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To Mr. and Mrs. Harte, who loved me even though they didn’t have to.










The gladiators’ arena of Arrow is not for the faint of heart. Bloodguard includes elements that might not be suitable for all readers, including violence, gore, blood, death (a lot of death, including family, friends, enemies, animals, and monsters), injury and dismemberment, illness, burning, drowning, poisoning, drugging, whipping, indentured servitude, classism, xenophobia, grief, graphic language, and sexual activity on the page. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note, grab a weapon, and prepare to fight for the title of Bloodguard... 
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Chapter 1


Leith


The battered wagon wheels rumble over one pothole, then the next, rattling the bars of our cage and scraping the rough metal along the cut in my shoulder. I tighten my jaw in an effort not to wince. It won’t do me good to remind any of the nine fighters locked in here with me that I’m injured. 


Instead, I keep my gaze fixed on the dried blood still on my hands from my last match. The blood isn’t mine. It’s Yular’s, I think. Or maybe Mundag’s. Both trolls were thrown into the arena with me yesterday, and, like the rest of us, they chose to fight to the death to feed their families. 


They just weren’t as brutal as me. Nor were they as desperate. 


Crossing my arms over the thin leather armor covering my bare chest, I lift my chin and stare at the scarred face of the fighter across from me. Two bottom tusks rise over the ogre’s upper lip, the left one jagged and broken next to a gash that stretches from his mouth to his ear. His eyes catch on mine—then harden, letting me know he still has some fight left in him. I openly stare back, letting him know I’m all fight. 


The sound of a horn announces our arrival, and the ogre huffs and looks away. No sense kicking things up in here when we might not even get paired today.


I can’t help the slight sinking feeling in my gut as the horn’s final note fades on the wind, reminding me there’s a real chance I won’t ever hear that sound again. The arena is unpredictable as fuck.


The wagon slows when it reaches the outer wall surrounding the coliseum complex, and heavy chains clank as the massive wooden gate swings open with a splintering groan.


Every foot the gate widens, chants of “Bloodguard!” from the arena build in volume like a brewing storm, rolling through the wagon.


Sullivan, the veteran fighter beside me, spits on the floor. “Filthy wretches,” he mutters.


I toss him a raised brow—he nearly spat on my boot—but he just grins.


Like me, he’s human. Unlike me, his skin is lighter and his hair is the color of faded straw. My skin is rich brown from all the time spent outside training, and my hair is black as tar—but both are just as dirty as Sullivan. His scraggly beard may be longer than mine, but it only barely covers the boils thickening his throat above his armor. 


Sullivan is a tough old fighter. Slightly taller than my six feet and with more bulk, his size makes up for the twenty years between us. That doesn’t make him better, though. It just makes him someone to watch. 


“I want to be a swordsmith,” he once told me. “Spend my life making weapons I’ll never need again.” His blue eyes had shifted to mine. “What about you, boy?”


“Me?” I’d asked. “I’ll be the one you make weapons for.”


Three years later and I’m thinking he had the right of it.


I glance at his forearm, where a sword and thorny vine have been tattooed, each for his two previous victories. For the next two victories he wins, he’ll get a rose and a crown—and finally his freedom again. Lucky bastard.


I shift my weight on the hard bench as the chants get faster and faster. “Bloodguard! BLOODGUARD!”


A young gladiator, his muscles obviously bigger than his brains, seems enlivened by the crowd’s excitement and raises a fist above his cloud of dark curls, barking out a quote from the recruitment pamphlet that lured most of us to this shit life. “‘Fight for the gold, win for the glory!’” 


“Glory never did the dead much good,” I grumble. 


“At least they fed us today.” Sullivan coughs and then spits again. He’s been sick for weeks and struggling to hide it. Weakness is the first thing that will get you killed around here. Stupidity runs a close second. 


The wizard on the bench across from us clearly doesn’t know that, though. He frowns at Sullivan, the sour expression the only thing marring the man’s smooth, white face. 


“What’s wrong? Does my spit disgust you?” Sullivan asks, smiling. “Get over it. You’re just as screwed as I am.”


Sparks of magic light the wizard’s dark eyes. “You disgust me.”


“Why?” Sullivan challenges. “We can’t all be fancy little lords like yourself.”


The wizard lunges, and I ram my heel into his chest and kick him back into his seat. 


“Save it for the arena,” I warn. 


The wizard gapes at me. He likely didn’t expect my strength or speed. Most don’t, which is why I’ve survived this long.


Sullivan nudges me. “Damn shame he needs his staff to control all that magic, ain’t it, Leith?” His smile gathers more of an edge. “Too bad he shattered it during his last fight.”


Cracking it over an ogre’s skull, if memory serves. It’s what secured him the win and a spot among the ten of us here. 


My glare keeps the wizard in place, which is not a hard thing to do. All the rage and bitterness pulsing through my veins is surely reflected in my features. His features reflect only terror of the upcoming match now. 


He doesn’t stand a chance without his staff, and he knows it. 


The rules allow us to use anything we can reach within the arena once the match starts. But even if a staff lies among the pile of swords, shields, and daggers we’re offered, the wizard won’t have the time to bind his power to it. He’s starved and weak. We all are.


“I—I have a family,” he stammers as I continue to glare. “A wife and children who need me.”


Wizards, like elves and other beings with magic, have trouble conceiving, so he likely has no children and is playing for sympathy. He won’t find any here.


Sullivan laughs, as do the other gladiators, and angry tears cut lines into the wizard’s dirty face. 


Figures. Those who are scared always cry.


I don’t laugh or sympathize. We all have loved ones. It doesn’t make him special.


My chest tightens just thinking of my little sister, her body ravaged by illness and not enough coin for a proper healer, but I quickly shake off the useless emotion. She doesn’t need my sympathy right now. She needs me to focus—and fucking win.


The cheering builds as we rumble closer to the main structure. I try to let it galvanize me, but after years of this shit, it’s hard to see the joy of either gold or glory in the fight to come. 


The promise of housing, food, and money to send home lured me, just the same as all the other gladiators in this cage, to the wealthier kingdom of Arrow. And at first, this really was a land that surpassed my dreams. 


But only a month after I arrived, an assassination attempt on the queen left her in a coma, and in a blink, gone were the games intended to “train” the finest warriors in Old Erth. Gone were the days of hearty meals and opportunities to heal and rest. And gone were the cheers for besting a competitor without a death blow.


Decrepit and filthy conditions claim most of us now. The arena claims the rest. Those left standing are rewarded with fairy elm soup that never quite satiates our hunger and a pittance per win. But…even a pittance helps our families, and cold broth is still food. 


Eyes on the prize, I remind myself.


I blink up at the coliseum as it finally becomes visible from my spot in the corner of the wagon. A showy display of elven architecture, the stadium is made of glittering stone. Archways mark several spectator entrances, each one with a statue of a different Bloodguard—the name originally coined for the first eight generals in Arrow’s army—standing guard at the top. The main entrance boasts the largest statue of all: a phoenix, the symbol of this empire. 


“You can almost taste victory, eh?” Sullivan’s words echo my thoughts, but there’s a bleakness in his gaze. We’re both so close—and yet it’s hard to hold on to something as useless as hope in a place like this.


Still, he only has two matches left. Four for me. Four more out of what felt like an insurmountable hundred, and I’ll win the title Bloodguard. I’ll be a citizen of Arrow. I’ll be rich. And I will have everything I’ll ever need—and so will my family.


The tall, broad-chested moon horses hesitate as we reach the tunnel that stretches under the coliseum and widens into underground stables and staging areas, but a crack of the whip has them moving again. The steeds cast a faint glow like the moon, hence their name. Their front legs are extra-long and their haunches wide, giving them added strength to pull our heavy wagon. 


Moments later, we’re inside the tunnel. The shade is a welcome reprieve from the suffocating heat, but there’s little time to enjoy it before the humid stench of horse manure and death steals my breath.


“Fuck me, that’s awful,” Sullivan mutters, reaching up to pinch his nose. I don’t bother. 


Eventually, the horses pull the wagon back up and out on the other side of the stands and onto the main coliseum floor, but they hesitate again, as though they can taste the scent of blood permeating the sand. 


“It’s been said that the sand cloaking the arena floor was once as white as the snow on the mountains of Amdar,” the young fighter says with awe. New Guy must’ve memorized the damn recruiting pamphlet.


As a group, we eye the arena floor. After the last three years of brutality, only a field of sickly gray remains.


The carriage driver curses and snaps his whip at the steeds again, and they trudge forward, jerking us backward in our cage. This time, I can’t hide my grimace.


“What do you think they’ll throw at me this time?” Sullivan asks, absently scratching under his breastplate. 


“Maybe a pair of fire elks?” a dwarf with a septum ring and a thick gray braid suggests, rubbing her hands along her thighs. “Those bastards from Canvol will burn through you if they don’t eat you first.”


“It could be anything,” I answer truthfully, my tone bored. 


Usually, we’re paired to fight each other one-on-one, but sometimes they like to throw in a few beasts to keep things interesting. And although not a rule, everyone knows the closer a fighter gets to winning Bloodguard, the more shit they give you to try to take you out.


I pull in a deep breath and try not to focus on the fact that only two have made it to Bloodguard since I arrived and the High Lord took over Arrow. 


“Whoever or whatever it is,” Sullivan says, leaning back against the bars like he hasn’t a care in the world, “I’ll try to make it quick so the rest of yous can see how fast I kill and conquer.”


I almost crack a smile at his cockiness, but then the air thickens in the wagon as we begin to circle the arena. 


“Bloodguard! Bloodguard!” 


I work my jaw from side to side, trying to relieve the tension pulling the cords along my throat. By all of Old Erth, I will never get used to the entirety of this warzone. In this colossal space, we are insignificant. Specks of dust along an illustrious painting. Mere saplings in a forest of gargantuan trees.


Like always, I try to pretend the size doesn’t matter. Like always, I know it does. Plenty of space to run. Nowhere to hide.


I sit back, grunting a curse at everyone who couldn’t wait to arrive. The stands are full today—with spectators garbed in clothes of every color instead of the black we’d grown accustomed to over the past month. My stomach sinks like a stone.


“Well, shit,” Sullivan says.


“Guess the period of mourning is over,” the dwarf mutters into the heavy silence, her voice pitching low as she stares at her boots.


No one speaks as we each contemplate what this will mean for our upcoming matches. The High Lord’s been tempering his thirst for blood out of respect for the queen’s death this last month from her nearly three-year coma. Bets have been down as well—no one wanted to seem disrespectful while the kingdom mourned the loss of their beloved monarch.


I take a deep breath and concentrate on slowing my racing heart. Panic will only get me killed faster. Because today—today, the High Lord will most likely try to gain back that loss in revenue by making a spectacle out of our lives. And our deaths.


No one is safe today.


No one.










Chapter 2


Leith


Focusing on the upcoming match, I tighten the bloodied bandage over my left hand with my teeth, glancing up at the people we pass. 


The wealth among the crowd becomes less pervasive the higher the stands stretch above the stone arena. The Commons, the largest ring of rows at the top, is a sea of functional clothing stitched of simple cotton, whereas the center ring, the Middling, boasts robes of silk. But even that apparel seems mere scraps when compared to what the inner Noble Ring flaunts. Clothing of the finest silks and crinoline, flashing gemstones and gold, turns those seats practically into a treasure chest.


Eight sets of wide stairs are evenly spaced around the coliseum, and bet takers wearing bright-yellow tunics run up and down the rings, collecting wagers in exchange for tickets. And now that the crowd’s got a look at us wheeling into the arena, the antes are stacking up. Banners for each fighter, our pictures painted on them but no names, unfurl above the highest ring, flag after flag stretching all the way around the arena. 


I can’t help but scan past each banner until I see Sullivan’s familiar face—and the odds being adjusted against him—and my skin tightens. Shit. Since Sully only has two more matches before achieving Bloodguard, the pot is especially high—and the odds show him as a favorite. 


Fortunes will be made today. And lost.


Sullivan follows my line of sight and growls low in his chest. “Fuckers.”


Normally, we’d be happy for the favorable spread, hoping to make a few extra coins ourselves when we win. But not today. With odds like that, the House only wins if Sully falls. And I suspect High Lord Vitor has something extra special in mind for us now. 


Everything in Arrow is crooked—and the High Lord and his son most of all.


At last, the moon horses whinny as they’re pulled to a stop in front of the Regent of Arrow’s personal box with four rows starting eight feet above the arena floor. Close enough that the royals can soak in the blood and violence but still at a safe distance. Their box, too, is decorated with the image of the phoenix, regal and red with swirling orange feathers. No one has seen the actual bird since it was killed a century ago, but the damn thing is painted on everything the aristocracy touches. 


To hear the stories, they waited decades for the mythical bird to rise again after claiming victory over Arrow’s enemies and dying in the final battle. 


But it never did.


Seems absurd to continue to idolize the creature, but then again, I find most of the things these royals do to be frivolous. 


The rusty wagon door is yanked open by a guard, and one by one we spill out and stand in two rows, the crowd gleefully tittering before us.


I roll my shoulders and stare up at the royal box seats. 


Sadists. All of them. “I should set that box on fire.”


Sullivan’s laugh turns into a cough. “Aw, come on, boy. At least your fans are here.” He points to a section in the Middling to our right, where a cluster of spectators waves bright scarves with my assigned banner colors—red and purple—but I pay them no mind and turn back to the royal box.


The next few minutes will decide if I have a chance to live—or die.


The High Lord’s bet maker, a short human with round spectacles on the tip of his nose and a scarcity of white hair fluffed out over his ears, glances at each of us and then weighs our fates on his ledger. 


With a flourish, he hands the parchment to High Lord Vitor, the ruling Regent of Arrow, who is sitting in the first row, as his status demands. The High Lord glances down at the sheet, his thick, dark hair gathered in a wide braid that starts on the top of his head and snakes down his back, a sharp contrast against the pale skin of his pointed ears. He looks no more than forty years old, but elves tend to live hundreds of years, so there’s no telling how old he really is. He’s wearing the traditional elven garb of flowing silk pants and vest—in gold silk, of course—but something tells me it’s to showcase his rather un-elvishly muscular frame than anything else.


Everything this man does screams intentional. 


The High Lord turns to his son next to him, and they stare at each other for a beat. No words are spoken, but it’s clear there’s a battle brewing between the two men before the High Lord gives a quick nod of his head and turns back to the bet maker. He says something to the short man and shoves the ledger at him. The bet maker’s white brows reach into his hairline as he takes the parchment, but then he makes a few sweeping lines with his quill and begins to scribble again.


Something in the High Lord’s tight jaw has the hairs on the back of my neck lifting.


He turns left and snaps something I can’t quite hear at his son. General Soro, who looks like a watered-down version of his father, is playing dress-up today in full military regalia, a slew of round, gold medals shaped like buttons decorating both sides of his structured navy tunic. Of course, the “general” has never served a day in the military, the title being self-proclaimed and as worthless as the man. 


Father and son exchange sharp words—clearly no love lost there—before the High Lord’s attention shifts to his bet maker again, his son clearly dismissed from his thoughts. Soro’s jaw tightens, and his gaze catches mine, a cruel twist edging up one corner of his mouth as though he can’t wait to cheer on my death in particular. 


Sullivan nudges me, pulling my attention from the royal box, and I drop my hand. He motions with his head at the other gladiators in line with us and murmurs, “I have a good feeling about whoever they pair me with today.” 


Apparently, he’s missed the exchange between Vitor and his son and instead spent his time sizing up the other competitors. The dwarf woman is thick-limbed, tough-skinned, and strong, but they tend to lack speed. The others aren’t as ruthless, not like Sullivan and me. He’s right. We should make it through to the next round. Even as sick as he is, he’s stubborn and lethal. He’s also the only gladiator I dare call a friend.


Since we first met, we’ve shared an unspoken pledge not to turn on each other unless we’re pitted against one another in a match. So far, that hasn’t happened. Likely because of the coin lost to the House if the wrong one of us were to win. But I know the day is coming when the betting outweighs the risk. I just hope it’s not today.


As I glance around at the other gladiators, I can’t help but hope any of them die on my blade today instead of Sully.


A giant bell clangs, signaling a call for last bets and time for us to get back into the wagon, head to the stables, and await our paired matches.


“You ready, Leith?” Sullivan asks.


Ready to die? Or ready to kill? I nod regardless. 


The dwarf stands tall, roaring and beating her chest, while a couple of elves from my homeland wave to the crowd, their thin, elegant arms swaying like reeds in the breeze. I need to keep my eyes on them. Elves are deceptively strong. The newer competitors, a minotaur and a wolverine shifter, join them and bulge their muscles. They’re all trying to persuade the crowd to bet more, thinking they’ll earn more that way.


Good luck with that.


Most rewards for fighters died right around the same time they started adding convicted criminals to the competitor lists. 


Sullivan and I don’t pander to the crowd. He cracks his neck from side to side. I stretch out my hands. The stab wound through my left palm burns, and so does the axe injury across my left shoulder blade. 


I feel Soro’s interest return, and I look up, expecting a glare for daring to watch his father dismiss him. Instead, he holds my gaze assessingly as a young human lord beside him laughs at something he said. I don’t recall seeing this lord before, his green hair spiked with colorful jewels on the tips like some fluffed-up peacock, but it’s clear he is thrilled to be in the royal box today and coveting Soro’s attention. He gestures to the two lines of fighters below him, and the pair shares another laugh, making me consider my idea to set the box on fire again.


To Lord Peacock’s left is an empty seat and then two more lords, one who’s older with gray hair and dark-brown skin and one around my age with long, black braids, the sides of his head shaved close—a style favored by the military here. They’re not cheering or laughing like the others. They’re not even rushing to place bets. Why?


Suddenly, all four men’s heads swivel to watch an elegant elf with light-brown skin and high cheekbones make her way toward them.


She’s tall and generously curved, her strides as smooth as water as she walks along the first row and enters the royal box. If it wasn’t for the way she carries herself, I’d mistake her for a member of the Middling. A plain black hooded cape is draped over her shoulders atop a well-made blue dress, tastelessly unadorned by royal standards.


As she sits gracefully in the empty seat beside Lord Peacock, the older elf to her left reaches out, capturing her in a warm embrace. As she settles, she removes her hood and shoves her wavy brown hair behind one pointed ear. This woman is poised, regal, and…scarred.


Small, raised burn marks start directly below her jawline, thickening and branching out as they slope down her throat. My guess is there’s more damage along her chest, but the way she clutches her cloak against her body makes it too hard to tell. 


Elves are long-lived and heal at a rapid pace. I’ve never seen one’s skin marred so severely. 


Lord Peacock shakes his head, openly chastising her as he lifts her hood back over her hair and attempts to further shield her scars. She removes her hood again, glaring at him, but says nothing. 


Soro leans around Lord Peacock to say something to her, and the elf grits her jaw and crosses her arms, as if it’s taking everything she has not to pummel both of them. A satisfied smirk turns up a corner of Soro’s mouth, whatever barb he intended obviously hitting its mark, and he leans back in his seat.


I watch as she carefully smooths her cotton gown over her knees, her focus just above our heads as though she doesn’t want to make eye contact with those beneath her station. Fuck that. I straighten to my full height, my fists clenching and eyes narrowing on hers, demanding she see me. 


Like she can hear my thoughts, her head tilts lower, and our gazes collide.


Her eyes are fixed on mine now, and neither of us moves. We don’t need to. The earth is moving beneath our feet for us. 


She’s no more than twelve feet away, only a few feet above me, so close I almost think I could touch her, and yet—she might as well be in another kingdom. As I continue to stare, a soft pink highlights her cheeks. But she doesn’t look away, even when I raise one eyebrow in return. An emotion I haven’t seen in so long I’m almost not sure I’m seeing it now flits across her delicate features. For a moment, barely a fairy’s breath, I’m not a weapon or a face soon to be forgotten. I’m just a man. 


Damn. I haven’t felt this human in years…until she lifts her chin up and away, as though I’ve been dismissed. And I’m slammed back into my hellish reality. 


I should know better than to assume or desire respect from one of these assholes. I thought she was giving me something—something I’ve gone too long without—and hell if she didn’t take it all away with a simple gesture to remind me of my place.


Lord Peacock pivots his scowl from her to me. I ignore him, anger churning its way up my chest, and spread my arms, calling out to the woman, “What’s wrong, princess? Feeling a little dirty that you like what you see?”


She jerks her attention to her left, away from Lord Peacock, and pretends she wasn’t just eye-fucking me a minute ago. Her companion deepens his scowl at me.


“You think you can beat me?” I challenge him, my knuckles cracking as I widen my stance. “Step inside and let’s go, asshole!”


“What the hell you doing, boy?” Sullivan asks low, but I don’t bother responding. The truth is, I have no fucking clue what’s gotten into me. 


Lord Peacock leaps up, reaching for the hilt of his sword. She stands, too, pulling at his arm and speaking fast. The lord shakes her off and moves forward, his foot on the low stone ledge, appearing ready to take me on. 


Nobles can challenge anyone who offends them, even a gladiator. But if that noble does so within the confines of the arena, they agree to fight to the death, just like us.


“Filip, Filip—don’t do this,” she begs louder. “Please. I need you!”


To buy her statelier dresses, no doubt. 


The commotion draws the attention of High Lord Vitor, who looks like he’s about to step in when his shit-for-brains son leans forward, a cruel smile dancing in his eyes, and says something to the young lord I can’t quite make out. Lord Peacock tightens his jaw and steps fully onto the stone ledge. 


“You’ll pay for that disrespect, you filthy dog,” he shouts back at me, his shoulders tensing.


The two lords beside the brown-haired woman hurry forward, but they aren’t fast enough.


Lord Peacock leaps into the arena, his sword arm raised and his anger directed right at me. He swings, and I sidestep before catching him with a right hook. My punch isn’t enough to knock him out, but it is enough to stun him into dropping his sword. It’s in my hand, and I’m swinging just as he rights himself. 


The steel is of the finest quality I’ve seen in years, the edge so sharp I barely feel more than a bump as I slice clean through his spine.










Chapter 3


Leith


I toss the sword next to the headless body as the pretty elf watches her companion’s peacock head roll to a stop along the blood-soaked sand. The crowd is on their feet, invigorated by the bonus match that just occurred, but I keep my eyes locked on the woman, curious how she’ll react to the fact that I just beheaded her companion. 


Her eyes widen with shock for only the briefest of seconds before she’s rounding on…High Lord Vitor, the regent. He nods as if he’s listening. She points in the direction of an entryway, but he only nods again. The woman says something more before lifting the hood of her cape and storming off. 


That woman is cold. She didn’t raise her voice or shed a single tear. Well damn, aren’t you full of surprises?


Four old men appear from the gates that lead back to the tunnel. Two cart Filip’s body away while the third hoists his head and the fourth rakes gray sand over the red-soaked areas, then picks up the sword and follows behind the other three. Shame. That was a damn nice sword.


My attention shifts back to the highest-ranking nobles—High Lord Vitor and General Soro. Technically, there’s nothing they can do, but I’ve learned not to put anything past one of these assholes.


Vitor says something to his bet maker, who nods and scribbles on his notepad. I don’t know what was said, but it can’t be good if the smile Soro is fighting not to show is any indication. I almost rub my palms against my thighs but catch myself. No way will I give him the privilege of seeing me sweat.


Sudden drumbeats echo around the stadium, and my pulse quickens. 


The time has come to announce the matches. 


A few of the fighters ease their postures, feigning courage that’s long gone, and we all turn to head back to the wagon.


Typically, we’re routed to the stables to wait for our match. As though the games aren’t cruel enough, we never know who or what we’ve been matched to fight or the order until we are called. But today, before we can reach the wagon, the gate of the cage is swung closed. 


The other gladiators murmur to one another at this change in protocol, but we don’t have long to wait. 


From the top tier of the arena, four messenger hawks, their bodies twice the size of my head and their wingspan twice my height, swoop into the center with large sacks gripped in their talons. Their dull auburn plumage flutters as they drop their sacks, and their wings flap furiously as they take to the sky again. 


Two large ogre guards lumber to the fallen sacks and work together to dump out their contents. Weapons and shields clatter to the gray sand. Just as they finish, more hawks soar toward them and dump even more sacks with dull thuds in the middle of the arena.


Sullivan and I exchange glances, a knot forming in the pit of my stomach. The piles of weapons are larger than we’re used to…large enough for every gladiator here to choose their starting weapons.


And instead of being herded back to the pens, a row of gladiators is nudged forward by the guards, toward the center of the arena. Their heavy feet stomp in the sand, puffs of dust floating away on the wind like funeral ash.


“Next row,” the human guard calls, and my chest tightens.


“We’re not being paired off.” Sullivan ignores the command, his expression bleak. “It’s all of us. Everyone for themselves.”


My breath leaves in pained bursts. We’re not just fighting a single opponent of their choosing—whether man or beast—we’re also fighting one another to the death.


The sun is high in the sky and burns along the deep axe wound on my back, but I barely feel it, my insides twisting.


“Next row!” the guard bellows again. 


I take a step forward. Sullivan follows me, spitting into the sand. He’s very sick. I’m injured. But we won’t slow down for anyone.


In the arena, there is no slowing down. There is only victory or death. 


The moon horses squeal as they are hurried toward the exit, the rickety wagon clattering behind them, making the wizard jump.


Death thickens the air, more tangible than the coat of sand settling onto our skin.


In the piles of weapons, I spot a sword and a dagger I can use. There’s a metal chest plate that would protect me more than the meager leather one I’m wearing now, but the seconds it takes to put the armor on could cost me my life.


Suddenly, the drums speed up, almost catching my racing heart and silencing the crowd, and then the percussion abruptly stops.


“Halt!” a guard shouts. “And turn!”


As one, we pivot to face the royal box, my mind racing with thoughts of which fighter I should kill first, who will be best to get out of the way quickly. Anyone but Sully, I argue. Anyone but my friend.


Just then, High Lord Vitor rises. “One hundred years,” he bellows, the magic within the royal box amplifying and reverberating his voice across the massive structure.


The crowd shrieks with excitement. “One hundred!” they echo.


“Thousands of gladiators,” he shouts.


The spectators cheer louder, enlivened by the thought of ten more.


“And today,” Vitor continues, “we have a special match.” He gestures to the bet makers rushing up and down the stands and then to the pile of weapons in the center. “There are two potential Bloodguards before us, and therefore there should be…two times the payouts!” 


The crowd goes wild.


Holy hell. This son of a bitch is spinning it so this crowd can make a fortune—not lose one. And we’re the ones expected to make or break their status. “Well, shit,” Sullivan mutters. Neither of us saw this coming.


People are screaming with delight and still trying to catch the ear of the harried bet makers scribbling on pads and tossing out tickets as fast as they can. They’re not even waiting to see the drop of the banner that will reveal our final odds. 


The High Lord lifts his hand and pauses for the arena to quiet again. “In these final moments of betting, take in what awaits, my friends, and choose wisely, for those who thirst for water today, tomorrow may demand wine!”


The crowd’s thrill escalates, their calls for action mounting.


Then something roars, the menacing sound extinguishing all others.


Even the vultures circling the skies flee.


We still. 


The air around us shifts, growing thick with dread.


Sullivan and I exchange one final glance. We know what it is long before it lands.


Webbed wings the size of ship sails stretch out as talons the length of my arms slam against the arena floor. The brown dragon chuffs, the fire brewing in its belly hot enough to shoot steam from its nostrils. The elf rider on its back is covered with enchanted leather that protects his flesh from the heat. The dragon’s body is the length of three moon horses. Not as large as they come, but large enough to easily squash us. 


My mouth goes dry. This dragon is a young male—I can see the pair of claspers under the base of his tail as he thrashes. The only thing more ravenous than an old dragon is a young male. They need more energy to fuel their rapid growth spurts.


“Only one will rise,” Vitor shouts over the gasps of the crowd. His smile takes on a malicious edge. “Will it be gladiator—or shall it be beast?”


The dragon roars once more, and the final betting bell is barely audible above the crowd’s screams and cheers.


We all shift around to face the pile of weapons as fast as we can.


Sully breaks away from me. He crouches and shakes out his hands. 


We don’t exchange farewells. After three years of watching out for each other, it all comes down to this. 


I lean forward and get ready to run, my focus on the pile of weapons and not on the man who was—dammit, is—my friend.


The moment the horn blasts, I charge. 










Chapter 4


Maeve


I can’t believe this. 


My leather slippers slap against the cool marble hallway that leads out of the arena with every furious step I take away from that horrible place and over to an alcove in the tunnel. This is the first time I’ve been to the coliseum in years, and I only came today for the formality of announcing the wedding banns. It was supposed to be easy—show up, allow the royal courts to see me and my betrothed together, say a few words to honor my grandmother’s memory, and leave.


Preferably with our damn heads still attached. 


Filip, bless his heart, couldn’t even manage that.


Did I want to marry an egotistical, entitled oaf who had no qualms about telling me to “keep my neck covered”? No.


But I’m the daughter of “the Queen Killer.” In the wake of my father’s purported crimes, I’ve become a political pariah. While Filip wasn’t the brightest torch in the cave, he was the only marriageable person from one of the five noble houses who was willing to overlook my father’s imprisonment and my scars—and, more importantly, he wasn’t afraid of Soro.


So, I’d made a bargain.


“Leave ruling the kingdom to me, and I’ll leave the whoring to you,” I’d said. And Filip—again, bless his heart—was fine with it.


We were days from marrying.


I should have focused on that when I was in the arena. The future. My imprisoned father. My brokenhearted second father. Instead, my mind—and eyes—had wandered to that gladiator. Menace cloaked him as though the arena had taken everything from him but his pride. And his rage.


He’s young. No more than four or five years my senior—which means he likely volunteered for the arena at twenty-two, the minimum age of eligibility. It makes sense, given how embittered he seemed. 


I could have kicked myself when Soro and Filip caught me gawking. Filip was already overly sensitive about our engagement—especially with Soro waiting in the wings, eager to marry me himself. So off Filip went into the arena…and off went his head across the sand. 


My stomach twists as I pace and wait. I demanded to speak to High Lord Vitor, but my demands aren’t always met, princess or not. 


The crowd’s excitement builds loud enough to echo against the stone walls. 


“Where are you going, Maeve?” a singsong voice asks from behind me, then laughs. 


I mask my expression as I turn.


Aisling, a heartless mage I’ve known since childhood, with lavender hair and eyes but no kind soul to match, must have followed me out of the arena. 


Aisling huffs. “You really should take more care with your attire,” she says, waving an irritated hand. She saunters closer, like a red weaver spider ready to pluck a juicy beetle from her web. “A hat and veil could be particularly fashionable, and maybe you could actually pull it off.”


My grip on my cloak loosens. This is not the moment to try me. 


Aisling, of course, does. “Honestly, Maeve, this is your first time in the arena in ages. Come—join Soro and me back in the stands, place a few bets, try talking to our peers.” 


I couldn’t care less if that court of jesters ever speaks to me again. But to say “Soro and me”? Is she mad? Claiming Soro is like claiming a tiger. Yes, he’ll allow a stroke or two, but he will ultimately feast on your insides. 


“I won’t support these games, Aisling. When I’m queen, by the phoenix, I’ll put an end to these horrors.”


“When you’re queen?” Aisling laughs. “You’ll never be queen without another noble for a fiancé.” The way she eases forward is more like a slither. “Maybe you should have thought of that before lusting after that young gladiator for all to see.” Her brows slash downward. “You know, the one who turned your last chance at the throne into an embarrassing memory?”


“Was Filip my last chance?” I ask and tap my chin, pretending to ponder marrying someone else. Aisling’s arrogance dwindles as she realizes Soro is my last chance. But that’s a chance I’m not willing to take. Yet. Not that Aisling needs to know. “No, I don’t think he was.”


Cheers echo from the arena floor, followed by a roar, and my head whips toward the sound fast enough to flutter my hair. Was that a…dragon?


Aisling’s smile returns, pulling my gaze back to hers. This sadist is excited that the match has begun and likely giddy with the thought of what those poor fighters are about to endure. She can’t wait to get back, and I can’t wait to leave. 


But as I turn, she reaches out to grab my hand, the elemental magic she’s known for crackling against her skin. I jerk free of her hold. “Come on, Maeve. Let’s see what that handsome fighter can do…before he can’t, of course,” she says.


My stomach sinks like a boulder as I edge farther away. “What makes you think he won’t win?” Seeing how easily he took down a swordsman like Filip, there can’t be many his equal.


But she knows something—and the glint in her eyes says she’s dying to tell me.


“Just spill it, Aisling,” I say. I want to scream and shout—at her, at the world—but it’s been drilled into me from childhood: decorum, decorum, decorum. One day, I’m just going to decide to fuck decorum and say and do whatever I want. But probably not today. “Please,” I add sweetly. 


Aisling plays with a curl in her hair, her conceit as evident as the sparks of lavender magic coloring her eggshell skin. “Well…” She draws the word out, likely knowing each second she delays telling me is making my stomach knot tighter and tighter. Dread is a living, breathing thing pooling in my stomach now, and I’m fantasizing about reaching out and shaking her when she finally continues, “High Lord Vitor is adamant that that gladiator, and the one standing beside him, can’t be allowed to live past today.”


“Why?” I gasp, remembering that the veteran fighter beside mine—great, now I’m calling him mine—had two of the four final Bloodguard tattoos on his forearm. 


“Because,” Aisling says like I’m the dim torch, “only the gladiators of Vitor’s choosing win Bloodguard. Obviously.”


“What did I choose?” a male voice asks from behind me, and Aisling startles. 


Her eyes widen with genuine fear before she dips into a demure bow before Arrow’s regent. “My lord,” she addresses him. She gives my hand one last squeeze. “Join us in the stands, Maeve.”


Vitor narrows his eyes at her until she dashes away, and then he turns an indulgent smile on me. “Maeve, you look lovely. I’m so glad you decided to come today.”


“Hello, Uncle Vitor,” I say, my tone clipped as he draws even with me. I want to ask about his plans for the two gladiators, but I’ve known Vitor my whole life—and asking the High Lord to explain himself is the quickest way to never get answers.


“My condolences on your fiancé’s sudden demise,” he says.


He isn’t sorry, of course. In fact, he looks delighted.


“Soro goaded Filip into that arena.” I don’t need to insist. We both know it’s true. 


“So what if he did?” Vitor asks, his visage spilling with relief. “You were saved today, my daughter. If your intended was that easily riled, he would have made a terrible king.” 


I can’t argue that logic, but he continues, “If you want to marry a simpleton, marry Soro.”


“Uncle,” I admonish out of habit. 


It’s no secret Vitor prefers me over his son—it’s always been a difficulty between us. 


He grins like he’s made some great stride and we might somehow return to the way things used to be between us. But there is no going back. Not while Papa is dying in prison. And Uncle Vitor the one who put him there.


“Won’t you consider releasing him?” I whisper, unable to bite back the question. 


“This again? Maeve…” Vitor shakes his head. “Our kingdom thrives on laws. We can’t bend them just because you’ve asked me to.”


His admonishment makes my hands curl into fists, but I continue in an even tone. “I’m not asking to bend the laws or suggesting we break them. My father is innocent.”


Papa would never have harmed Grandmother. He loved her. We all did.


Vitor’s eyes soften. “I know this is hard, Maeve. But we didn’t just cast Andres into a cell without consideration. And in the end, the prince confessed to striking down our great Queen Avianna. You know this, dear.” 


“No,” I disagree for the hundredth time. Only the council was present during my father’s supposed confession, but I will deny he ever said it at all until he admits the deed to my face. My father is a gentle and decent man, and I cannot imagine him capable of murder, much less murdering his own mother.


“I understand your doubts,” Vitor says. “The truth can be painful.” His expression turns pensive before he glances back at me. “I know you love your papa, but can’t you extend that love to Arrow, too?”


I gasp. “Of course I love my country. I was willing to marry Filip for Arrow,” I remind him.


But Vitor just stares down his nose at me. “Covering yourself up? Hiding your face in the stands?” He tips my chin up with his finger. “Avoiding these games as if you have something to hide? The people need to see you, to embrace you and know you are capable…” 


He isn’t trying to be callous or cruel. While Vitor isn’t a blood relative, growing up in the castle with him made him as close as family. As acting Regent of Arrow, he rules in my stead. 


He’ll stay in that role until such time as I come of age and marry within my class. Should something happen to me, as heir to the throne, the crown would revert to the five noble houses to be shared equally. And that…that would be anarchy.


“Now, come back into the arena with me,” he says. “And by the great phoenix, try to smile and at least act like you enjoy the games.”


Vitor believes this is best for me—and for the kingdom. I recognize why…because these games are a tool. 


He’s a smart man, my uncle. He uses the arena to entertain the people—all the people—showering them with food and drink and a chance to change their fortunes. It’s made him popular among the classes and solidified his position as Lord Regent. Everyone buys in. The nobles spending their time and money on this “sport.” The common people betting in the hopes of a better life. The fighters willing to die to win the riches that Bloodguard brings and citizenship for their families, not to mention its coveted royal title. 


My eyes widen as the words “royal title” ricochet in my chest, my heart racing.


Vitor’s eyes sharpen. “What is it?”


“Nothing.” I lower my gaze and try for a meek expression. “You’re right, Uncle.” I tuck my arm through his and lean into his shoulder. “If I want to be queen, I must act like it.”


He nods approvingly and kisses the top of my head.


“Come home,” he tells me. “Marry Soro, as your grandmother would have wanted, and I will believe she would understand if—sometime after the wedding, of course—I pardoned your father. The kingdom is flourishing under my rule. What Arrow needs is stability and strength, and I can continue to give it to them with my son and you by my side.” 


Part of me is willing to do it—I would do anything to save my father. But as much as I love him, I know he would never forgive me if I married Soro. There’s something just not right about that man. He was cruel when we were children, and he’s only grown worse over the years. As much as I want to believe Vitor would still be able to control him were Soro and I to wed, Soro would be king—and able to do so much worse. I can’t risk it. 


Besides…I have a better plan.


Uncle Vitor’s grip tightens around my hand to steady me as we return to the arena, but I barely notice. I can’t even hear the roar of the crowd over my heart pounding in my ears when we take our seats in the royal box.


I find the young gladiator, his boots digging into the sand, his body poised to sprint, and I refuse to look away. He will win today.


He owes me a fiancé.










Chapter 5


Leith


A horn blows, and I take off.


Fifty yards separate me from the nearest pile. 


My boots dig into the sand as I race across the uneven ground, my arms pumping so hard I grimace when the axe wound in my shoulder rips open again. 


Forty yards.


The ogre behind me curses half a second before the air shifts from hot to scorching.


I cut right. 


Thirty yards.


His screams precede those of two others crying out in agony. 


I push faster.


Twenty yards.


The scent of cooking flesh fills my nose.


Ten yards.


Blistering heat pricks my skin. 


The dragon turns. I dive over the pile, rolling across the sand and squelching the flames licking the exposed skin on my shoulders. 


A wave of yellow and red erupts inches above me as I land on my chest, flattening my body as low to the ground as I can get, using the pile of weapons as a barrier to the dragon’s fire. The crowd bursts into screams of horror and delight, all but drowning out the screeching of two more gladiators burning alive.


Five gone. Five left. 


And the dragon. 


I squeeze my eyes closed, trying to ignore the burning agony rampaging along my shoulder. The dragon fire sealed my axe wound, but it cost me. 


My entire body trembles, the pain taking control. Move, I tell myself. If you want to live, MOVE.


I keep low as heavy claws pound the earth, and then I push up on my knees and move closer to the pile. I manage to pry my eyes open, but they ram shut again as the smoke stings them like a rake of needles. Blinking several times, I try and try again, fighting the instinct to protect my vision. 


Sight is useless to a dead man, and I want to live.


I crawl forward and feel around. I’m not far from a stash of weapons. I need to keep moving. 


My hand slips over the familiar feel of a sword. Tears blur my vision as I slap around to find the hilt. As soon as I’ve gripped it, I whirl, and something brushes against the sand.


My vision clears enough to see. The remaining dwarf gapes back at me on all fours. What’s left of her braid is singed close to her neck. Her fingertips scratch over the hilt of a shorter sword. She snatches it, but it doesn’t budge. It’s melted into a shield and blazes knows what else.


“Truce until the dragon is dead?” she asks between labored breaths.


She cringes at the sound of flesh tearing from bone. The dragon found more food near the exit of the arena. At my nod, the dwarf stands and starts searching for usable weapons. 


Sullivan stumbles to my side. Half of his face is red and blistered, and he’s holding his left arm tight against his body, but he’s still alive. 


“Are you good with a bow?” I ask the dwarf.


She shakes her head. I motion to Sullivan. “He is.” Given how Sullivan is guarding his arm, at least I hope he still is. Sullivan doesn’t protest, so I keep talking. “You find a bow, you give it to him,” I tell the dwarf, “and we’ll give the dragon someone else to eat.”


Understanding lights the dwarf’s bloodshot eyes, and we scramble around the pile, searching for anything we can use. It won’t be long before the dragon finishes his well-cooked cuisine. 


“Spear!” Sullivan shouts. I look up, and he tosses it to me one-handed. 


I catch the weapon and jab it into the soft sand, then grab two daggers from the pile and shove them into my belt. “There should be four,” I say to myself as I pick up another sword, judge the weight, and toss it back into the pile.


“What?” Sullivan asks. He kicks a piece of armor melted into a mace.


“I count five dead since the start of the match,” I explain, continuing to rummage as fast as I can. I toss him the next good sword I find. It’s heavier and harder to wield, but there’s little to choose from. Most of the weapons are damaged or useless, and running to the other piles will only capture the dragon’s attention.


“Six with him.” I jerk my chin to the mangled mess of bones the dragon just spat out.


Sullivan realizes what I’m saying. “You, me, and the dwarf make three.”


It only takes a beat to find our missing man. 


Mere feet from where the dragon feasts, the image of the wizard fades in and out. He’s huddled against the exit, using whatever magic he has left to make himself invisible. Except wizards can’t maintain spells for long without their staffs. 


And if we can see the wizard, the dragon can, too.


The giant creature whips his head in the flickering wizard’s direction. Without hesitation, the beast abandons the bones for fresh meat. He’s either pissed that the wizard fooled him or tickled fucking pink that he gets to gobble down a magical being, because he snaps his jaws over the shrieking wizard and swallows him whole.


“Now!” I race forward, seizing the opportunity like a drowning man reaching for shore.


I’m not positive Sullivan and the dwarf will follow me. I can’t be sure I’d follow them. 


As I close the distance, the dragon angles toward me, taking a defensive stance. But it’s not the dragon I’m aiming for, and I hurl the spear with every ounce of speed and strength I can muster.


My spear nails the dragon rider through the throat. Blood spurts from his jugular, drenching the dragon and inciting his rage further. 


The crowd is on their feet, watching the dragon shake off the dead body of his master and devour it. Some scream while others are shocked into silence. I keep running and stab the dragon in the throat with my sword. The point is sharp enough to puncture the scales and weaken him, maybe even suppress his flames, but it’s not enough to sever his head or prevent him from swallowing us. All I did was buy some time. 


The dragon jerks in anger. I dive and roll away from his smacking wing, barely escaping the lethal blow. What I don’t avoid is his hind leg that kicks me into the wall like I’m a fluttering insect. 


Stars explode in my vision, and my shoulder dislocates with a gruesome pop. But I rise, gritting my teeth, then snap my shoulder back into place against the wall and stagger toward a sword lying near a pile of bones.


An arrow shoots through the sky, followed by two more. Sullivan found a bow—excellent. 


I snag the sword and push my legs into a run.


The arrows land weakly, bouncing off the dragon’s scales. Sullivan’s injured arm is preventing them from having enough force. I watch as he falls to the ground and uses his feet to shoot two arrows with more power. One pierces the dragon’s scales, and the beast roars loud enough to send ice shooting through my veins.


The dwarf has luck with a whip. She smacks the end across the dragon’s snout, and the leather wraps around his maw, slamming it shut. 


The dwarf digs her heels into the ground, laboring to straighten the scaled beast’s neck. 


“Kill it,” she yells at us. “By the great phoenix, kill it!”


Another arrow flies past me, puncturing one of the dragon’s eyes, which sends the massive dragon into a frenzy. The beast shakes his head, yanking on the whip and flinging the dwarf to the side. She loses her footing and skids across the sand, but before she can get to her feet again, the dragon eviscerates her with his claws.


The dwarf screams just as my sword comes down on his neck. My strike is vicious, but it’s not enough to slice through the scales, and the dragon doesn’t even flinch. He just snacks on the dwarf as if I did nothing. His tail flicks back and forth as he eats, and I must run to avoid getting smacked across the arena again.


I can’t gauge where Sullivan is until his hollers overpower the dwarf’s screams. My sword is gone, and the pile of weapons is nowhere close, so I reach for the daggers in my waistband and sprint forward, toward his voice, compelling myself to move faster.


Nothing of strategy remains—only the will to survive. 


I glimpse Sullivan, caught beneath the dragon, desperately trying to reload his bow while the thing snarls at him, teeth still bloodied from the dwarf. 


I leap onto the dragon’s neck, locking my legs around his head. I thrust both blades into his remaining eye and hammer the hilts, pounding the points deeper and deeper and deeper. 


The dragon lashes violently, and I barely hold on. 


My thigh muscles spasm, struggling to keep me on his back, but I know if I go down, I’ll never get up again. I slam my fists onto the daggers again and again, the hilts and my hands covered in blood and tissue, using every bit of strength that remains in me to drive them all the way into the beast’s brain.


When the dragon finally collapses, I do, too. I don’t fully realize I’ve fallen until I hit the ground with a sickening thud and a sharp crack of bones. If anything essential actually broke this time, I have no idea. My whole body has become one giant pulse of pain.


I can’t place where I am. I can only feel.


Waves of agony scrape my flesh like hot, pointy sabers. Fluid drenches my scalp. It’s not sweat. I know better.


Screams of excitement pierce through my muffled hearing. This is one of those battles I can’t easily rise from, and I sure as hell don’t.


My weight teeters from side to side as I struggle to stand. My vision isn’t much better as it fades and clears in violent waves.


I trip over the remains of the dwarf, falling to my knees beside a discarded sword. I use it to stand again. I need to keep moving. This isn’t over.


Sullivan and I are the only ones left. The moment I’ve dreaded is finally here. 


Sullivan…


He waits a few yards from me, kneeling. At least that’s what I think he’s doing, until I realize his legs are gone and his good arm is partially eaten. I stumble to a stop in front of him, breathing hard enough to choke.


Blood pools in his mouth. “What are you waiting for?” he slurs. “Do you think I’d let you live?”


I sway where I stand, my eyes burning. 


He’s trying to alleviate my guilt. 


It doesn’t work. 


The tip of my sword finds his heart and pierces it clean through as the first of his tears spills across his battered face. 


Those who are scared always cry.


The crowd is on their feet. I keep still, watching Sullivan’s body bleeding out. A new bar of brutality has been raised in the arena today, and rage freezes the blood in my veins.


My gaze lifts to the audience, to the bloodthirsty crowd that cheered as I killed my friend. Some of them are horrified. Others are crying. But they make up the minority. Row after row of spectators are screaming with joy at my victory. 


“Bloodguard!” they chant over and over.


They want me to celebrate with them. I won’t. 


Instead, I cut away a section of Sully’s hair, clutching every strand in my fist as I stand before the crowd. I turn to the royal box, searching for the High Lord with an unspoken threat that he will one day die upon my sword as well. But my eyes latch onto the brown-haired elf’s instead. Did she come back to watch me be torn apart? 


Well, too damn bad, lady.


When she bows in respect, I all but stop breathing, then mentally shake myself. I refuse to believe there’s an ounce of admiration in her cold heart. I walk right out of the arena. 


Hope is the only thing that can kill a gladiator like me, and I’m not dying today.










Chapter 6


Leith


I grit my teeth. After everything I endured in the arena, the tattoo the frail mage emblazons into my skin should be nothing. But since the moment the magical needle pierced my forearm, beginning to trace the lines of a sword, I understood the full meaning of pain all over again. 


My body wants to pull away, every injury screaming at once for mercy. But I keep still. I’ve won my first Bloodguard match. It’s technically an honor to have this coveted symbol on my forearm. If I win the next three, I’ll be allowed to add a vine of thorns that wraps its way down the length of the blade, a rose, and a crown that circles the hilt.


When completed, the tattoo will grant me royal status and mark me as Bloodguard—a very rich, very powerful, and very dangerous noble. I swallow the bile rising in my throat at what I had to do today to earn this mark. This symbol was once a badge of honor. Now, it serves no purpose so well as to remind the world—and myself—that I’m a killer.


Once the mage is finished, I head straight to the barn and dunk my arm in the horse’s trough. The stable boy gives me ample berth as I lean into it and splash the fresh wound with water. Nags have drunk from here for the better part of the day, and I doubt anyone has thought to clean it recently. But I won’t complain. It eases the sting and floods me with relief.


I stare at the mark. A sword, pointing downward. It’s strong and powerful and should make me feel the same. But all I can think about is Sullivan. 


He wore the same symbol. 


And it made no difference in the end. 


I reach into my pocket to assure myself Sullivan’s hair is still where I shoved it earlier as I left the arena floor. The first chance I get, I’ll bury it someplace Sullivan would’ve liked. Not in the arena, nor in these crowded stables beneath it. And not in the dirty barracks where we sleep with our backs to the wall so no one can surprise us. That place reeks of piss and rotting flesh and all the sins we’ve committed. 


Sullivan deserves better, even if those quarters were where our friendship began.


A fresh wave of pain hits me hard in the chest. The worst kind of pain. Grief. But I swallow the bitter taste before it shows on my face. 


The familiar sound of wheels bumping across the cobblestones pulls my attention toward the stable entrance.


After my fight, a human guard told me someone wanted to speak to me and not to return to the barracks yet. It’s likely a noble who wants me to wash his hunting dogs, chop his firewood, or some other shit they’re too good to do. The pay for tasks like that is almost as piddling as what we get for winning, but even one coin is one more to help my little sister. 


Yet, when I glance to the open gates, I see it’s just another wagon full of gladiators, fresh from their presentation to the royal box. Looks like they will be going out as usual in pairs, no free-for-all this time. 


I wonder if my win took the High Lord down a notch, and now they’re having to slow the matches to cover the House’s losses. I can only hope.


The wagon jostles as the other fighters hop off. Most are humans, dwarves, and elves, but one person I recognize is Luther, a giant. 


His throat bubbles with boils like those that covered Sullivan, and he grimaces when he scratches them. Fresh blood and pus trickle down his neck, adding to the dry streaks painting his vest. 


The guards ease away from the giant. They don’t know what disease he has—they only know they don’t want it. They also don’t want to piss him off. Everyone knows Luther killed a bull with his bare hands during his first fight. It was a similar transgression to feed his family that got him imprisoned and thrown into the games in the first place. 


As I watch, the group of gladiators is led in the direction of the pens. This is how the matches usually go: each gladiator is thrown into the arena only two or three at a time. Luther should make it. Although it’s hard to tell sometimes, and I’ve been wrong before. 


The stable boy returns to offer me a bucket of water, and I put it to my mouth, drinking hard. The rest, I pour over my head. It’s only enough to refresh me, not fully wash Sullivan’s blood from my hands.


My eyes remain on the gladiators as they pass. I make a show of stretching my muscles so the nearby guards don’t cause a fuss. We’re not supposed to speak to those in line to fight, but I’m damn well speaking to Luther. I start moving toward him, past the row of stalls.


Luther is small for a giant, maybe nine feet tall and half as wide. He walks from side to side on short, tree-trunk legs. Like most giants, the dense musculature of his chest and arms, along with the weight of his large head, bows his hips outward. 


I’m almost to the end of the stable when Luther’s small brown eyes shift to mine. I press my boot against a wooden plank, pretending to tie the torn laces. 


“Where they?” Luther asks. Protruding jaws often make it hard for giants to speak human languages, so they keep their sentences short.


He means the group I arrived with. “They threw us all in together,” I spit through my teeth.


“All?” he repeats.


The men closest to us crane their necks in our direction. “Oi. Oi!” Ned, an elf, yells ahead. “They just threw everyone in.”


The commotion draws the attention of the guards, who stare at Luther and me but don’t draw their weapons. The gladiators in the holding pens start to quiet at the realization that they, too, could have been in the group fight, except for some lucky reason the wagon they came in on was spared. 


I glance at the tattoo on my arm. None in this lot bear one. Maybe killing them off quickly is less of a priority.


More likely, they intended everyone in my match to die. This wagon would’ve comprised round two and had very different odds.


The House always wins, but that doesn’t stop the people of Arrow from trying to improve their station. I get it. I was gambling, too, when I signed on to become a Bloodguard.


Drool pools on Luther’s bottom lip as he forms his next word. “Sullivan?” he asks.


Long words are hard for him, so the fact he gets a multisyllabic name out shows how important the question is to him. 


Hearing Sullivan’s name beats up what’s left of my insides. I shake my head. There’s nothing more to say.


Luther bows his head, his heavy and scruffy brow burying his beady eyes. He’s grieving for Sullivan. It’s brief, but it’s there.


More guards arrive. I give Luther my back then. I may want to rage for Sullivan, but that rage can’t help him now.


I look to the entrance again, wondering about my mystery visitor. I wish he’d hurry it up so I can get on with my day or, at the very least, leave this foul place. 


Instead, a small voice catches my attention. 


“I want to be you when it’s my time.” 


It’s the stable boy again. There are deep-set scars branching across his bald head, fresh pink injuries in addition to older ones. The poor kid has been beaten for years. 


He backs away when he catches my scowl. I want to scream at him, tell him he’s a fool for desiring any part of the gladiator life. But I’m the fool for signing up. And this kid’s been through enough violence. He doesn’t need me yelling at him, too.


“How old are you?” I ask. 


He tilts his head as though surprised I acknowledged him. “Almost fourteen, sir,” he says.


I thought he was maybe nine at most. He’s probably malnourished, which must have stunted his height.


He points to my forearm, where the fresh tattoo still burns. “I’m going to get a sword like you some day,” he says.


I attempt to soften my tone. He’s the same age as my oldest sister, Rose. It’s hard, though. My voice is still rough from battle. “What’s your name?” 


“Gunther,” he replies.


I bend to meet his gaze and press a hand to his shoulder. “I wish you all the best, Gunther.”


“You too, sir! Only three matches more.” Hope that I didn’t intend sparks to life in his soft brown eyes. He pumps his fist and chants as he leaves the stables, “Bloodguard. Bloodguard…”


“Make way!” one of the guards shouts as an elf on horseback rides into the stables. He’s all alone and not in finery, but I recognize him as one of the two men who’d not been cheering in the royal box earlier.


He dismounts, whispering something to his brown-and-white horse that keeps the animal in place. 


The lord doesn’t make a sound as he unhooks a large sack tethered to his saddle or as he moves forward. Elves are like that—silent, deadly, keenly skilled. Regardless, he’s no threat to me physically. I can see in his eyes that whatever fight this elf might’ve had in him is long gone. The lonely ones always give in.


“Congratulations on making it to the finals,” he says to me with a nod. He’s older, with dark-gray hair. “I’m Lord Jakeb.” He says it as though being from here is a right, not a privilege. He offers me the sack. “It’s Leith, right? Leith of Siertos?”


It’s Leith of Grey, which is within Siertos, but I don’t correct him. To people like him, everything beyond Arrow’s borders is of no importance.


I take the sack and lower it to my side, my eyes narrowing. “What’s this?”


“A set of clean clothes to celebrate your advancement,” Jakeb explains. “I hope they fit. I had to guess your size.”


“No, I can’t afford this,” I protest. No way am I adding more debt to my ledgers.


“It’s a gift,” Jakeb insists. “You don’t owe me a thing.”


I hold his gaze before asking, trepidation crawling over my skin, “Why?”


“To be kind,” Jakeb replies. The cunning I expect from the aristocracy skates across his features. He’s up to something. I just haven’t figured out what yet. He adds, “You’ve been through a lot.” 


“You think?” I ask, then laugh bitterly. 


Whatever the reason, I guess keep the free gifts coming. It’s the least these bastards can do. I sling the pack of clothes over my shoulder and level another pointed stare at Jakeb.


He takes a half step back as though realizing he’s too close for my comfort—or his. “I’d like to invite you to stay at my home. There’s plenty of food, a warm bed, and someone to see to your needs. If you have any hope of winning your next three matches, trust me, you’re going to need help.”


My stomach curdles. I don’t like this at all. I’ve had sponsorships before, but this feels…different. This elf doesn’t frequent the arena. He isn’t one of the heavy gamblers that sit along the rail, screaming for a win. Those patrons are easy to distinguish, and the kindness they show us is only to ensure they have an edge for their next bet. This elf… I don’t know what his angle is.


But…a warm bed and food… This bag of clothes he’s handed me alone could resell for a pretty price. My sister Dahlia needs anything she can get. Just because I can’t trust this man doesn’t mean I can’t find a way to turn his agenda to my advantage.


“All right,” I tell him carefully. “Make me a blood oath that there are no charges or fees to be tacked onto my ledger for any kindness you offer, and I accept.”


“As you wish,” he says. From deep within his robes, he produces a dagger and slices his palm, muttering the words elves use to form the binding oath. When he’s done, he offers me his hand. I take it, keeping my attention on his eyes and not on the words traveling from his hand and into my arm, making the small hairs tingle as his oath disappears into my skin. 


Once finished, he uses a cloth to wipe the dagger and his hand clean. “Let’s move along, shall we? I’ve already sent word of your arrival.”


I pause. “What if I’d said no?”


Jakeb chuckles. “Oh, my daughter isn’t one to take no for an answer.”


His daughter? I see. I knew there was more to the bargain. He might not be charging me coin for his kindness, but it appears I do have a duty to oblige. There are worse fates. The aristocracy are hedonistic and think nothing of paying for a good time. If fucking his daughter is the “payment” Jakeb expects for not sleeping in the barracks and pissing in a bucket tonight, I’ll screw his daughter all night long. 


Jakeb leaps onto his horse and motions with his hand. 


Gunther walks forward with a spotted moon horse, overjoyed by leading such a fine steed. The mare’s nose has a splash of white, as do her hindquarters. Gunther offers me the reins. I don’t take them. This is a test, and one I should use care to pass.


Jakeb laughs, the sound strangely absent of the evil I expect from someone of his status. “You’ll need a horse when you’re Bloodguard. Her name is Star. She’s a good one, smart and obedient. If you like her, she’s yours when you win. If you don’t like her, give her back to me.” Humor leaves his features. “There will come a time when royals will offer you gold in exchange for favors. Use your earnings to buy a grander steed if you prefer.” He seems to think about what he’s saying. “Choose your allegiances wisely. Not all those in Arrow are as they appear.”


The same could be said of him, but I just nod and take the reins. I’m not the best horseman. My only experience comes from riding nags to plow fields. 


So I take a deep breath, shove my boot into the metal stirrup, and pull myself up and over the saddle, biting back a groan of pain from the sudden jostling of my ribs. The arena definitely broke a few bones today. Not to mention what was left of my soul. But I pay neither any mind as I grip the reins tighter.


Jakeb gives me his back, urging his steed forward, and I follow. One guard bows his head as we pass, but the other shakes his head. Whatever.


After we leave the complex, Jakeb urges his moon horse into a canter, and my mount follows with little effort. The mare has an even gait, but still, every bump and clop of her hooves rattles my broken body, and I struggle not to pass out from the pain. We turn onto the road that leads away from this hell, toward the forest lands just outside the city, and I gather my wits, focusing on everything as we pass. 


Grass and wildflowers bend away from the wide road like a parting sea. My mother has never seen a flower. Neither had I until I arrived in Arrow. She’d only heard they were pretty. It’s why she named my sisters Rose and Dahlia—she wanted to say she’d held a flower in her lifetime. Most of the kingdoms outside of Arrow are poor, the people fighting over the few scraps of food they’re able to scrabble out of the dead earth. A flower would feel like a betrayal.


When I become Bloodguard, I’ll buy my mother flowers every day if it makes her smile. I frown, taking note that as we travel farther out of town, the blooms have begun to wilt, their colors not as vivid. Weird.


My stomach twists, and I can’t help but wonder if this is a bad omen.










Chapter 7


Maeve


My heart nearly soared out of my chest as I watched the final gladiator rise from the sandy arena floor victorious. An hour later, I’m back in my bedroom and my insides are still twisted in knots, the image of the tall fighter covered head to toe in sweat and dirt and blood burned in my mind.


Our little estrellas chitter as they bounce along my bed like the little non-magical lemurs they resemble, their soft calico fur bristling as they watch the two smallest ones fight it out for the pillow.


“Bethina, Tibeta, behave,” I admonish. “There’s plenty of room—”


Quick steps racing up the stone stairs of the manor have me whipping around. My sister, Giselle, appears, her straight, honey-colored hair all a flutter, her matching eyes wild.


“It’s all over the city. Filip’s dead?” she gasps.


I barely catch her before she stumbles into my room and lands on the dark wood floor. Her escalated voice sends the estrellas into a frenzy, small but mighty claws scratching the floor as they chase one another. “Giselle, be careful!”


“I need to be careful?” she demands, allowing me to steady her. “Maeve, your birthday will be here in less than three months. What are we going to do now?”


My twenty-first birthday. When I’ll be old enough to take the throne…provided I’ve married well.


My sister is only a few months younger than me, but at barely over five feet, she’s short for an elf. I tower over her. It shouldn’t matter, but because of her petite frame and her other, um, abilities, I’ve always felt protective of her.


My fingers brush across her cheek, smoothing her long hair behind an ear. “You don’t look well,” I say. “Did you take the elixir I made?”


“Yes, but I threw it up,” she says, her wide eyes unblinking.


“Why?”


“Because it tasted like shit.”


I sigh. “It’s not supposed to be tasty. I developed it to suppress some of your…issues.” 


Oh, there’s that questioning eyebrow lift Giselle is known for. “Well, that’s one way to put it.”


I quiet. “Did you give some to Papa, like I asked?” She nods. “Oh, good.”


“No. Not good.” She grimaces. “He threw it all up. Because it tastes like shit.”


I want to laugh. If only this were a laughing matter. Instead, I step away from her and groan. “How is he?”


Her petite features soften with palpable sadness. “Terrible, Maeve, just awful. What are we going to do?”


“It’s not we. It’s me. And I’ve already come up with a new plan.” I cross my arms, tilting my chin up. “I’m going to marry a Bloodguard.” 


Giselle nods thoughtfully, flopping onto my fluffy white bed now free of estrellas. When she turns her head, I know she’s ready to talk, or at the very least tear my idea apart. “What size?” she asks.


My brows knit together. “What size Bloodguard?” I question.


“What size coffin, Maeve? Are you mad?” She throws her arms out for emphasis. “Bloodguards kill, like, everything and anyone in their path. And you want to marry one?”


My spine stiffens as I straighten to my full height. “If that’s what it takes to free Papa, I’ll do it.”


“Which Bloodguard, Maeve? Ditrese the bear shifter is on wife number three, due to the ‘accidental’ demises of the first two.” She blows out a breath. “Damn shame. You would have loved shaving his back twice a week.”


“Giselle…”


She holds out a finger. “Oh, there’s Aeet, the mage, but while she likes women, she’s so traumatized from the arena, she won’t leave her cottage. A million gold coins. That’s how much she won. And she’s used all of it to fortify her home against, well, everyone.” She lifts her head. “No one who’s tried to enter it has yet returned. Are you planning to be the first?”


“Giselle,” I say.


“And let’s not forget Situ. ‘Where are my toes? Where are my toes? Has anyone seen my toes? I’ll kill you for hiding my toes!’ I mean, how many times can you tell a wizard he ate his own toes before he starts to believe you?” 


“That’s just a rumor.”


“Is it, Maeve?” She shakes her head, quieting me as she repositions against the pillows. “There are only five Bloodguards in Arrow, all either dangerous to you or dangerously loyal to the regent. The other two moved as far away from the arena as they could go. And can you blame them?”


“No,” I admit. My sister is right. Seven Bloodguards in my lifetime… Seven deeply traumatized individuals, the latest two faithfully serving Vitor. “All that senseless death…” 

OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Bloodguard



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			More from Cecy Robson



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			WARNING



			MAP



			Contents



			Chapter 1



			Chapter 2



			Chapter 3



			Chapter 4



			Chapter 5



			Chapter 6



			Chapter 7



			Chapter 8



			Chapter 9



			Chapter 10



			Chapter 11



			Chapter 12



			Chapter 13



			Chapter 14



			Chapter 15



			Chapter 16



			Chapter 17



			Chapter 18



			Chapter 19



			Chapter 20



			Chapter 21



			Chapter 22



			Chapter 23



			Chapter 24



			Chapter 25



			Chapter 26



			Chapter 27



			Chapter 28



			Chapter 29



			Chapter 30



			Chapter 31



			Chapter 32



			Chapter 33



			Chapter 34



			Chapter 35



			Chapter 36



			Chapter 37



			Chapter 38



			Chapter 39



			Chapter 40



			Chapter 41



			Chapter 42



			Chapter 43



			Chapter 44



			Chapter 45



			Chapter 46



			Chapter 47



			Chapter 48



			Chapter 49



			Chapter 50



			Chapter 51



			Chapter 52



			Chapter 53



			Chapter 54



			Chapter 55



			Chapter 56



			Chapter 57



			Chapter 58



			Chapter 59



			Chapter 60



			Chapter 61



			Chapter 62



			Chapter 63 



			Chapter 64



			Chapter 65



			Chapter 66



			Chapter 67



			Chapter 68



			Chapter 69



			Epilogue



			Acknowledgments



			Stay in touch...



			Hodderscape











  



OEBPS/OPF/hmfile_hash_2b801bc9.png
HODDERSCAPE





OEBPS/OPF/clip0002.png





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
ERAUNIET. IS N T TS TH@INE

BLOODGUARD

~

-

INTERNATIONAL AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR

CaEeCod e RAGRBESL G N





