, possibly. Practically… almost certainly not. Ironhold values those it has trained, and Lord Darius takes his sacred duty seriously. Occasionally, one hears of a noble being bought out of their commitment, but even that is a rarity, typically after they have been injured so badly that everyone knows they will not survive another season.”

“So you’re saying he was lying?” I say.

“He was,” Lady Elara replies. “The emperor would never allow it, given what you are. And even if he did, would you really want that life?”

I shake my head.

Lady Elara sighs. “If it were that easy to get you out of here, don’t you think I'd already have done it?”

“I… don't know,” I admit.

She looks faintly surprised that I don’t trust her more than that. “I suppose that’s understandable. You think I’m just using you for my own ends.”

“Aren't you?” I counter. I can still remember what I heard back in the temple about the plot against the emperor. It's obvious that I'm to play a part in all of it, but she hasn't set any of it out, hasn't given me a choice about it.

“I see that you could be useful,” Lady Elara admits. “But that doesn't mean I don't want to help you anyway. That I don't want to train you.”

That brings my thoughts back to what I did to the chimera. To the way in which I tore it apart and made it kill itself. The thought makes me wince.

“What is it?” Lady Elara asks.

“In my bout, it was as if I had complete control over the chimera,” I say. “And I used that control to make it hurt itself. I found the different parts of it, and I set them against one another.”

“I saw,” Lady Elara says. “I felt it, too. What you did was impressive, Lyra. A chimera like that would have been too much for many beast whisperers, especially one as new to us as you are.”

She looks proud of me when I feel anything but proud of what I did. It feels as though there's a dark side to everything I can do, as though all of my talents are ultimately designed to hurt and kill.

“I didn't want it to be like that,” I say. “I love living creatures. I don't want to hurt them. I certainly don't want to kill them. That side of my powers is… evil.”

“Not evil,” Lady Elara insists. “It is simply a natural aspect of these gifts. Remember that the goddess is a huntress. She does not just sit and admire nature. She is one with all aspects of it, including the predatory side.”

“That doesn't mean I have to be,” I say.

Lady Elara looks a little exasperated. “Look around you Lyra. Look where you are. You need this power if you're going to survive. You can't just cut yourself off from a whole strand of your talent. Think of what you did with the crocodile before. You controlled it. You forced it not to bite even when it's instincts insisted that it should. You could have full control over creatures. You could do so much more, too.”

“I'm barely sure I want all the things I can already do,” I say. “And you're promising me more?”

Lady Elara throws herself down on one of the couches, taking the wine and sipping from it As if to calm herself.

“Do you understand how much potential you have? Do you understand the risks I’m taking in training you? You can take on aspects of beasts, to control them, to summon them to your side, to see through their eyes. You can do these things on a scale that most beast whisperers cannot, that I have honestly only heard about in stories of our kind, rather than seen. You have powers that might transform this city. You can do so much, but you're running away from your power.”

“I’m just trying not to use it in the wrong ways,” I say.

“So learn to use these powers correctly!” Lady Elara snaps back. “With enough control, you are the one choosing what happens, rather than using your power on instinct.”

“Would I choose?” I ask. “Or would you?”

I stand, I'm no longer comfortable on the couch.

“Sit down, Lyra.”

“Maybe if you tell me something about what you're planning,” I reply. “I don't like being kept in the dark. It's obvious that you and the others have plans that include me, but you haven’t told me what they are, or what you intend at the end of all of this.”

“It’s safer for you that way,” she says. “For all of us.”

“Just tell me, are you planning to kill the emperor?”

She rushes forward, putting her hand over my mouth. “Are you mad, talking about such things here? Do you think people don't listen? That they don't try to pick up all the salacious gossip or see more than they should? That is why I haven't told you anything. One of the reasons anyway. You aren't one of us yet, not fully. You keep dancing around on the edges as if you can hold back from what you are. And as long as you do that, I can't trust you won't start telling the wrong people everything you know.”

She lets go of me.

“So you're not going to tell me anything?” I say.

“You need to embrace your powers first,” Lady Elara replies. “All the aspects of them. You need to accept that there is a light and dark in balance within us. When you do that, the others might decide that you're ready. Then we can talk about what happens next.”

“And until then I just keep going, blundering in the dark trying to survive?” I say.

She shrugs. “I am doing everything I can to keep you alive by teaching you. You have the powers you need. You will survive if you use them well. So go use them.”

It’s obviously a dismissal. It seems that Lady Elara has tired of me for today. Maybe that’s a good thing. I can’t spend my time thinking about beast whisperer conspiracies. My first day of this season might be done, but I still have two more bouts, and it will take everything I have to survive.


Chapter Fifteen

I am grateful when we march back to Ironhold for the night, even though the procession back is a much more somber affair than the one in the morning. There are people there still on the side of the streets to cheer us, but we have carts with us now with the injured, and too many people have been killed already on the sands of the arena.

I am grateful that my friends are not among them. Rowan has survived his blindfold match without serious injury, and I walk beside him. Alaric is a little way away, apparently enjoying the procession in a way that the rest of us aren't. Naia is giving what healing she can to the injured. Zara is covered in bruises but has survived.

There is another somber sight. Two figures have been impaled by the side of the road. A sign is hung around each of their necks, with just two words on it:

Beast Whisperer

The sight of them makes me freeze, staring. I have heard that the emperor has my kind persecuted, but this… seeing it like this is more horrifying by far.

“Keep moving!” one of the guards snaps. A whip cracks near me.

I stumble forward, continuing to march. We all head up to the open gates of the fortress, trooping inside. Lord Darius is waiting for us, standing in the courtyard beyond.

“For some of you, this will have been your first time at the games,” he says. “Others will have been there before, but the impact does not diminish.” He slams his fist against his chest and then raises it in salute. “The fallen!”

“The fallen!” we echo. I am thinking about the beast I killed as much as the faces missing from the procession. Perhaps that’s a part of the point: to pay tribute to those we have been forced to slay.

“Now go to your practice,” Lord Darius commands. “Review what you have done in the arena today. Ensure you do not make the same mistakes tomorrow.”

It is a harsh instruction, to make us train so soon after we have finished fighting, but it is nothing I did not expect. It is what we had to do with the last games, the point being to try to learn lessons from our battles as soon as we are finished fighting them.

I head to the practice grounds with Rowan.

“It looks as though your flight went well today,” I say. I'm glad about that; I don't like the idea of him being hurt.

“I managed to feel the attacks coming,” Rowan says. “I even felt the moment when he bunched to throw his spear. It meant I could dodge, and then he didn't have a long weapon. I was able to close in.”

And then Rowan would have had the advantage.

“Does that mean you don’t have anything you want to work on?” I ask.

Rowan shakes his head. “There are always details. I need to be better if I'm going to get through all this. What about you, Lyra? I saw your bout. I was worried, but then-”

“I don't want to talk about it,” I say. The memory of what I had to do is still too fresh.

“You can't shy away from it,” Rowan insists, putting his hands on my shoulders. “You need to do what's necessary. Get through this and get out of here.”

He keeps saying that as if it's my plan rather than his. I agree with getting through the five seasons, but I'm not sure about what will happen after that.

“It’s still terrifying to be able to do that to something,” I say. “I barely trust myself with it.”

“Well, I trust you,” Rowan says. “I don't think I know anyone better.”

He holds me there for several seconds, his eyes fixed on mine. I’m very aware of how close we are in this moment. It would be so easy to cut the practice short and take him back to my room. It would be so easy to just kiss him now, to feel his body pressed against mine. But even as I think about it, thoughts of the fight intrude. I want to push past them to thoughts of Rowan, but I know it won't be so simple.

Rowan seems to sense it. “We should get to work. You defended well today, but you still need to work on where your attacks could be in the middle of it.”

“I'm not sure I want to go through it all,” I say.

“Doing it is the best way to get it out of your mind,” he replies. “And then…”

There is a promise unspoken in those words, or at least a possibility. I'm not sure what Rowan and I are to one another, if we are truly anything. The moments when he seems to want me most are in the middle of the games, when we are all balanced between life and death, and we are all living for the moment. There will be plenty of people creeping into each other's rooms tonight, plenty drinking wine, plenty just finding whatever company they can.

Would it be so wrong to go along with that? Perhaps not, but if I’m to be with Rowan, I want it to be when it isn’t just about adrenaline, blood and death. When it’s about us.

Finally, I finish my practice and I head to the dining hall, with its rows of benches and flickering torches. Already plenty of gladiators are feasting and drinking. Not too much, because we must all fight again tomorrow, but some seem determined to celebrate their survival so far. I see Ravenna sitting at a table with Naia, whispering in close to her. That catches me a little by surprise. While they are both my friends, Naia seems cautious around Ravenna. Maybe it's because the first time I met Ravenna, she manipulated Naia’s mind to get her to leave us alone.

I find something to eat, going to join the two of them.

“What are you two up to?” I ask.

Ravenna smiles. “Just getting Naia here to finish healing the wound I suffered today. On a rugged man, scars might be interesting, but I would rather avoid them.”

I'm sure that's only half the truth at best with her, but I know better than to pry. It's enough that I'm here with my friends, eating and drinking. Eventually I grow tired and head to bed. Rowan has still not finished practicing. Obviously his determination to achieve perfection has counted for more than the prospect of seeing me. Maybe that's a good thing. I would still rather be with him when it's not about the prospect of death.

And, in spite of coming through today, that prospect is still real. I will have to fight again tomorrow. The danger of the Colosseum is not over yet.


Chapter Sixteen

The time to fight comes around again too soon. I stand waiting at the iron gates, my weapons clasped in my hands. I can hear the sound of the crowd out in the arena. I'm one of the first fights today, but already they are baying for blood.

I meant to fight another gladiator today. Meant to fight a human rather than a beast. That makes my nerves jangle because I don't want to spill the blood of somebody I know. I don't even want to do it to a stranger. I will do my best not to kill them, will do everything in my power to show mercy. I'm determined about that today, but I know it will only make the fight harder.

I weigh my net in my hands. The attendants at the Colosseum have repaired it, so that I do not need to worry about the tears in it the chimera inflicted. Perhaps I will be able to ensnare my foe in this net, rendering them helpless. It seems like my best chance.

The iron gates in front of me open, and I can hear the announcer's voice calling my name.

“Lyra the Mistress of Beasts!”

He has appended the nickname without me knowing it is coming. The crowd roars in response. It seems that they liked my first fight. I step out onto the sands, blinking in the light. I can see that the emperor is not there today, but a woman is up in the box that he would normally occupy. She is stern looking, and at first I think she is old and white haired, but no, her features are those of a woman in her mid-thirties. She wears a gown that is also white, embroidered with mystical symbols in silver and gold.

The announcer keeps going. “In the absence of the emperor, this bout will take place under the gaze of Selene Ravencroft, the arch-magistrate. Her gaze and her hand will decide life and death.”

At the word “Death” the crowd cheers again. It’s obvious what they want here.

“Now let us bring out the gladiator Lyra’s opponent, Bracca!”

There is no more than the name, and it is not one I know. A gate at the far side of the arena opens, letting a man out onto the sands. He is larger than me and broad-shouldered, his head shaved. He is not wearing armor, but is carrying a sword and an axe. He moves jerkily, as if he might have been wounded in a previous bout. His eyes seem almost to glow with hatred.

No, wait, there is no almost about it. His eyes are glowing.

He doesn't wait for any command to begin, but charges across the sand at me instead. I move aside from his attack, whipping my net at his legs, tripping him. He gets up and renews his attack, swinging his two weapons in a cascade of blows that I need every reflex to avoid. I reach out as I have in the past for the minds of the birds around the arena. Their additional eyes mean that I see everything, and I'm able to avoid the attacks.

I keep trying to catch him in my net, but he's avoiding it so far, the weapons passing just inches from my flesh with a ferocity that's hard to contain. I use a thrust of my trident to try to keep him at bay, expecting him to move back or at least slow down long enough for me to get clear of him.

Instead, he runs straight onto it, the points embedding themselves deep in him. The force of his rush is so great that I must let go of the trident or find myself in the path of his weapons. He rushes past me, with the trident still sticking from him. It is another second or two before he looks down, seeming to see it for the first time.

He pulls the weapon clear, flinging it to the far side of the arena. As he does so, it is not blood that pours from the wound, but the same glow I saw in his eyes. There is a flicker of power then, and I find that the birds I have been relying on to see more of the fight are scattering in every direction, as if something is terrifying them. I must let go of my grip on their senses just so that I can focus on avoiding the next attack.

My opponent is relentless, charging at me again and again, but he seems to be realizing that the tactic isn't working. The glow around him is intensifying as well, seeming to encompass him so that it forms a corona around his flesh. I think I see eyes opening in that wider glow, and I can feel the presence of a creature there.

This is not the fight against another gladiator. Instead I'm facing some kind of beast; something that can possess the body of a gladiator. I reach out for it with my power, and it takes me an instant to realize that in doing so I'm building a bridge.

It is an instant too long.

The creature’s powers surge towards me, tendrils of power flowing into me. Images surround me, in scenes of terror. I see my mother as she was when I was taken by the soldiers, knocked down. Only this time, they do not settle for merely striking her. They descend on her with swords instead, gutting her in front of me.

I cry out at the sight of it, and even as I do so, a sword descends towards my head. I barely weave aside from it in time.

Another image forms, of Rowan and Alaric fighting, and somehow I know they're fighting over me. I see them tear at each other, inflicting grievous wounds. I see them fall dying to the sands. Again, a physical attack comes behind the mental assault, forcing me to parry and run.

Image after image assails me. I am back being punished in Ironhold. I am walking on my way to it, only this time when the young man runs, I am the one dragged from the caravan to be killed for it. I see and feel myself devoured by beasts, executed by soldiers, killed a hundred different ways. The creature possessing the gladiator batters at my mind with fear and hate and every insecurity I've ever had.

It shows me an image of myself surrounded by a horde of beasts, but they are not attacking me. Instead they are rampaging through the city, and I know I am the one who has sent them. I watch them tearing into people, and I know I am the one who has instructed them to do so. It shows me an image of me causing so much death, and I scream with it.

I know what it's doing now. Its magic is pushing further and further into me. I can feel my heart beating faster and faster with the horror of it all. I know that this is how it kills, using raw terror as a weapon against those it hunts. And when it has killed me… it shows me those images too. It shows me it wearing my flesh, shows me walking and fighting. It shows me an image of me cutting Naia’s throat, controlled by it completely.

If it hadn't shown me that, maybe I wouldn't have the strength to push back against its attack. As it is, though, I throw everything I have at the creature. I can feel power welling up from inside me, and in that moment, I do not care if it is light or dark or something in between. All I care about is stopping this… thing.

Power flows into the creature and it flees in the face of it, flowing out from the body of the gladiator it has taken. That body crumples to the ground, dead before it hits. Dead long before he stepped into the arena.

The creature flows away from me, and I can feel its fear alongside my own. I know it is afraid of what I am, of the power flowing from me. It acts wildly now, without thought, heading towards the stands of the arena, and the watching crowd.

They scream at the sight of it coming for them. Some have magic, and try to use it, but the creature is moving quickly. It conjures more illusions, images of death and destruction filling the stands. I know that it is lashing out blindly, doing whatever it can to cause chaos.

Lady Elara must be here somewhere. Could she help stop this? Will she? I cannot see her, but I hope that she will act soon, because I’m not sure if I can do anything. My power is still pouring out towards the beast, and it is still fleeing from me, throwing terror around it as if trying to confuse the trail followed by a hunter.

People in the stands are trying to flee now. I see a couple of people knocking aside others as they try to get away, and I know it will only be moments before the whole crowd stampedes and they crush one another.

Then Lady Selene stands, holding her arms out wide. Power seems to flow into her, and the wind around her whips her hair this way and that. She brings her hands together, then flings a beam of raw power at the creature.

Its scream as it dies is filled with the horror of a thousand people. It melts like mist before the heat of the sun, burning away so that there is nothing left of it but a few wisps curling up to dissipate in the sky. The whole arena falls silent in the wake of that strike, the illusions fading, the sense of horror flowing away.

In that silence, Lady Selene speaks, pointing at me. “Bring her to me.”


Chapter Seventeen

They make me wait in a locked room somewhere beneath the Colosseum, iron barred doors preventing me from leaving. They have taken my weapons. There is nothing in here, and the only light comes in through a grate high up on the wall. Another grate is located in the middle of the floor.

It is the kind of room where they might kill me and leave no trace.

That thought fills me with fear, and that fear brings back all the images the creature I have just fought threw into my head. They were illusions, they must have been, but they felt real. I saw my friends, my family, being killed over and over, all my deepest fears being brought back to life.

But now I have a new fear: that I will be executed for what I just did. I know that the Aetherian Empire has no love of beast whisperers, and my actions back in the Colosseum resulted in the wraith-like creature being let loose on the crowd, lashing out at the citizens of the city.

I'm not sure how long I have to wait in there. Outside I can hear the sounds of the matches continuing, in an attempt to return events in the arena to normal. The crowd has been terrified, some of them have even been trampled and attacked, but the organizers seem to think that enough bloodshed on the sand will wash that away.

In a lot of ways, that's the point of the games. You have enough people enough violence and enough entertainment and they will ignore everything else.

I pace my prison, looking for a way out, but there is none. If Lady Selene decides to have me killed, then my only hope will be to try to fight through whatever guards are there. Without my weapons I doubt I will have a chance. I feel like one of the animals trapped in the beast pens, not knowing what will happen next, caged and contained in spite of my power.

It seems like forever before the door opens, and two figures enter the room. One is Lady Selene. Up close, she is shorter than me, but she gives off such a sense of power that it's easy to forget that. Her eyes have violet irises that seem to carry the promise of her magic. Where most people in the city are skilled in one or two minor talents, it is clear she is a true mistress of magic.

Lord Darius is the other figure to enter. He looks angry, his face set. It is the expression he has when he's about to order a punishment with as little mercy as a rock.

“So,” Lady Selene says. “This is the beast whisperer. Your name is… Lyra, correct?”

Of course, she knows my name. It has been announced to the whole Colosseum.

“Yes, my lady,” I reply.

“You are the reason that a mind-mist wraith was set loose on the spectators of the colosseum.”

“That wasn't meant to be any kind of wraith,” I insist. “I was meant to be fighting another gladiator.”

Lady Selene looks over to Lord Darius, who shrugs. “The instruction came down from the emperor. He wanted a more interesting bout. Said that if we were going to have beast whisperers in Ironhold, people should see everything they are.”

“Tiberius commanded it, but didn’t stay to see any of it?” Lady Selene says. I’m not sure which is more shocking, the use of the emperor’s name so familiarly or the note of disapproval in her tone.

“The emperor does as he wishes,” Lord Darius says.

“Yes, I suppose he does,” Lady Selene replies. “And we’re not talking about Tiberius. We’re talking about what to do with Lyra here.”

Lord Darius raises an eyebrow. “I would have thought that was obvious. She's too dangerous to keep in the arena. We should kill her now.”

“Convention dictates that we do not merely murder gladiators,” Lady Selene points out. “I'm sure that if it didn't, Tiberius would have had this young woman killed already. I assume that's why he's had such dangerous creatures thrown at her?”

Lord Darius looks troubled. “It's not my place to question my emperor, or yours.”

“I am the arch magistrate. I'm fairly sure I'm meant to question everything, Darius,” Lady Selene says.

“In this case, you wouldn't be killing her for nothing. She set that thing on the crowd,” Lord Darius says.

“Her actions resulted in it fleeing into the crowd,” Lady Selene corrects him. “And you know as well as I do with beast bouts that there is always a chance that the creature gets out of control.”

“And I'm saying she was controlling it the whole time,” Lord Darius says.

Lady Selene looks my way. “Were you controlling it?”

I feel the brush of something against my mind and realize that Ravenna might not be the only one with the power to touch it. It's clear she's looking for the truth. I do not dare to lie.

“I don't think so,” I say. “I went to try to control it, to try to beat it without hurting it. Then it ran from me. It's as if it was afraid of what I could do to it.”

Lord Darius looks from me to Lady Selene in disbelief. “You're going to just accept that?”

“Darius, you know as well as I do that I can see the truth of things,” she says. “And in this case, I believe her. Lyra did not deliberately set a dangerous creature on the citizens of Aetheria. I don't think we can see her set on a spike for that.”

I breathe a sigh of relief, but the arch magistrate goes on.

“However, intentional or not her actions did result in several citizens being trampled in the rush. There must be some punishment for that. A conscripted gladiator who is not even a citizen cannot bring about such deaths with impunity.”

Lord Darius thinks for several seconds. “Let her be cast out of Ironhold, then. We will declare her the loser of the bout, since you were the one who had to slay her foe for her. She will no longer fight as a gladiator. Instead, she will be taken and sold on. I'm sure there are plenty who might buy her. Maybe even the emperor himself.”

I gasp in horror at the thought of what he is proposing. As much as I hate the violence of the games, surviving my seasons in the Colosseum is my only route to freedom. If I make it through here I can be a citizen of Aetheria. What Lord Darius is proposing would rob me of that chance. As a former gladiator, he knows better than anyone just what he would be taking from me.

And what would happen to me then? Is he right? Would the emperor himself buy me? If he did, it would only be to kill me, probably slowly. And even if it were someone else… I don't want to have to live out my life that way, serving at the whims of whatever noble can afford me. It's all too easy to think of the ones back in the receiving area, who made me promises but really just wanted me.

Worse, Lady Selene seems to be considering it. Perhaps she sees it as a lesser fate than the alternatives. If so, she doesn't know what it means to be forced to serve. She doesn't know what it means to fight here, hoping for freedom. I know the way Rowan speaks of his days as a slave to a noble woman. I know I would rather die than be stuck like that.

“Please-” I begin, but Lord Darius cuts me off.

“Silence!”

It is not my choice. The arch magistrate will decide, and nothing I can say or do will change her decision.

Then another figure comes into the room. Lady Elara slips inside as elegantly as if she were joining a party.

“I do hope I'm not too late,” she says. “I had to fetch something.”

“Elara?” Lady Selene says. “What are you doing here? You can't be here while I’m rendering judgement.”

“Actually, I think I'm obliged to be,” Lady Elara replies. “After all, I am Lyra’s patron.”

The arch magistrate pauses. “Ah, that changes things. You're here to speak for her?”

Lady Elara nods. “What happened today was about a loss of control, not about malice. Look into her mind, Selene. You will see that there is no one who means less harm than Lyra here. Darius, isn't it true that you punished her in the past for refusing to fight?”

“That's hardly a good thing,” Lord Darius says. “Martial strength is vital. Her cowardice is not a defense.”

“You say cowardice, I say a peaceful nature,” Lady Elara says. She looks to the arch magistrate again. “As I was saying, the issue is control.”

She takes out a single leather bracelet, worked with runes, designed to fit tightly around the wrist of the wearer.

“Your solution is to mute her power?” Lady Selene says.

“Mute my power?” I say.

“This cuff will place limits on your talent,” Lady Elara says. “It will… prevent any further accidents.”

It will also render me far less powerful, and my powers have been the only things keeping me alive so far. Is Lady Elara trying to kill me now?

“Such a solution is more demeaning than simply selling her,” Lady Selene says. “Magic is the greatest gift of the city. For it to be muted like that would be… almost unthinkable.”

Lady Elara shrugs. “It would give Lyra a chance to learn some control. Once she demonstrates that, maybe it can come off. And it is a better option than dismissing her from the games. Some of us have already placed quite large bets on her, Selene.”

She makes it sound as if the only reason she's doing this is the money I can make for her. The money I can make for plenty of people, given the amount of money changing hands around the arena.

Lord Darius nods. “It would be a suitable punishment.”

I realize he is thinking of the emperor’s desire to see me dead. Without my full powers I will be vulnerable.

The arch magistrate looks thoughtful. “Very well. Place it on her.”

Lady Elara fastens the cuff around my wrist. It seems to join itself, becoming a single seamless band around my forearm. In an instant the world seems… less, somehow, as if noises I had been hearing are suddenly gone. I realize that I can no longer sense the presence of every animal around the Colosseum. They are still there, but it's as if there are layers between me and them.

“You may go,” Lady Selene says to me, as casually as if she were dismissing a servant after bringing her wine.

I hurry from the room, my mind reeling. My hand is on the bracelet but it seems firm, with no obvious way to remove it. They have taken my powers from me. I still have to fight, and I no longer have the tools to do it.

Lady Elara has just sealed my doom.


Chapter Eighteen

The worst part is that I cannot just head back to Ironhold. Instead, I must remain in the networks of chambers beneath the arena, listening as the games continue. Every time I hear a scream from the arena I'm reminded of the screams of the crowd. Every time there is a sound of pain, I think of the images of the people close to me being hurt.

I try to seek out Rowan, but he is not there to be found. Fear starts to fill me. Has something happened to him? Has he fought and somehow lost? As large and strong as he is he seems almost invulnerable but I know as well as anyone that no one is completely invincible in the arena.

So where is he? I start to search the spaces beneath the Colosseum. I check the slabs of the healers, in case he has been wounded. He is not there, although Zara is, a wound on her leg being bandaged.

“Are you all right?” I ask.

“I'll be fine. What happened with your bout? They are saying you were fighting some gladiator, and then you conjured some kind of wraith to kill him and attack the crowd.”

I shake my head. “That's not what happened. The wraith was possessing him. They sent him in knowing that, trying to catch me off guard. It broke free when it couldn't wear me down. Have you seen Rowan?”

Zara shakes her head. “He's not in here so that's a good sign. I know he had one fight earlier. Does he have another later in the day?”

I can't remember, my mind is so confused with the images the wraith showed to me and everything that has happened since. I continue to look for him. Is it possible he's searching for me? After all, I didn't come back to the main area after my bout. Is he worried that something has happened to me?

I check the beast pens on the basis that it's where Rowan might check for me. It isn't easy, because now, although I can feel the presence of the creatures, I don't have anything like the same connection to them I had before, and just the presence of so many creatures reminds me of the bout that I've just had.

I find myself shaking as I move through the pens, taking in the different creatures there. There is a massive, lizard-like, winged drake, its scales patterned with frost. There are snakes and bears. I can see another chimera there too. It makes me angry and sad that these creatures are down here just to fight and die.

I think of the wraith. I could feel the hatred in it. In that case, did the organizers pick something that was inherently inimical to humans? Or did they train that hatred into it with magic and pain? I see again the moment when Lady Selene destroyed the wraith using her powers. I know there are those in the city who have more than just talents they have learned to use, who have control over multiple disciplines of magic. Why would someone turn such talents to making creatures fight against people? Why would someone create something like the chimera I fought?

I can feel tears on my face, and I don't know if they're for myself and my restricted powers, for the creatures I have been forced to kill, for the people who have died, or just in memory of the terror the wraith inflicted on me.

I crouch down there in the middle of the beast pens, feeling the pain of everything that has happened, along with all the fears that the wraith has brought up in me. I shake with it, and even as I do so, there is another presence there.

“Lyra?” Alaric says as he approaches. “I was starting to get worried when I couldn't find you. After what happened, I thought they might have… done something to hurt you.”

He crouches there beside me, putting a hand on my shoulder as if to steady me. That contact seems to ground me. It is the gentlest thing I have seen from him.

“I thought you didn't care,” I say.

“We will see what we need to in order to get through this,” Alaric replies.

I nod, swallowing back my tears as best as I can. “Have you… have you seen Rowan? I haven't seen him since I got back from the arena.”

“You're worried about him?” Alaric says.

“The wraith… it showed me all the people I care about being hurt. Him, my mother, you.”

“Me?” Alaric sounds surprised. “And there I thought I told you not to go around caring for people, Lyra.” He stops, though, obviously realizing that this isn't a moment for his usual arrogance and humor. “Rowan is fine. I hear he went to the reception area. Some of the noble women called for him.”

I breathe a sigh of relief at the news that Rowan is not hurt. I know I should have had more confidence in him, but after what the wraith showed me, I'm grateful for the reassurance. Although it's not entirely reassuring. The idea of Rowan up there with a cluster of noble women represents a different kind of danger for him. And… maybe I feel a little jealous.

It's strange that Alaric is the one here.

“Did you just come here for the healing?” I ask him.

“I came here to find you,” he replies. “I figured if you were anywhere, you would come here. What happened to you after your fight? I know they took you to see Lady Selene.”

I hold up my arm for him to see. “They put this on me. To dampen my powers.”

Alaric looks horrified by that. “But that's… that's the kind of thing they do to criminals, or social outcasts or…”

“Or slave gladiators who can't control their powers and almost kill everyone,” I say, unable to keep the bitterness out of my voice. “My patron was the one who suggested it.”

“What kind of patron would do that?” Alaric demands. “It must be some kind of political game, but I can't see it. And if it hurts you like this… no, they can't do this to you.”

“They can,” I say. “They have. And… the alternatives were worse.”

I'm still crouched there, but Alaric draws me slowly to my feet. “You need to stay strong, Lyra.”

“How?” I ask. “How do you do it? You laugh at the danger and pretend like none of it matters.”

“But it is pretense,” Alaric says. His expression clouds over with unhappiness. It seems like one of the rare occasions when I’m looking at the real him rather than the façade he puts up. “Sometimes that's what you have to do to get through the worst of this.”

“Is it different when you're a free gladiator?” I ask.

“I wish it were,” Alaric says. “You asked me before who my patron is. Who keeps calling me out of the fortress? The truth is… it's my mother.”

“Your mother?” I say. Of course, it's obvious that Alaric would have family somewhere in Aetheria. It's just as obvious that they would want to see him. What's less obvious is the way they've done it. “Why would she do it that way? And why keep it a secret?”

That gets another look of pain from Alaric.

“The truth is, when I say I'm here for honor and glory, what I mean is that I need them. Growing up, I was… kind of spoiled, I guess. The second son, never going to inherit. Kind of a screw up. I would run around the city doing what I wanted, partying, sleeping with who I wanted, causing trouble. I didn't care because there weren't any consequences for it.”

That sounds only a step away from who Alaric is, or who he pretends to be, at least.

“It got to the stage where my father was ready to disown me,” Alaric says. “Or at least, to arrange a posting for me to the furthest reaches of the empire and never have to worry about me again. He'd actually set it all up. He never wanted to see me again.”

“That’s… terrible,” I say. I had assumed that Alaric’s past was easy, filled with all the delights of nobility.

“And I didn't even do what he wanted,” Alaric says. “What they all wanted. I signed up for the Colosseum instead. I've always been good at fighting.”

“And it's a grand tradition among the nobles,” I say.

“Maybe for some of us. Vex and the like,” Alaric says. “Others do it because they think it will get them some advantage, or lead to greater position. My family has always seen itself as above all that. Until now.”

“I take it your family isn’t happy you’ve signed up for the Colosseum?” I say.

Alaric laughs, harshly. “My father actually thought he might be able to buy me out of it. I refused, of course. My mother is the only one who will speak to me, and she has to do it secretly so that my father doesn't find out. She plays the part of my mysterious patron.”

“And the bruising on your face when you came back the other night?” I ask.

“My father came home unexpectedly. He's the one who struck me. And I… it would have been so easy to fight back. I'm a trained gladiator and a free one, so I'm not even bound by the same constraints as the rest of you. I could have struck him back. But I didn’t, and I'm still not sure why.”

“Because he's your father,” I say. “And in spite of it all, I guess you still love him.”

“Love?” Alaric looks puzzled by the word. His usual mask of arrogance is sliding back into place. “You do have some strange ideas, Lyra.”

The more I see of highborn society, the more I'm convinced that it isn't any easier than the rest of Aetheria. Everyone seems to be striving for position, or consumed by the requirements of duty. If I survive my five seasons, if I marry and have children, those children will be highborn. Is that really a world I want for any of them? I think of Seatide, And how much simpler everything was there.

Even as I'm thinking of it, a couple of soldiers come for me.

“Your patron requires your presence,” they say.

I don't want to see her. She's the last person I want to talk to after what she's done. Right now, I feel as though if I see Elara, I will lash out. But the truth is I don't get a choice.


Chapter Nineteen

The strangest part is that Lady Elara takes me out of the Colosseum. I didn’t know she could do that, the way she can with Ironhold, but it seems that she can. We ride in her elegant palanquin without me saying a word to her.

“Really?” she says. “You're not going to talk to me?”

I hold up my wrist by way of an answer. “You're the reason I have to wear this.”

“I did that to save you,” she replies. “I know you might not believe it, but I'm doing my best for you.”

“I'm not sure I do believe it,” I say, as the palanquin jolts its way through the streets. “It's obvious you have your own agenda. And you just stood by while the wraith broke free. You could have helped.”

“Only by using my own power over beasts,” she says. “And I maintain my position because people believe I am just an illusionist. If I had helped you, I would probably have had to flee the city.”

“So you muted my powers instead,” I say. I claw at the bracelet wrapped around my wrist. It does not yield. “Can this even be removed?”

“You can't remove it, but another might be able to damage it enough to break the binding. And before you ask, I won't do that, not yet.”

“Why not?” I ask.

She raises her eyebrows. “For one thing, it would be a little obvious. You leave with me, and you come back without the bracelet I had them put on you? They would know I removed it, and trouble would follow for me.”

“What about the trouble that’s coming for me?” I demand. “I still have another fight and you've taken my powers from me.”

Lady Elara shakes her head then. “They have not been taken from you, merely limited. You will still be able to fight and win. I believe that. You must trust me on this.”

“Again, we're back to trust, but you haven't given me any reason to trust you.”

I hear her sigh. She leans out of the palanquin. “That's far enough.”

We get out, and she leads the way through the streets, grabbing two cloaks as she goes. She passes one to me, wrapping the other around herself. I know without being told where we're going.

We don't take the same route into the catacombs beneath the city, but it doesn't seem to make any difference to Lady Elara. She seems to know the way, leading me back to the temple of Deira.

“Part of the reason I limited you is so that people won't work out just how powerful you are, Lyra,” she says. “They know that you have command over beasts, and that's enough to make them hate you, but for now, the emperor assumes that you will be killed in the games. He assumes that he will never make it through your five seasons. He is content to work within the restrictions of the games, rather than risk being seen interfering in something the citizens view as holy. If he knew your full power, he would throw everything he has at killing you, regardless of what that would mean for him.”

“You're saying that as if I'm something special,” I say.

“Do you know the categories of magical potential within Aetheria?” Lady Elara asks.

I nod. I know them vaguely. They range from nulls, with no magic at all, through the glimmers who represent so much of the population of the city, up through adepts with skill in one talent, mages who have true command, all the way up to archons.

“Well,” Lady Elara says. “I believe you could have as much potential as any beast whisperer who has ever lived. I believe you have it in you to be an archon.”

Those words shock me, making me stand and stare at her. Does she really believe that, or is it just another game?

“I still don't know if I can trust you,” I say.

Lady Elara nods, “I know. Just follow me.”

She leads the way to the temple. I'm surprised to find that there are others there waiting for us, dressed in their robes, the hoods up so that we cannot see their faces. She pulls my hood down, along with her own, stepping up to the front under the statue.

“My friends,” she says. “Some of you will have seen what Lyra was able to achieve in the Colosseum. I had to restrict her power so they would not see her as a threat, but I hope you understand her potential now.”

“She has power,” a woman says. She steps forward. “I will admit that much. And you believe that she should be allowed among us?”

“I do,” Lady Elara says.

The other woman pulls down her hood, revealing bright blonde hair and deep blue eyes. Some of the others around me gasp. Clearly, they were expecting her to maintain her disguise.

“Then let that be the case,” she says. “I was there, I saw the possibilities. I am Methisa, and I welcome you to the spectral covenant, Lyra.”

“There should be a vote,” a man near the back growls. And it is a growl, his voice almost bestial.

“Then let us vote,” Methisa says. “Although she's seen my face now, so we all know what that means.”

“Methisa,” Lady Elara warns.

Methisa smiles, and it is not kind. “It's our way, Elara. And you've tried to force her into our ranks. So we will do this. We will have the vote. If we are agreed, she will be one of us.”

“And if you're not?” I ask.

“Then you die,” the man with the growling voice says. “We can't have you revealing our secrets.”

Sudden fear fills me. Again, it seems that Lady Elara has brought me into the middle of something without explaining what's going on.

She steps forward, glaring at Methisa. It's obvious that she didn't want this, and equally obvious that there's some kind of internal wrangling going on between the two of them. I'm just the one caught up in it.

“Very well,” she says. “If you're going to force the issue, let me be clear. In Lyra, we have a chance to show the city that beast whisperers are more than just dangerous savages. If you have been to the Colosseum, you will know how many people chant her name. You will know that they are growing to love her. She is powerful, but more than that, she could be a symbol. She could become a champion in the arena, and Tiberius will be forced to make her a citizen, a noble. He will be forced to acknowledge a beast whisperer.”

“Is that all?” Methisa asks.

“No, it is not,” Lady Elara says, give her a hard look. “Because, as someone the people will grow to love, Lyra will be in a position of influence. They will look to her, and she will be able to reveal the worst excesses of Tiberius's rule. That will give us the influence we need to change things. Perhaps to remove him completely. But only if she is one of us. Kill her now, and you waste all of that. So choose. Who is in favor and who is against?”

Around me, the roped figures start to move. Some move towards me, and I tense, wondering if they are coming forward to kill me. Some move away from me. When Methisa joins them, I realize that is the group of those who do not think I should be there.

The process takes a minute or more before everyone is in position. I try to count the figures. Are there more on our side or on theirs? I'm not sure, and Lady Elara doesn’t seem certain either. Finally, though, she smiles.

“It seems we have it, Methisa,” she says. “It seems Lyra will be one of us.”

Methisa bows, although she doesn't look happy about it. “As you say. I just hope we won't come to regret this.”

“Come now,” Lady Elara says. “Let us welcome her, all of us.”

The robed figures close in on me, some taking my hand, others clapping me on the back. A few of them remove their hoods, but only a few. It's obvious that even amongst themselves, most prefer to keep their identities a secret. Animal scents surround me, and it seems there are growls or purrs from under some of the hoods.

I'm still not sure quite what has just happened. Lady Elara brought me here to convince me of her good intentions but everything she has told me shows that she intends to use me as part of a bigger plan. Does she really think I'm the key to bringing down the emperor? If so, is that a part I want to play? I will fight in the arena, because if I don't I die, and because I want to survive long enough to be free. But the rest of it… I'm pretty sure anyone watching this meeting would call it treason, and do I really want to be a part of that?

For now, though, all I can do is accept the congratulations of the beast whisperers around me. I am one of them now, a part of the spectral covenant. But I have not truly chosen it yet, have not committed to it. For now, all I can think of is the Colosseum. I still have one more fight to come, and it doesn’t matter if I am a part of all of this unless I find a way to live through that fight.


Chapter Twenty

It is getting late by the time Lady Elara has her palanquin return me to Ironhold. Late enough that the other gladiators have already processed back up to the stronghold. Late enough that the guards look at me with surprise as I arrive.

“We were starting to take bets on whether we would have to hunt you down,” one of them says, as if it's the most natural thing in the world that they would hunt and kill me if I were not to return.

“Your patron decided to take their time with you?” the other says with a leer, his eyes roving over me. It’s easy to hate the guards sometimes. They seem to enjoy that we gladiators are not free to do as we wish, seem to relish our pain.

But at the same time, they are not the ones involved in running Ironhold. They merely guard the limits of the fortress, letting us do what we will within.

I head inside. It is late enough that the practice sessions after the day’s fights have finished. Late enough that plenty of the others will be sleeping. I wonder if anyone will still be awake as I head into the barracks section of the fortress, making my way past the large central dining room to start to head for my room.

I stop when I see that Rowan is in there.

“You’re still awake?” I say.

“I wanted to make sure that you came back safely,” he replies. “I was worried for a while that you might not come back at all.”

“Did you think I would run?” I ask.

He looks troubled. “I wasn't sure what to think. I didn't know if they'd decided to kill you after all, or punish you in some way, or if you had run and they were hunting you down even while I waited.” He stands, moving to me, briefly wrapping his arms around me. “I’m glad you’re back safely.”

“I’m not sure about safely,” I say. I hold my wrist up for him to see. “They’ve restricted my magic, Rowan.”

“Lyra…” he sounds even more worried now. “Something like that… how do they expect you to fight?”

“Maybe they just expect me to die,” I reply.

He takes hold of my shoulders. “Don't talk like that. Don't just give in. You can still fight. You're getting better.”

But we both know that my victory so far has come because my powers have come flowing out of me. I have one because I have managed to control the beasts set against me. Even when I have Fought human opponents, it has been my ability to summon beasts to my side or my capacity to look through their eyes that has let me win.

“I'm not sure how much I can do now,” I say.

Rowan continues to hold on to me. “You can do more than you think. You have survived because you have learned. Do you know how to fight with that trident of yours? You just have to be ready to use it.”

“Even if it means killing someone else,” I say.

“You have already killed,” Rowan points out. “And I'd rather you did what you needed to do than see you fall. I… don't want to lose you, Lyra.”

He looks me in the eyes. Our gazes meet, and it's as if we're drawn to one another. We kiss, deeply, Rowan pulling me tight against his chest. I know that if we keep going, it won't be long before he takes me back to my room and doesn't leave. And I would be completely okay with that. For once, the fact that we're doing this just because the situation is so desperate, just because we might die tomorrow, doesn't get in the way.

“Promise me,” Rowan says, as he pulls back briefly. “Promise me that you'll do what's necessary. You can't afford to hold back. You can't let feelings or friendship get in the way.”

“You sound like Alaric,” I say, with a faint smile at the memory of Alaric down in the beast pens.

Instantly I feel a change in the atmosphere between us. Rowan steps further back, his eyes narrowing slightly.

“I am nothing like him,” Rowan replies, his voice sharper than I expected it to be. “He represents everything that's wrong with the games. He doesn't kill people to survive or so he can be free. He does it because he likes it.”

I shake my head, slightly jarred by the suddenness of the change in things between us. How have we gone from nearly falling on one another in need and desire to arguing about Alaric?

And still, I can't stop myself from replying. “He's not that bad,” I insist. “You only see the side of him he shows you. If you take the time-”

“What? I'd see as much of him as you have?” Rowan replies. “I don't think he's interested in me the same way, Lyra.”

“You think that’s all it’s about?” I reply. He sounds jealous, but does he really get to be jealous?

“I know it is, and the only question is whether you're too blind to see it,” Rowan shoots back.

“Rowan, there is nothing going on between me and Alaric.”

He doesn't look as though he believes me. “Really? Because you keep finding him everywhere you go. You keep spending time around him, don't you? Don't tell me you're not flattered by the attention. I get it. The handsome nobleman, not the scarred ex-slave.”

“Why are you so jealous?” I demand. “It isn't as if you've done anything since the last games. You haven't made any kind of move on me except as some kind of casual thing.”

“Maybe casual is all I can manage,” Rowan counters. “Maybe I haven't wanted to get too close because I've known that if I do and you get killed…”

“I thought you said I was getting better, that I had a good chance of surviving?” I snap back at him.

“I'm telling you what you need to hear,” Rowan replies.

“So you're lying to me?”

“For your own good.”

Now it's my turn to be angry because it seems a lot of people have been doing things for my own good recently. The leather bracelet on my wrist is there for that reason. I've been dragged into the spectral covenant the same way. No one seems to trust me to make a choice with all the information. No one seems to want to tell me the truth.

“You don't decide what's good for me and not,” I say. “Just like you don't decide who I talk to, who I spend time around.”

“That's just as well, isn't it?” Rowan says. “Because it seems you're determined to ‘spend time’ with as many people as possible. You get invites up to Ravenna’s rooms to hang out with the nobility. You spend time with this patron of yours. You go off with Alaric.”

Jealousy is not a good look on him, especially when he's insinuating things that haven't happened. He's acting as though I'm sleeping with everyone I meet, when the truth is I haven't even done so with him.

“Why are you so jealous?” I ask him. “I haven’t done anything. I’m just… I’m not even anyone important.”

"Of course, you're someone important," Rowan replies. "Even if you're not sleeping with any of them, you're still the one getting all the attention from the nobles.”

“Is that what this is about?” I ask. “You want the attention? I thought you were only goal was to get through your seasons and get out of here?”

“It is,” Rowan replies.

“So why do you care if someone else is getting the attention in the arena?” That doesn't fit with what he's saying. If his only goal is to survive why does it matter if I'm the one the nobles are paying attention to?

“It isn't good for you,” Rowan replies. “You don't know what nobles are like, not really.”

“I've met a few by now,” I point out. Is he really going to treat me as if I don't know how the world works? As if I haven't learned about the schemes and the machinations of the nobles?

“You've met them, but I lived in one of their households for years,” Rowan says.

“Is that what this is about really?” I ask. “About the time you spent with Lady Tyra?”

“It's about the ways they're all the same,” Rowan counters, but I see him wince, and I know that some of my words have hit home. I realize that I’ve gone too far, but it’s already too late to take the words back. “And it's about the fact you can't see that. I had to spend some of today in that receiving room while they ogled me, and I hated every moment of it. But you… when you go off into the city, it's like there's a spring in your step, just because you're getting their attention.”

I can't tell him what's happening when I go into the city. I can't tell him about the spectral covenant, or about the lessons I have been learning. Besides, I shouldn't have to justify myself like that to him. I shouldn't feel guilty about feeling good for getting out of Ironhold for an hour or two.

“I don't care about their attention,” I say.

“Of course you do,” Rowan snaps back. “I see it when we're in the parades and when you've won a fight. You love their adulation. Be honest with me; you don't really want to leave once you’ve survived your seasons, if you survive them, do you?”

“I…” I hesitate. A part of me wants to go straight back home, but there is another part that wants more, that is excited by the possibility of becoming a full citizen of Aetheria. And then there's the things the spectral covenant are doing.

Thinking about it means I hesitate too long.

“That's what I thought,” Rowan says. “And I guess that's why you've been holding back from me. You've been saving yourself for someone better.”

It's a cruel thing to say, and I step back from him. “I used to think there wasn't anyone better. Now… now I'm not so sure.”

I move away, heading for my room. A part of me wants Rowan to grab me as I go, to pull me back into a kiss. To tell me that he cares about me and he doesn’t mean all of this. More of me is grateful that he doesn’t.


Chapter Twenty One

Rowan does not come near me as we march down to the Colosseum for the final day of this season of games. He walks alone instead, looking as cold and unreachable as some of the marble statues we pass along the way.

I do not go to him. It's obvious that Rowan wants that space, and I can't focus on him right now when I have a life-and-death battle ahead of me. Even now, I don't know what will be involved in my last fight. I've had no chance to prepare for it.

Around us, the crowds are forming. They are not as joyous as they were on the first day but they are still there calling out our names, cheering us if we acknowledge them in the slightest way. Vex is at the front of the procession, taking all that adulation as his own.

The others are responding in their own ways. Alaric is playing up to the crowd as usual, kissing the hands of blushing maidens, bowing before an old woman, looking fierce enough to send a group of small children screaming away from him. He seems to come to life moments like this, but it's hard not to think of the way he was yesterday, of how vulnerable he was. It's hard not to see this all for the act it is.

Ravenna, for once, is not playing up to the crowd, but instead is walking beside Naia, still whispering with her. She moves around various of the others in our procession, never stopping for long, whispering each time as if she has secrets to relay or favors to request.

I make my way over to her.

“What's going on?" I ask her as we continue to make our way into the city.

She shrugs. “I told you before that there is a lot of scope to influence things here in the games. Matches can be influenced. Bets can be placed.”

“So is this where you ask me to throw about?" I say.

Ravenna laughs then. “Oh, I know you wouldn't do that. Especially since all the rumors say that no mercy is to be given to you should you lose. Although the betting was getting stronger on you, before the news about this got out.”

She touches the leather cuff wrapped around my wrist.

“A device to control you. To rein you in. I couldn't imagine someone doing that to my powers.”

She sounds as though she's being sympathetic, but I still can't shake the feeling that there's some greater scheme there. Ravenna has shown that she's always plotting something. Her hand moves to my shoulder.

“I wonder if someone else could cut it off for you. A friend.”

Is she offering to be that friend?

“They would only put it back on me,” I say. “Or they would kill me for being something they couldn't control.”

“But it could be done,” Ravenna insists. “It's worth remembering, in case the need arises.”

She's right. If the situation is desperate enough, maybe I can get someone to cut the cuff off of me. Of course, the price for that would be some further punishment, possibly even being cast out of the arena the way Lord Darius suggested before. As much as I hate what Lady Elara has done to me, I can see that it is the only way I got to stay in the Colosseum.

The vast stone structure of it looms ahead, a reminder of what all of this is about. There are trumpets blaring and people crying out. Fragments of cloth are being thrown in the air. A young man throws one my way, but Ravenna intercepts it, plucking it from the sky and tucking it into her armor as if to claim him as her fan.

We reached the Colosseum, marching through it in front of the citizens and the emperor, before heading beneath it so that we can each prepare for our bouts. Once I'm there in the shadowy space beneath the Colosseum, I start to look around for any clue as to what my bout will be. If I still had my full powers I would reach out for the eyes of the birds around the Colosseum, using them to look at the betting boards perhaps, to find out more.

As it is, I must settle for trying to ask the trainers.

“Who am I fighting?” I ask one. “I still haven't been told.”

He shrugs. “Then maybe they don't want you to be told. Move along and start getting ready.”

My next port of call is the beast pits. They still feel so strange now that I can't reach out to control any of the creatures. I can feel them, I might be able to still communicate with them, but I can't command them the way I could before. I can see Stefano they're among them, feeding the shadow cat, looking worried.

My guess is that my final match will include some sort of beast because both of the others so far have. Possibly Stefano has heard something that will at least give me a clue.

“Lyra,” he says, as he sees me. “They've told me to feed your cat before your bout. Apparently, they don't want it too hungry.”

“I'm not fighting the shadow cat, am I?” I ask.

He looks puzzled. “You don't know what's going on? You don't know who you're fighting?”

I shake my head. “They've held that back from me. It feels like they want to ambush me with something. To catch me by surprise again the way they did with the second bout.”

“That wasn't my idea,” Stefano says. “Wraiths aren’t something I deal with. From what I hear, they took the gladiator you were meant to fight and summoned that thing right next to him. He didn't stand a chance.”

So, I was originally due to fight a normal gladiator. Only someone changed it at the last minute. Someone decided to make it more difficult for me.

“Who did it?” I ask.

Stefano shrugs. “Who's to say with these things? Could be someone who thought they could make money betting against you. Could be someone who thought they could gain the favor of the emperor by doing it. It could just be that the organizers got the idea at the last minute and decided it would be a better bout.”

I'm not sure which I believe of those options. My feeling is that the emperor or someone near him was behind it, determined to show me as dangerous, or to kill me. It's the kind of manipulation that Ravenna warned me about, a reminder that the Colosseum is not about fair fights between just two foes. Who you are and who supports you can make a huge difference in terms of the fights you get in the arena. My fights have been harder than they would otherwise be this time, specifically because me using my powers has attracted the attention of those who hate beast whisperers.

“But you came through the bout,” Stefano says.

"At the cost of setting the wraith loose on the crowd," I reply. I feel bad about that. It doesn't matter that the people were out there baying for my blood. It doesn't matter that they would have been happy to see me killed in the most horrifying ways. All that matters is that they were hurt and died, and it was my fault. "And now I have my powers curbed."

I hold up my wrist to emphasize it.

“Can you still talk to them?” Stefano asks. “Can you still feel them?”

I nod.

“That’s the main thing,” he says. “Remember, even just being able to communicate with the beasts is more than most people can do. I wish I could do it.”

“You wish you were a beast whisperer?” I say. “But they’re persecuted. They’re killed. And you have healing powers, Stefano. You can do something that most people wish they could manage. Why would anyone want to be something that people hate?”

“Remember,” Stefano says. “Everyone wishes they could do something else. We live in a city full of magic, and everyone who has it takes their own powers for granted. They see everyone else as special, but think it’s obvious that they can fling lightning around, or touch minds, or, yes, heal animals.”

I’m slowly learning that lesson. I have tasted real power, and now I don’t have it any longer. I’m cut off from everything I can do.

“And remember that beast whisperers weren’t always hated,” Stefano says. “The emperor portrays them as something wild and out of control, but that’s at least as much about that prophecy of his as it is about any real threat. From what I’ve heard, most of the time, when beast whisperers lose control, they’re the ones who get hurt, the same as any mage with more power than they can handle.”

It’s a way of thinking about it that I hadn’t considered. My powers scare me a little, and I hate the thought of losing control, but would it be any different if I could summon fire from nothing, or manipulate objects? Is the issue that I’m a beast whisperer, or is it that I don’t have full control over what I can do yet?

It’s a lot to think about, but it isn’t the main reason I came down here into the beast pens. I came here looking for answers.

“Stefano, why are they having you feed the shadow cat?” I ask. “Do you know what my bout is going to be?”

He hesitates. “They haven’t told you? I guess I can, because it’s up on the betting boards. This is to be a triple header. You, the shadow-cat and Vex are one team.”

Me and Vex? That thought would make me laugh if it weren’t so serious. They’ve taken a combination from my previous bout, one that shouldn’t work, and they’re putting us up against…

“Who are we fighting?” I ask.

“I know the beast is going to be the frost drake,” Stefano says sounding apologetic. I can understand why. The frost drake is one of the larger and more dangerous animals in there. Without my powers it will be a dangerous foe.

“And the gladiators?” I ask.

“One is Koda.”

I know the name. He's a null from a tribe on the fringes of the empire. The rumor around Ironhold is that he gave himself to the Colosseum because he wanted to show that the fighters of the Aetherian Empire were weak.

“And the other?” I ask.

Stefano gives me another sympathetic look. “Naia.”


Chapter Twenty Two

My stomach churns as I return to the waiting area beneath the Colosseum. I should be warming up ready for my bout but instead I'm feeling horrified by the prospect of having to fight my friend.

Naia is one of the people closest to me in Ironhold. She has healed my wounds and being there for me when things have gone wrong. Now I'm meant to fight against her? And I'm meant to work alongside Vex? How can I possibly trust him? He has said that he wants to put old enmities aside but that's very different to fighting alongside one another and trusting each other with our lives.

I'm sure that's the point. To the organizers, it must seem incredibly entertaining for the crowd that two former enemies will be forced to work together if we are to survive. I pace the waiting area, trying to think of anything I can do that might make this better. At least I know who I'm fighting and who I'm working with. Maybe I can do something with that.

I think of Ravenna, going around to different people, whispering in their ears. I don't have her powers of persuasion backed by magic, but I can at least talk to people. Maybe I can talk to everyone involved in this bout. Maybe I can at least turn it into something less deadly than it would otherwise be.

I head through the spaces beneath the Colosseum, searching for the others. I find Vex first, preparing himself by tossing a dagger in the air and catching it again. As I step into the space he's in, he flings it past me to embed itself in the door frame. It's hardly the welcome I might have hoped for.

He smiles over at me, but there’s something obviously false about that smile. It’s too brittle, too wide, and it definitely doesn't reach his eyes.

“Well, if it isn’t my partner for the bout to come,” he says. “What brings you to find me? Are you here to discuss strategy?”

“You knew that we would be fighting together?” I ask.

Vex stretches and calls the dagger back to his hand, catching it neatly. “Of course I knew. Do you think they would keep a noble in the dark? Why? Didn't they tell you?”

“No, they didn't,” I say.

“Obviously, they didn't think you were important enough to talk to,” he continues.

“Vex, if I'd known about this before, we could have spent time preparing. Do you know the creature we're up against?”

“A frost drake. Yes, I heard that part.” Vex seems curiously relaxed, given the monstrosity that will be on Naia and Koda’s side. “From what I understand, they are one of the few beasts that can be trusted in such a bout not to just devour everyone involved.”

“Just us,” I say.

“Ah, but I have you, don’t I?” Vex says. “The beast whisperer. The one who can set a wraith among the crowd and bring down a chimera.”

That's why Vex is so confident. Because I'm on his side? Is he assuming that I will defeat the frost drake in seconds? That for all its ferocity, it will not be a threat to us? If so, he hasn't been paying attention.

“Vex, my powers have been limited,” I say, lifting the bracelet for him to see. “They assume I will lose control if I try to command powerful beasts. Maybe they're even right. In any case, I can't access my full powers with this on, and I can't remove it.”

Vex looks a little more worried now. He stands, moving over and examining the bracelet. “Damn it. They didn't tell me about that part. Why did you have to do something so foolish with the wraith? If you hadn't, this would be easy. You would turn the drake on our opponents, it would eat them, end of bout.”

“That’s not what I would have done, even if I could,” I say.

Vex waves that away. “Oh, I’m sure you would have made noises about not wanting to hurt our opponents, or the creatures or anything else. The same things you always say. But I've seen you when your life is on the line. You do what you need to do. Ultimately, you would have killed or incapacitated our foes. Now…”

Now he looks worried.

“We're going to have to work together if we're going to survive this,” I say. “That's why I came to see you, Vex. I need to know you're not going to stab me in the back or kill the shadow cat.”

Vex spreads his hands. “Why would I? You're the main things standing between me and being eaten by the drake. That's how we'll play this. You distract it and take it on, I will deal with Koda and Naia. Neither one of them is a match for me.”

“Don't kill them,” I say. “Especially not Naia. We don't need to kill them to win, just incapacitate them.”

“And there you go, saying exactly what you usually say,” Vex says. “But when the time comes, you'll come around.”

“Vex, I mean it. Do not kill them.”

He shrugs. “You seem to be under the misapprehension that you are somehow the leader of this little team. It's a fight. The crowd has come to see blood. I will do whatever I need to do. Maybe Naia lets me take her down without hurting her too much. Maybe not. We'll see. Now you should go finish warming up. It won't be long.”

I head back to the space where I'm meant to be waiting. I should have known better than to expect Vex to promise not to hurt anyone. Now that I've tried, there's a chance he'll do it just to spite me. I still don't trust that he won't stab me in the back either. From what I understand, as long as one member of a team is still standing when the other team goes down, that counts as a win. Vex might let me do some of the work, then cut my throat when I'm not watching. His promises of peace between us ring far too hollow.

When I get back to my preparation area, I see another figure there waiting for me. It’s Naia, her dark hair tied back on the side where it’s longer, her weapons already by her side.

“I wanted to talk to you about our bout,” she says.

“I want to talk too,” I say. “I hate that they're making us fight one another.”

She nods. “It's the kind of thing they do sometimes. Just the luck of the draw.”

I don't think it's down to just luck though. I suspect that this has been arranged deliberately, to produce the maximum emotional anguish for me, and probably thus the most entertainment for the crowd.

“We’ll have to fight each other,” Naia says. “If we refuse, we’ll be punished.”

I have already suffered such a punishment for refusing to fight in training. I have no doubt that it will be worse if we refuse to fight for real. Maybe they would even execute us for it, and I have no wish to let that happen, either to myself, or to Naia.

"We might have to fight," I say, "but that doesn't mean we have to kill one another. The fight continues until one team is down, right? Maybe I can find a way to bring down the frost drake without killing it. You and I can fight and avoid hurting each other too badly. We win, or we lose, but we don't kill one another."

“And Vex?” Naia asks.

The truth is that I don’t know what Vex will do. He might try to kill Naia. He might just as easily try to kill me.

“I can’t make any promises when it comes to Vex, but if you and I are fighting, he should focus more on Koda.”

Naia nods. “Maybe it will work. I don’t want to hurt you, Lyra. If it comes to it, maybe I can give you a wound I know I can heal?”

Maybe. That is asking for a lot of trust, but I know that Naia is more than capable of undoing whatever damage she does to me. Since we won’t be having some knockdown, drag out fight to the death, she will have more than enough strength to undo some incapacitating wound.

I can see the shape of our plan coming together. The crowd at the arena want an entertaining fight, so we give them one, but that isn’t the same thing as fighting to the death. If we do this right, all of us might come through this alive.

I just hope that we can do it all right.


Chapter Twenty Three

“I bid you welcome your gladiators,” the announcer calls out, his voice ringing out as Vex, the shadow cat and I stand waiting by the iron gate. The shadow cat growls at Vex, but it stills at my touch.

“He's on our side for this one,” I say softly to it.

I might not be able to control it directly, but we seem to still have that much of a bond. I know it will fight alongside me, and it will do what I ask. It can understand me, even if I don't have the same power that I did yesterday.

“On this team,” the announcer says. “We have the descendant of nobility in the arena, son of a line of great gladiators: Vex!”

Vex strides out, holding his daggers lightly. If he had any lapse in confidence when he heard I couldn't easily controlled the drake, he gives no sign of it now. He walks in, basking in the adulation, while I am left waiting.

“He is accompanied by the mistress of beasts herself, his former foe, Lyra!”

I step out, and the roar of the crowd is almost overwhelming. The shadow cap follows me bounding at my side, settling there on the sand as if it were a pet rather than a deadly predator, capable of stepping from shadow to shadow.

“Against them,” the announcer says. “We have a warrior from the fringes of the empire here to prove the worth of his people. I give you Koda!”

The gladiator comes striding onto the sand. He is tall and broad shouldered, his skin a deep bronze, his eyes a curiously pale blue. He carries a bladed staff, which he spins easily and calmly, while his armor looks like some Aetherian’s idea of what a barbarian would wear. It is made from the furs of different animals, with hints of bronze underneath.

“With him comes the most tenacious of all fighters, the woman who heals all wounds, Naia!”

Naia comes striding out onto the sands, holding her axes in her hands. She looks across to me nervously, then glances to the gates. I can see Ravenna standing there, looking on, smiling.

The frost drake comes next, flowing sinuously through the gates, its ice smeared scales glinting in the sun. The whole arena seems colder as it steps out. It is far larger than I am, with huge wings and claws that are like daggers. It roars and sprays a burst of ice into the air.

“Begin!” The announcer calls out, quicker than usual, presumably because there's no way to hold back the frost drake.

Instantly, we charge at one another. With two beasts involved in the combat, there is no way to have neat plans. All we can do is throw ourselves into the chaos and hope that we come out alive. Vex’s knives scythe through the air, humming with power as they dart at the frost drake, at Naia, at Koda.

The large warrior swings his bladed staff at me, forcing me to dodge and counter with my trident. A blast of cold comes close to me and I swing my net in the drake’s face, buying myself a moment to dodge clear. The shadow cat appears from the drake’s shadow, trying to bite its throat but being battered aside by it. It comes up and steps back into the shadows, ready for another attack.

Our two sides do have strategies of a sort. Vex, the shadow cat, and I must all rely on movement and sudden attacks. Naia and Koda clearly want to charge forward and close the distance. They use the frost drake like a kind of shield, advancing behind it, and the creature seems to know that they're on its side. It only throws blasts of ice at Vex and me.

This would be so much easier if I could take control of the drake’s mind, but the cuff I’m wearing prevents it. Instead I must rely on what I can feel of it to understand when its attacks are coming, trying to relay that information to the shadow cat. The cat darts in and out of the shadows, attacking Koda, then the drake. It seems to understand that I don't want it to hurt Naia.

Vex clearly doesn't care. His knives dance in their customary swarm, and I see one slice Naia’s arm. She heals the wound almost as soon as she suffers it, moving forward with fresh determination on her face.

As much as we try to keep at range, inevitably, the distance closes. Koda is clearly used to those with talents throwing magical attacks his way, and he doesn't give any of us space to get them off. He swings at me with his staff again and again, coming closer and closer to hitting me each time. If it weren’t for the distracting attacks of the shadow cat, I am sure that he would kill me in seconds.

Vex and I both realize at the same time that we are safer close to the drake than further from it. Up close it cannot target us with its ice breath. It must attack us with claws and teeth instead. It means that the combat quickly becomes impossible to follow. The shadow cat is dancing in and out of different shadows, pouncing and leaping away, swiping with its claws. It seems frustrated that those skitter from the scaly hide of the drake. Vex’s knives don't seem to be having much more effect. I manage to use thrusts from my trident to keep the beast at bay, but Naia and Koda Both seem to realize that distracting me will stop me doing anything about the drake.

It is impossible to keep track of who is attacking whom in the melee. Every time I try to give my attention to one opponent, another strikes at me. I swing my net at Naia, trying to tangle her to take her out of the fight without hurting her, she dodges back and Koda swings his blade staff my way.

The shadow cat takes advantage of the opportunity to attack him, but the drake knocks it aside once more. Vex is sending his knives this way and that but he has the same problem with them as the drake has with its frost breath: in close, in all this chaos, it is hard to aim properly.

Around us, the crowd is roaring its pleasure at the pace of the fight. Naia is cut again, and they bellow their approval, even as she heals herself. The two of us move to one another, determined now to enact our plan to give the crowd a good show. We start to trade blows, her axes swinging wildly, my trident and net combining to try to trip or tangle her.

This is the best way I can protect her, by having this fight with her while the others get on with the rest of the battle. The shadow cat is on the drake’s back now, and it is trying to crane its sinuous neck to try to bite the cat. Vex and Koda are facing off, the large null’s fur armor absorbing glancing blows from the knives, letting him swing his blade staff with ferocious speed.

Both of them suffer cuts in almost the same moment, Koda’s blade staff raising a line of gore along Vex’s leg even as a flying knife cuts Koda’s arm. Naia’s flailing axes cut me, and my trident scores her flesh. Neither of us is trying to kill the other, but in this chaos, it is impossible to avoid wounds.

Even the brief stability of each of us taking on a single opponent cannot last. In just seconds I find myself having to block an attack from Koda, to dodge aside from a swipe of the drake’s claws. The shadow cat lunges at Koda, distracting him, but I'm so busy trying to use my net to tangle the drake that I can’t take advantage of it.

I hear our names being shouted again and again around the arena, while the crowd stamps their feet in a furious rhythm to match the tempo of the fight. The drake it's trying to bite down on me, and I managed to jam my trident into its jaws, using all my strength to keep it at bay.

Even as I do so, I see Vex lining up an attack with his knives, half a dozen of them aimed straight at Naia. That's not what we agreed. An attack like that could kill her. I do the only thing I can, shoving away from the great bulk of the drake, hoping that I will be in time to intercept the weapons, before they can kill her.


Chapter Twenty Four

“Naia!” I call out and fling myself forward. I swing my net like the fishing implement it is trying to intercept the weapons before they can strike her.

I have done this when fighting Vex before to defend myself, but this is different. The weapons are not coming at me, but at her. I manage to catch them like sharp silvery fish, swinging my net around, throwing them to the sand of the arena.

“What are you doing?” Vex demands. “You spoiled my shot, traitor.”

“Leave her to me,” I shout back. “Focus on Koda!”

He turns back to the tribal warrior, but even as he does so, one of his knives comes perilously close to slashing my leg. It's obvious he has not forgiving me for stopping him killing Naia.

Naia and I leap back into battle against one another because it is the only way to keep one another safe. I have already cast my net, so I must use my trident as my main weapon, holding it two-handed and striking with both the butt and tip. Naia deflects the blows, swinging back with her axes again and again.

I deflect those blows in turn, and although none of them is aimed at my head or heart, they are swung with intent. Naia has talked about wounding me enough to take me out of the fight, then healing me afterwards. I'm not sure I can let her do that, though, not until we know which way the fight is going. If the drake is still up, it might devour me when I fall, and there's always a chance Koda will decide to finish me. Even Vex might take the opportunity to cut my throat when I'm down, hiding my death in the chaos of battle.

So I block each of Naia’s blows, and I press forward, trying to close the distance while battering her with the haft of my trident, trying to get close enough to speak.

“Not yet,” I say. “The rest need to be down before we finish the fight.”

I assume that she will nod and go on with the fight, continuing to make it look good to the crowd. Certainly they seem to be enjoying the action so far, screaming my name and hers, both loud enough to drown out any calls for Vex and Koda.

Instead, the strangest look comes over her face. For an instant, it goes completely blank, as if someone has just completely turned off her personality, leaving nothing else in its place.

“Do this, and you can have a seat among the best of us,” she says.

The words make no sense to me.

“Naia, what are you talking about?”

“Do what I ask, Naia. You know you want to. It’s for Lyra’s own good.”

The words come out without any inflection. They barely sound like her voice at all. Naia seems to come back to herself, but she looks as though she is remembering something int hat moment, something she ought to do.

She slashes at me, in a ferocious attack aimed at my head. I bring my trident up to block it, and I’m barely in time. But it seems that first blow was only the distraction, because Naia cuts across an instant later, the blow aimed at my arm.

“No!” I cry out, as I realize what she’s doing, but I’m too late, Her hand axe slices into the leather of the cuff on my wrist. Leather that I cannot remove, but which someone else can. The device designed to contain my powers is sliced open, and it falls from my wrist in a flutter of leather to the sands.

Almost instantly, I can feel creatures around me. Not just the drake and the shadow cat, but every creature in and around the arena. It's as if my power has been straining to get out, and the moment it is able to do so it reaches out with tendrils towards every creature nearby.

I can feel the birds, and I find myself looking through all of their eyes without even intending to do it. I see the fight from a hundred different angles now, and I'm able to dodge the swing of the frost drake’s claws with ease. But my power is not just limited to the birds.

I feel everything. I feel the insects hidden in every nook and cranny. I feel the dogs fed on scraps of meat, there to keep prisoners in check in the bowels of the place. I feel the creatures of the beast pens, all of their minds roaring into me at once, so that I sense the world in so many different ways that it's impossible to keep up with them all. I see colors that I should not see, view the world through eyes that see things more rapidly than I ever could, sense the trembling movements along a web. With so much input, it's impossible for me to make sense of any of it.

I can feel myself losing control, losing all sense of who I am. This much information is enough that it might drive me mad. I can't remember where I and the and the beasts begin. I can hear someone screaming and I think it's me, but am I really that strange, small thing out there in the middle of the sands?

I can feel waves of power coming up in response to my confusion and my pain. That power wants to flow into every beast, to set an army of them tearing at everything it can find. My mind is filled with bestial thoughts, wanting to find something to devour, destroy, to fill myself with blood. I think of Rowan, and those thoughts turn to the other needs of animals. I want to find him and give myself to him. No, I want to take him, to claim him as my own.

But Rowan is not the only one I think of. Instead, I think of Alaric. Beautiful, beautiful Alaric. My first thoughts are the same as with Rowan, but there is a flash of memory too. Of Alaric telling me that he did not fight back when his father hit him. Of Alaric showing me how he builds a version of himself to show to the world, how he stays in control of all the pain that he briefly let me see.

If Alaric can stay in control of all of that, can I somehow control this?

I force myself to focus on who I am. It means that I’m clipped by an attack from Koda, a blade cutting into my arm, but in some ways that's a good thing. The pain seems to ground me, reminding me of what is my flesh and what is outside it. I’m able to start to make that distinction, able to start to bring my consciousness back to myself, rather than splitting it between a thousand different creatures.

I try to come back to myself, and so many fragments of bestial nature try to come with me, try to become a part of me. There are vicious, deadly instincts. There are things that say that my body should take other forms, that I should have claws, or sharp teeth, or eyes that can see in the dark. A part of me knows that if I let it, my body will shift in response to those fragments, taking on hints of a more bestial nature.

I do not allow those fragments to take hold, though. I know who I am, and I know where I am. I can feel the limits of my body again, can come back into that body without any of the things that try to follow me back in.

I am myself, and it is just in time. I am able to throw myself back from Koda’s next attack and the one after that. I do not feel fear at those attacks, only a primal need to dodge and move. But I am the one in control of it. I am the one who can pick and choose what I need when it comes to the speed and strength of the animal world. I send a call to the shadow cat, and it leaps at Koda, distracting him again.

For a second, I am alone in the middle of the Colosseum. Around me, the crowd seems to be holding its breath, silent in the wake of the cuff being cut from my arm, as if afraid of what I might do next even as they long to see it.

The frost drake comes at me, rearing over me, and I can feel it building up to throw its icy breath my way. I can feel inside its mind now, too, feel the instincts that have been put into it, the images of those it has to hurt. It is intelligent enough to know what has been demanded of it, what it has been trained to do.

I thrust into its mind the way I might drive my trident home into flesh. I take the power I have been holding back, and I throw it at the drake, wrapping that power around it, driving it through it.

I see through its eyes. I see myself standing there, and I stop it from using its icy breath with a thought. I can feel all the agonies inflicted in training on it, all the things done to it to ensure that it would fight when it was told, and that it would not flee. I feel it, because I am one with it in that moment. I feel its heartbeat as my own, feel the strength of its muscles, feel the sharpness of its claws and its hunger.

I feel it, and in that moment, I control it.


Chapter Twenty Five

I do not care now that this is the dark side of my power, the goddess as huntress rather than protector. All that matters is that the drake and I are one.

I can feel the power of it, the anger, the fear. This huge and dangerous creature is scared of me, of my presence in its head. It knows what I am, and it knows that I am something it cannot stand against. A part of it wants to try to destroy me in order to save itself, but I do not let it.

I see through its eyes. I see Koda closing in on the shadow cat, his blade raised for an attack that I am sure will kill it. The shadow cat is already bleeding, and it doesn’t seem to be melting away into the shadows. I realize the truth, that Koda is keeping far enough away that the shadow cat can’t get to his shadow, and so can’t disappear. Koda is planning to add its fur to the others he wears, his bladed staff already poised to swipe down and finish the cat in front of him.

The need to protect the shadow cat runs through me. Some bonds run both ways. I cannot see it hurt. I will not. For a moment I am the frost drake as I open my scaly maw and I breathe a blast of ice that is colder than any winter, colder than the ice on a mountain, colder than the grasp of death.

It is cold enough to burn, cold enough to make Koda scream as it hits him. He freezes in place, quite literally, layers of ice forming over him until he might as well be a statue of a gladiator, sculpted in the act of fighting. Even under the sun of the arena, the ice hardens, layer after layer of it forming to encase him.

The drake swipes at him with its tail, and I do not command that part but must still watch it through the creature’s eyes. I must still watch as Koda topples to the ground, shattering into fragments, frozen so solid that he is brittle and vulnerable.

The horror of that makes me pull back from the frost drake, but not so much that I lose control over it completely. Instead, I'm able to give it a simple command, knowing it will obey.

“Go!”

It spreads its wings, taking to the air. Arrows flash past it, and magic, but it is not staying around to fight, or to hurt the spectators the way the wraith did. Instead my command is still ringing inside it.

Its wings beat powerfully, carrying it further and further from the Colosseum. It retreats into the sky with ice falling from it, it's breath forming freezing clouds, so that snow drops onto the arena, improbable in the heat of Aetheria. I stand there watching it go, wanting to make sure that it is not coming back as I release my control over it.

I stare at Koda and what I've just done. Pieces of him litter the sand, each frozen so that even now they are paler than marble. The shadow cat runs to my side, reminding me of why I did it as it rubs against my legs the way a normal cat might.

I’m not sure how long I stand there like that, but gradually it occurs to me that the crowd is still shouting encouragement, and the sounds of conflict are still ringing out around the Colosseum. I realize what is happening and that only two of our opponents in the arena are down.

Naia is still standing, still facing off against Vex, but barely. His knives are darting in through the air, controlled by his telekinesis, slicing at Naia as she tries to force her way towards him. She is taking wound after wound, healing herself as she moves forward, her axes raised ready to cut him down.

“Go down, Naia!” I cry out. “It’s over!”

Does she hear me? For the briefest of seconds I think she glances around at me, seeming to see that the frost drake has fled, and that Koda is dead. She stands there in obvious surprise, hesitating for just a moment and looking my way, as if trying to make up her mind what to do next.

I silently will her to remember our plan from before the match: for one of us to take the other one down with non-lethal injuries, so their team can be declared the winner without the other having to die. Naia seems to realize the situation, but still she hesitates as if not entirely trusting that I will live up to my end of the deal after her betrayal.

But I will. I want her to live. I know she will heal. I hold up my trident, ready for her to come forward. She does so, roaring a war cry as if to make it all seem more realistic. We have to sell this to the watching citizens so that they don't call for all our deaths. We must give them the show they want.

I don’t want to hurt her, but hurting her is the only way to save her life. I wait for her to rush forward, and I thrust with my weapon, feeling the tines of it driving into her flesh. I wince at the impact and at the pain that crosses Naia’s face. The worst part is that I know she could keep coming forward if she were doing this in earnest. She could heal even this wound and keep fighting, but she knows that isn't the point here. She stands there transfixed, and again I silently will her to fall. All she has to do is make this look like a mortal wound, to show that she is incapacitated, and the bout will end.

“Please,” I whisper.

That is when Vex’s knives fly in, too fast for me to stop, almost too fast for me to follow. They plunge into Naia’s flesh, and I don’t know if it is because Vex thinks he is helping out his teammate, or because he wants the victory for himself. Knives slam into her from every angle, making Naia scream.

“Vex, no!” I cry out.

It’s too late. A knife comes sailing through the air, and it slams into her heart. Blood sprays over me, hot and sudden. I silently pray that Naia will be able to save herself, but there are some wounds even her talents cannot heal, some deaths too sudden for her to be able to do anything about it.

Her face is trapped there in a look of surprise, her mouth a silent O of shock. She loses her grip on her axes, and they topple to the arena floor. She falls next, her weight wrenching my trident from my hands, the impact of her falling sending up a small cloud of sand.

I go to her, kneeling beside her, hoping that I might be able to do something to help. If I remove the weapons, is there a chance she might be able to heal herself even now? But no, her eyes are already starting to glaze over in death. The last rattle of her breath comes from her throat, even as the crowd roars for the death.

Just like that, Naia is gone.

Hot tears sting my eyes. Grief and fury flow through me in equal measure. I want to use my powers to rip Vex apart, to kill everyone in that stadium for treating the death of someone as dedicated to healing as Naia was as simple sport. Even now they are cheering and I want to stop them from cheering. I want to call back the frost drake to rake their ranks with ice. I want to send the shadow cat to wreak havoc among them.

I straighten up to do it and there on the sand I see the bracelet, neatly opened by Naia’s axe. I look at it, and again I find myself thinking of Alaric and his restraint. I find myself thinking about what kind of person I want to be, too, and about what Naia would want. She’s someone who has tried to help people, even when it has cost her. She wouldn’t want me to simply slaughter people.

I fight to keep my powers under control they are threatening to roll out and take over every creature near the Colosseum, every creature in Aetheria. It feels as though I'm wading through deep water as I bend to pick up the leather cuff. I take it, and I fasten it around my wrist. Even as I do so, the runes on it glow and the leather seals together once more leaving it unblemished and impossible to remove.

It is as if the whole stadium breathes a sigh of relief, and the announcer starts to speak.

“Ladies and gentlemen, citizens of Aetheria! You have witnessed here a battle for the ages. You have seen triumph and tragedy. Now I give you your victors: Vex and Lyra!”

The approval of the crowd is thunderous. I don't care about any of it. I am already stalking from the sand, heading back into the spaces beneath the Colosseum, my eyes filled with tears. I have survived another season, another set of matches, but the cost has been too high this time. Far too high.


Chapter Twenty Six

“You didn’t need to kill her!” I yell at Vex, as soon as we’re off the sands. “It was over. She was beaten!”

Trainers and our fellow gladiators start to gather around us, obviously sensing the conflict brewing between us. I’m not exactly doing anything to hide it.

“She was on the other team,” Vex says. “Killing the opposition is the point.”

“Defeating them is the point,” I say. “Surviving is. You finished Naia when she wasn't a threat anymore.”

“You might say that, but I had just seen her heal a dozen wounds. You're lucky she wasn't climbing her way along your trident to get to you. You should be thanking me for saving you.”

“Thanking you?” I start towards him and instantly other gladiators are in the way, holding me back. Zara is there, and Cesca, while Arctus goes to Vex’s side, as if he might defend him. “You killed my friend! You stabbed her just because you wanted the glory of being the one to win the bout!”

"And I'm not going to apologize for that," Vex says. "It's time you got on board with what the games are, Lyra. They are a blood offering to the gods, to the city, to the stone that gives us our magic. They are not a place for holding back, or for scared young women who want to pretend they can get through it all peacefully.”

I find myself wishing for a moment that I weren’t wearing the cuff that dampens my powers. That I could send every beast in the pens lunging for his throat. Even as it is, Vex takes a step back, then looks angry at himself for being afraid enough to do that.

“You're just a hypocrite, Lyra,” he says. “You pretend you're too good for all of this, but when it comes down to it, you're as ready to kill as anyone else.”

“I'll kill you if we meet again in the arena,” I say.

For the briefest of moments, a look of fear crosses Vex’s face. It's quickly replaced by cold arrogance.

“I would like to see you try.”

He pushes past the other gladiators to go back to his preparation room. Around me the other gladiators stare at me, as if they aren't quite sure what to make of me or what to say. Even Zara looks a little frightened of me.

“Naia was a good person,” she says. “I liked her.”

“Me too,” I say. It doesn't feel like nearly enough. I wipe away the tears that have been falling and obscuring my vision. I don't want to be there. Don't want to be standing in front of the others while they look at me as if I'm some monster capable of destroying them all. I push through them instead, tossing down my weapons. I won't need them again this season.

I’m surprised to find Alaric in my path. Where all of the others move aside from me, hurrying to get out of my way in a mixture of awe and fear, he stands there. He catches me by the arms, holding me still for several seconds. His touch is surprisingly gentle as he wipes the tears from my eyes.

“You're not the one who did this,” he says. “Vex killed her, not you.”

“That doesn't make it better, Alaric,” I snap at him, but I would have snapped it at anyone who tried to console me.

“It doesn't, but it's still the truth. And it's good to see that you're becoming everything you need to be. Whatever people try to tell you, remember, you are powerful, and you are the one in control.”

I'm grateful for the words but I'm not in the mood to hear them, I need to get out of there. I can't be around everyone else. So I had to the chamber where I prepared for the bout, sitting there and letting my emotions wash over me. I hunch over on the bench, feeling my grief like a physical blow. I feel the pain of a number of wounds as well but right now I don't care. Then it occurs to me that normally Naia would be the one to heal such things, and that just brings a fresh round of pain.

This place is so cruel. Naia never chose to be here. She was snatched from her family and brought to the capital. She was made to fight, promised her freedom if she could survive. But now, in just her second season, she is gone. All her hopes have been snatched away, and my best efforts to keep her alive did nothing. Worse, someone like Vex thinks it’s only natural that he gets to kill her. He thinks he should be lauded for it.

If that is what Aetheria thinks of as representing its virtues, there is something sick at the heart of the empire.

“You’re wanted,” a trainer says, coming with a pair of guards. They look nervous, as if they expect me to lash out at any moment.

And now it seems that I must go make nice with the nobles in the wake of my victory. I don’t want to do that. I don’t want to do anything right now other than sit here, letting the pain wash over me.

But I don’t fight back as they make me move through the Colosseum, heading for the receiving area where we mingle with the nobles. Already, some of the others are there, but it's obvious that I'm the main attraction. I go in there with the blood of my friend still on me, and they actually applaud. They applaud my efforts the way they might with an actor or a musician who has pleased them.

And, of course, Lady Elara is there. “Lyra, I'm glad to see that you came through your latest set of trials alive. Not that I had any doubts.”

“She certainly made you enough with your wagers,” another noble calls out.

“I believe Lyra made money for a lot of people,” Lady Elara says. “Now, Lyra, come with me.”

She leads the way to one of the side rooms, the same one we were in before with elegant silk drapes. She has a jug of water brought so that I can wipe the worst of the blood from me.

“You really called me up here so you can show me off to the other nobles?” I ask.

“That's what they expect,” she replies. “Mostly I wanted to check on you. How are you feeling?”

“My friend is dead,” I snap back. “How do you think I'm feeling?”

I can't keep my emotions in check. I know that she's a noblewoman and my patron. I know that she's the head of the spectral covenant, but right now, I can't just sit here and make small talk with her.

“I think you're feeling angry,” Lady Elara says. “I think you're feeling as though you want to tear down the whole system that has been built up here.” She lowers her voice. “And that’s a good thing. That's how you should feel about it all, Lyra. That kind of burning need for change is the only way we’re going to stop the evils of this place.”

“You think that this is all going to convince me to your cause?” I ask.

“Isn’t it?” she counters, giving me a serious look.

The truth is that I don’t know. I hate what happened in the arena. I hate that the Aetherian Empire has a whole system set up to force people like me and Naia to fight and die for the entertainment of its citizens.

“Maybe,” I say.

“You’re cautious, that’s good,” Lady Elara says. “Just as it’s good that you put the dampening cuff back in place after your bout. Lady Selene was getting ready to strike you down if you tried to escape.”

That’s something I had no way of knowing, but it’s easy to imagine. I can picture her now, sitting there watching the frost drake fly over the Colosseum, assuming that it would attack the crowds. If I had let it done so, I have no doubt that she would have targeted me with the full weight of her magic. I have seen what that magic can do, and I doubt that I would be able to survive.

“I have been talking to her and Lord Darius,” Lady Elara says. “They are debating your future. For now, the dampener seems to be enough, but I have no doubt that there will be pressures on them.”

“From the emperor,” I guess.

Lady Elara hesitates, and then nods. “He is taking more and more of an interest in you, Lyra. He is starting to assume that you are the one his prophecy has warned him about. But Tiberius also seems fascinated with you. I’m not sure that’s any safer. The full interest of an emperor is a dangerous thing.”

“Because I’ve shown too much power?” I say.

Lady Elara nods again. “I felt it when your cuff came off. Your power had been building behind it, and the wave of it that flowed out… I have never felt anything like it from a beast whisperer. I think I was right before, you could possess Archon level power.”

“What does that mean for me?” I ask.

“It means that there are no limits on what you might be able to achieve,” Lady Elara says. "That is what the emperor fears, but it is also a point of hope for all of us."


Chapter Twenty Seven

When I head back down into the depths of the Colosseum, the others keep their distance from me. It’s as if they are afraid, after everything they’ve seen me do. Those of the newer gladiators who have survived keep away from me. I see Vex, but he hurriedly goes the other way.

Even Rowan keeps his distance. I half expect him to come to me, to tell me that everything will be all right. I hope that is what he will do, but now he looks at me as if he can’t quite understand what I am. He knows that I have control over beasts, but now… now he has seen what I am capable of if I lash out.

I head to the beast pens. Stefano is there, applying his healing talents to the shadow cat. He tuts as he sees me, then heals my wounds too. I don’t feel as though I deserve it. Naia will not heal from what has been done to her, so why should I? But I let him do it. I need to heal, need to recover, because I know there will be more fights to come soon enough.

That is the reality of the Colosseum too: it is never done. Even when, if, I survive my five seasons and earn my freedom, there will still be others pulled into it. More young women and men will be dragged from their homes, trained, and then thrown against one another. I think of the new gladiators. I don’t even know half of them, because I hadn’t wanted to get attached to them when they might die. I don’t know if that was a good decision or not. Undoubtedly, some of them will have been killed on the sands. Did not knowing them save me some pain, or did it rob me of the chance to know them and hold their memories in my mind?

If I had the chance to go back and never know Naia, would I take it? No. Absolutely not. The time I have known her has been precious. I would not trade it away for anything.

I wander aimlessly through the under sections of the Colosseum. The sounds of the arena are still ongoing. My fight was not the final one of the day, not the high point, the finale. There is no way the emperor would countenance having me as the main event, and in any case, I have only one fight today, when there are others who have more. Alaric is one, because I see him head back out into the arena.

I do not watch, but I can still hear the sounds of the battle, and I’m a little surprised to find my heart beating faster in my chest at the thought of what might be happening to him. I wait, knowing that he has as many skills as any other gladiator at Ironhold, but that doesn’t make me feel any better about it all.

Even as I wait, I see Ravenna coming over to me. It’s surprising to see her down here at this stage. She is usually up above, mingling with the nobles, exerting her influence to improve her own position and the control she can exert within Aetheria. I imagine her there, whispering in the ears of young nobles, suggesting things they might do outside the games that will benefit her interests. Maybe she even includes a flicker of mental control with it, because I know she does not shy away from using her powers on others.

Those thoughts make me think of Naia, of the way her face went blank just before she tore the cuff from my wrist. Of the things she said, which made no sense at the time, but which are now starting to come into focus. I realized that they were one half of a conversation, things that someone whispered into her ears.

“I'm glad to see that you came through your fight unscathed,” Ravenna says. “It is terrible what Vex did to Naia.”

She looks genuinely hurt by it, but I get the feeling now that she could look any way she wanted. This is someone for whom manipulation comes as naturally as breathing.

“Do you care what happened to her?” I ask.

“Of course I care,” Ravenna says. “I liked her. She was… sweet.”

From her mouth, that sounds almost like an insult. Sweetness is not a quality Ravenna cares about.

“But what happened to her shows how we should all stick together,” Ravenna says. “It demonstrates how quickly things can go wrong. It shows the importance of having allies you can trust, rather than trying to rely on the likes of Vex.”

“And you're the ally I should trust?” I say.

Ravenna smiles, and I must admit she has a beautiful smile. It's easy to relax around her. Easy to trust her, easy to… I pause and realize that I can feel something pushing at the edges of my mind.

“Is that what you did to Naia?” I ask. “A little influence here, a little there? Just pushing at her mind? I know you're trying to get into mine.”

“I just want us to be friends,” Ravenna says. “Apologies if I have touched your mind. It comes so naturally for me. I certainly don't mean any harm with it.”

Again she sounds so plausible and so innocent of any wrongdoing. But I know her well enough by now to know that she very rarely does anything unintended.

“Friends don't push into other friends’ minds,” I say.

“No?” she replies. “But perhaps I might be able to help you by doing it. Perhaps I might be able to find the control you're looking for.”

“And who would be in control, Ravenna?” I ask.

She pauses. “You don't trust me, Lyra, and that's fine. Maybe I need to earn your trust. But I want to think we could be allies. You have seen my friends. You know the influence I can exert. I could do that in your favor. I could try to make things easier for you, here in the Colosseum.”

She's making promises now but they're vague, and in any case I can't look past the rising anger within me, past the certainty that is coming along with it.

“Right before she tore off the cuff they were using to dampen my powers,” I say, “Naia’s face went blank, and she started muttering things. Things that someone else had whispered into her ear. You have spent a lot of time whispering to her recently, haven't you, Ravenna?”

Ravenna frowns. “I don't know what you're accusing me of, Lyra.”

“Don't you? Cut the act. We both know that you influenced her to cut the cuff from my wrist. I just don't know why you did it, what you stood to gain.”

Ravenna looks as though she might still deny it, but she must see the certainty in my eyes and know that she isn't going to convince me.

“Maybe I did convince her,” Ravenna says. “Maybe there were some people who had placed large bets on you after I suggested it. Some people who weren't happy once they learned about the restrictions that had been placed on your powers. Maybe I needed to find a way to ensure that you won. You should be thanking me for that, Lyra. Or do you think you would have survived otherwise?”

The worst part is that she's right. If Naia hadn't done what she did, I would probably be dead by now. There would have been no way to defeat the frost drake. But that doesn't mean I can forgive what Ravenna did. It doesn't mean I believe her motives.

“You didn't do this to save me,” I say. “And I'm not convinced it was just about money either. I think you saw a different kind of opportunity. I'm told that the arch magistrate came close to striking me down when she saw that my powers were loose. I think someone suggested to you that they would be grateful if I put myself in a position to be killed.”

“Now you're just making guesses,” Ravenna says, but there's a hint of reaction on her face, a flicker that suggests I’m right. And if I am right, then the only person I can think of who might want that to happen would be the emperor.

“What did the emperor offer you?” I ask. “Was it position? Power?”

Ravenna doesn’t answer.

“Whatever it was, I hope it was worth it,” I say. “I hope it was worth Naia’s life.”

“You think my actions cost her life?” Ravenna counters.

“We had an arrangement,” I say. “I could have taken her down and made it look good. She could have been safe. Instead, I had to deal with the frost drake, and I had to take the time to rein in my powers. All because of you.”

“You're giving me too much credit,” Ravenna says. She looks worried.

“It isn't credit,” I assure her. “Do you want to be my ally? After what you just did? We aren’t allies, Ravenna. Try to scheme around me, if you want. Try to manipulate things. But one day, we will meet out there in the arena, and I will make you pay for what you did.”

“We will see,” Ravenna says, moving away from me.

I want to find a way to make her pay now, but there is no time. Alaric is already coming back into the space beneath the Colosseum, with no more than a couple of scratches, his own blades covered in blood. Outside, a horn sounds.

The final fight of the day is at an end. The games are over.


Chapter Twenty Eight

The end of another season of the games means the survivors trooping out into the Colosseum to receive the adulation of the crowd. I look around, taking in the faces of the survivors, but seeing the gaps where others should be as well. The crowds cheer us, but it wasn't so long ago they were cheering with each death. Their love is fickle and dangerous.

I wish I could ignore this part and just head back to Ironhold, but the formal closing ceremony of the season of games is not something we can avoid. I must stand there on the sand with the others, while priests chant and holy fires burn at points around it.

And the emperor waits, standing on his balcony, looking out over the scene with a grandeur and intensity that would be hard for anyone else to match. Lord Darius stands near him, his loyal servant, as committed to the games as anyone. The crowd is still calling out to us but the emperor holds up a hand for silence and to my surprise everyone is quiet.

“We have seen much in the last few days. These have been holy days in which the virtues of the city have been demonstrated admirably by these gladiators. Each of them has risked their lives for the honor of Aetheria.”

He does not mention the entertainment of the crowd or the way in which it helps to keep the citizenry from rebelling. He does not mention that most of us did not choose to do this at all.

“Many have died during these games. They are sacrifices to the gods, and I believe the gods will judge them worthy, will take them a hold them close in death. Their fall has been necessary so that these heroes may rise. Honor them with your voices now!”

The crowds cheer at the emperor’s investigation. I can see him looking out over them, obviously enjoying the control he has over the masses.

“These gladiators will fight again on our next set of holy days. They will honor the city, and there will be fresh matches, fresh faces. Some of those here will face new challenges too. They will be pushed further than they have ever been pushed.”

Here, I’m sure that he is looking straight at me. I stare back at him. I am sure now that he has been behind so much of what has happened to me during these games. Who else would have the power to command that I be made to fight a wraith? Who else could make it known to Ravenna that she would be rewarded for making me lose control in the arena?

I don't know if the emperor is trying to destroy me or if he is simply testing me. What I do know is that I am determined to stand up to anything he puts in my way.

That is easier said than done, though, especially when each challenge I conquer only seems to bring a bigger threat rising behind it. And when each one seems to cost me a piece of myself. If the version of me from the day I was captured looked at me now, would she recognize me? If she knew all that I had suffered, would she have tried so hard to get through Ironhold’s grueling selection process, to avoid being sold on at the block?

The truth is that I don’t know. How much of myself can I give to trying to survive? How many times can I kill before I don’t feel it anymore? Before I change into someone who is not me at all?

The emperor starts to speak again, and now it seems that he is no longer looking my way at all.

“All of you have survived the trials of this season. That means you have moved another season closer to freedom, and becoming full citizens of Aetheria. Lord Darius, let their marks show their progress!”

I see Lord Darius concentrating, and even though I’m expecting what comes next, I still cry out as burning pain shoots through the circular brand on my left shoulder, a second line across it appearing to join the one that is already there.

Three more and I will have fulfilled the requirements of the Colosseum. Three more, and I will be free. But to make it through those three, I will need to keep fighting, and I have no doubt that more people will die around me. Perhaps, as with Koda, I will be the one to kill them.

The crowd cheer once more. I see some within it put their hands to their own shoulders, perhaps signaling where their own marks lie. Aetheria has been doing this for a long time. How many of its citizens have fought here in the past? How many of them have stood where I stand now?

Once the emperor is done, we march back to Ironhold. The crowds are there to watch on this last procession of the holy days, there to see us make our way back to the fortress, to be shut inside once more until the next time we are brought out to fight to the death. The crowds are quieter on the way back, although I know they're not mourning the fallen the way we are. They are simply ruing the conclusion of the games, and the time it will take before the next round of them.

When we return, those of us who have survived stand in remembrance of the fallen. I stand there thinking of Naia, but I also look around at some of the newer gladiators, like Cesca. I regret how much the games will harden and change them as much as the deaths that are a seemingly endless part of it all.

Once we are done honoring the fallen, Ironhold becomes raucous for the first time since the start of the games. Music plays, either made by those gladiators who learned instruments in their old lives or produced by illusion. The gladiators dance, and feast, and drink. I take a single cup of wine, standing too still at the heart of it all, alone in all those expressions of joy.

It isn’t long before I drift off from the partying, and I see another figure doing the same thing: Alaric. He is slipping quietly away, although his skill with illusions is such that he’s left a version of himself behind to draw people’s attention while he makes his escape from the celebrations.

I follow him without thinking, up through Ironhold, to the rooms reserved for the noble gladiators. Alaric feels as though he is the one person who might understand me right now.

He hears me coming, of course. He turns as I approach, wariness at the sound of someone following him giving way to a smile.

“Lyra? I wasn’t expecting you to follow me back from the party. Unable to resist my charms?”

I move close to him. “Drop the pretense? Here, with me, just let it go?”

“I’m pretty sure I’m all pretense, Lyra,” he says.

I kiss him then. I can’t help myself. I’ve wanted this since our first snatched brush of lips the previous season. Rowan is solid and strong, but Alaric… he feels as if he understands the damaged parts of me. He is the one who has been there when I’ve needed him.

And yes, it helps that he’s almost improbably handsome, too.

I kiss him, our mouths dancing against each other for the long seconds before I pull back. He’s good at this, of course, but then, Alaric seems to be effortlessly good at everything.

“Just for tonight, be yourself with me,” I whisper.

“Tonight?” Alaric says.

I push him back into his room. "Tonight."
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