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I can't help the slight sinking feeling in my gut as the horn's linal note

fades cln the wind, reminding me there's a real chance I won't ever hear

that sound again. The arena is unpredictable as fuck.

The u,agon 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 nearl1, spat on my boot-but he just

gflns.

Like me, he's human. Unlike me, his skin is lighter and his hair is

the color of faded straw. M.v 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 rhe boils thickening his throat above his armor.

Sullivan is a tough old lighter. 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 br: a swordsmith," he once told me. "Spend my life making

weapons I'll never need again." FIis blue eyes had shifted to mine. "What

aboul -vou, 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 victorjes. For the next two victories he

u,ins, he'l1 get a rose and a crown-and finally his freeclom again. Luck,v

biistard.

I shift my weight on the hard bench as the chants get faster and faster.
" Blo o dguard ! B LO O D G{.IARD ! "

A,voung 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, r.r,ln for the glory!"'
"Glorv never did the dead much good," I grumble.
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'At least they fed us todaY." Su

been sick for weeks and strugglin

that will get you killed around he

The wizard on the bench acr,

though. He frowns at Sullivan.the

the man's smooth, white face.

"'What's wrong? Does m1'sPi

'Get over it. You're just as SCreE-e,

Sparks of magic light the wiz
".Why?" Sullivan challenges'

-rrourself."
The wizard lunges, and I ran

back into his seat.

"Save it for the afena," I *'arn

The wizard gapes at me. He lil

Most don't, which is why I've sur

Sullivan nudges 1ns. "Pamn I

that magic, ain't it, Leith?" IIis sn

he shattered it during his last fisl
Cracking it over an ogre's sh

him the win and a spot among th

My glare keeps the wizard ir
All the rage and bitterness pulsinr

my features. Ifis features reflect t

He doesn't stand a chance si
The rules allow us to use anra

the match starts. But even if a sta

and daggers we're offered, the r
power to it. He's starved and wei

"I-I have a family," he steml

children who need me."

Wizards, like elves and otl

conceiving, so he likely has no cl

won't flnd any here.

Sullivan laughs, as do the otl

into the wizard's dirty face.
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Figures.'Ihose who are scared always crv.

I don't laugh or sympathize. \\'e all have loved ones. It doesn't make

him special.

My chest tightens just thinking of my little sister. her body' ravaged

bv illness and lot enough coin for a proper healer, but I quickly shake

off the useless emotion. Shc 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 trv
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 mone)' to send home lured me, just

the same as all the othcr gladiators in this cage. to the u,ealthier kingdom

of Arrow. And at first. this really lvas a iand that surpassed my drearls.

But onlv a month after I arrived. an assassination attempt on the

queen lett her in a coma. and in a blink. qone were the games intendcd

to "train" the finest lvarriors in Olcl Erth. Gone were the days of hearty

meals and opportunities to heal and rest. And gone werc the cheers for

besting a competitor without a death blow.

Decrepit and filthr, conditions claim rnost of us norv.'fhe arena claims

the rest.Those left standing are relvardcd with fairy elm soup that never

quite satiates our hunger and a pittance per win. But...even a pittance

helps our famiiies, and cold broth is stili food.

Eyes on the prize ,I remind myself.

I btjrik up at the coliseurn as it tinally becornes visible from my spot

in the corner of the wagon. A showy display of elven architecture, the

sladium is made of glittering stone. Archways mark several spectator

entrances. each one with a statue of a difTerent Bloodguard-the name

originally coined for the lirst eight generals in Arrow's army-standing
quard at the top.'Ihe main entrancc boasts the largest statuc of all: a

phoenix. the symbol of this empire.
"\'ou can almost taste victorv, eh'1" Sullivan's words echo nrv 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.

Stili. he onlv has trvo matches left. Four for me. Four more out of what

felt like an insurmountable hundred. and I'll win the title of Rloodguard.

I'll be a citizen of Arrow. I'11 he rich. And I will have evervthing I'll ever

r{re

need-and so will rny famih,
'fhe tall. broad-chested n.i,-,

that stretches under the colr:; ,..

and staging areas, but a cra;k
steeds cast a faint glolv like rn. .

are extra-long and their haur:
pull our heavy wagon.

Moments later" we^re in:t-:
reprieve from the suffocatrr:
before the humid stench of 1',r. :

"Fuck me. that's arvful. S -.

nose. I don't bother.

Eventually. the horsc. pu

side of the stands and or.rto .r.
again, as though thov can tir:'..

"It's been said that the :* -

rvhite as the snow on the mi, -
rvith awe. New Guy [1uSt \ r' i, . '

As a group, we eve th- -. .
brutality, only a fleld of sick," :

The carriage driver CUI-Si: :l
they trudge forward, jerkinr i-.
hide my grimace.

"What do vou think ther .

absentlv scratching under his :.
"Maybe a pair of fire elk.-

gray braid suggests, rubbin,s h;
from Canvcll will burn thro,.rc:

"It could be anything." I ar.
Usually. we're paired to n:

they like to throw in a feu'bc.,.: -

not a rule, everyone knou.s thc ;.

the more shit they give vou ti,

I puil in a deep breath rn;
have made it to Bloodguard :t. :

-{rrow.
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"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.

"Bloodguardt B lo o dguard !"
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 insigniflcant.

Specks of dust along an illustrious painting. Mere saplings in a forest of

gargantuan trees.

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

I sit back, gruntilg 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 after 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

s ill 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 todav.

No one.

$:
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ocusrng on the upcomtls -
over my left hand s'ith n- " ,,

The wealth among thc .'r '', -
stands stretch above the stone '-

rows at the top. is a sea ol iLr,
u'hereas the center ring. the \1ri-
apparel seems mere scraps u h;r- .

flaunts. Clothing of the flnest s,,..

cold. turns those seats practic.

Eight sets of wide stairs ;:,
and bet takers wearing brisht-r -

collecting wagers in exchanse ,,-

a look at us wheeling into the ;.,
for each fighter, our pictures par

the highest ring, flag after flac ..

I can't help but SC&II pzSl ;;:
face-and the odds being ad ;.-
Shir. Since Sully only has ttr o n. -

the pot is especially high-ani .
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Fortunes will be made today. And lost.

Sullivan follows nry line of sight and growis low irr his chest. "Fuckers."

Normalll'. we'd be happy for the favorable spread, hoping to make

a few extra coins ourselt es 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.

Evervthing in Arrorv is crooked-and the High Lord and his sott

most of all.

At last, the moon horses whinny as they're pulled to a stop in front

of the Regenl of Arrow's persona[ box with four rows starting eight feet

above the arena floor' Close enough that the ro1'als can soak in the blood

and violence but still at a safe distance. T'heir bnx, too, is decorated with

the ima.ee 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 ttrre aristocracy touches.

To heer the stories. the.v waited decades for the mythical bird to rise

again after claiming victory over Arrorv's enemies tind clying in the final

battle.

But it never did.

Seems absurd to continue to idolize the creature, but then again, I
hnd most of the things tilese royals do to be tr-ivolous.

The rusty wagon door is vanked open by a guard, and one by one we

spill out and stand in trvo rows, the crorvd gleefullv 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 [e ast 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

roval box.

The next ferv minutes ivill decide if I have a chance to live-or die.

The High Lord's bet maker, a short human rvith round spectacles on

the trp of his nose end a scarcity of white hair flutfed out over his ears.

olances at each of us and then weighs our fates on his ledger.

\\-ith a flourish. he hands the parchment to High Lord Vitor. the ruling

Regent of Arrou'. u'ho is sitting in the first row, as his stalus demands. The

o -.-.-'
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High Lord glances down at the s

wide braid that starts on the top c

sharp contrast against the pale ski

than forty years old, but elves ter

no telling how old he really is. He

flowing silk pants and vest-in er

me it's to showcase his rather un-

else.

Everything this man does scr

The High Lord turns to his s

other for a beat. No words are

brewing between the two men h
of his head and turns back to tht
short man and shoves the ledger

reach into his hairline as he take

few sweeping lines with his quill
Something in the High Lord'

my neck lifting.
He turns left and snaps sor

General Soro, who looks like a r

playing dress-up today in full n
medals shaped like buttons decor

tunic. Of course, the "general'' ha

title being self-proclaimed and a:

Father and son exchange she

before the High Lord's attentior
clearly dismissed from his thour

catches mine, a cruel twist edgns

he can't wait to cheer on my deat

Sullivan nudges me, pulling r

drop my hand. He motions with
with us and murmurs, "I have a

me with today."

Apparently, he's missed the e:

instead spent his time sizing up tt
is thick-limbed, tough-skinned. a
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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 flrst 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 $/ere 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 readv Leith?'' Sullivan asks.

Ready to die'? Or read1, 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 deceptivelv strong"'fhe newer contpetitors. a minotaur and a

wolverine shifter, ioin them and bulge their muscles. They're all trying

to persuade the crowd to bet more, thinking they'll earn more that u'ay.

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 injurv 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

voung 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 Iike some fluffed-up peacock, but it's clear he is thrilled to be in the

roval box today and coveting Soro's attention. He gestures to the two

hnes of fighters below him, and the pair shares another laugh, making

me consider my idea to set the box on fire again.

To l-ord 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

tel=i:
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age with long, black braids, the s

favored by the military here. The

others. They're not even rushing I

Suddenly, all four men's heat

light-brown skin and high cheekt

She's tall and generously cur

she walks along the flrst row and,

way she carries herself, I'd mistat

plain black hooded cape is drape

blue dress, tastelessly unadorned

As she sits gracefully in the

older elf to her left reaches out. c:

settles, she removes her hood an

one pointed ear. This woman is p

Small, raised burn marks star

and branching out as they slope

more damage along her chest. but

her body makes it too hard to tel

Elves are long-lived and hea

skin marred so severely.

Lord Peacock shakes his hea

hood back over her hair and att

removes her hood again, glaring

Soro leans around Lord Peac

grits her jaw and crosses her arm
to pummel both of them. A satir

mouth, whatever barb he intent

leans back in his seat.

I watch as she carefully smc

her focus just above our heads a

contact with those beneath her st

height, my flsts clenching and er

see me.

Like she can hear my thougl

collide.

Her eyes are flxed on mine r

:
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need to. The earth is moving beneath our leet y'rr us.

She's no more than twelve feet away. onlY a few feet above me, so

close I almosl 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 rvhen I raise one evebrou, in return. An
emotion I haven't seen in so long l'm almost not sttre I'nr seeing it now

flits across her delicate features. For a moment, barelv a fairy's breath,

I'm not a weapon or a face soon to be forgotten. I'm just i1 rna[.

Damn. I haven't felt this human in vcars...until she lifts her chin up

and away, as though I've been dismissed. And I'm slammed back inlo

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 ntJ' arms. calling out to the

woman, "What's wrong. princess? Feeling a little dirty that y<lu like r,vhat

you see?"

She jerks her attention to her left, arvay from Lord Peacock. and

pretends she wasn't iust eye-fucking me a minute ago. Her companion

deepens his scowl at me.

"You think you calr beat me?" I challenge him, my knuckles cracking

as I rviden my stance. "Step inside and le1'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 inlo me.

Lord Peacock leaps up, re aching for the hilt of his sword. She stands.

too, pulling at his alm and speaking fast. The lord shakes her off and

moves forward, his foot on the low stone ledge, appearing rcad,v to take

me on.

Nobles can challenge anyone who offends them, cven a gladiator.

But if that noble does so within the confines of the arena, they agree to

fl_sht to the death,iust like us.

"Fi1ip. Filip-don'1do this," she begs kruder" "Please.I need vou!''

To bu1' her statelier dresses, no doubt.

The commotion draws the attention of High Lord Vitor, r'vho looks

CECY

like he's about to step in when hi
cruel smile dancing in his eves. an

can't quite make out. Lord Peacocl

the stone ledge.

"You'll pay for that disrespect.

his shoulders tensing.

The two lords beside the bror

they aren't fast enough.

Lord Peacock leaps into the art

directed right at me. He swings ar

a right hook. My punch isn't enou

to stun him into dropping his ss-o

just as he rights himself.

The steel is of the flnest qualit

I barely feel more than a bump as

:'
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