

 Cecy Robson is an international and award-winning author who is published with Penguin, Random House, and now Entangled Publishing's new imprint, Red Tower Books. Cecy became the first college graduate in her family and has worked as a registered nurse for twenty-three years. In her free time, Cecy creates magical worlds, heart-stopping romance, and young adult adventure. You can find Cecy laughing, crying, and cheering on her characters as she pens her next story.





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 10

Maeve

I mix a new batch of peels and leaves in a bowl and move toward the gladiator—the heavily muscled, naked gladiator. With my head held high, I sprinkle the contents onto the water’s surface, beginning with the area over his groin.

“Something troubling you, Maeve?” he asks. “You seem distracted.”

Good stars. Sometimes there just aren’t enough orange peels in the world.

He chooses to look up at me then and smirk. Of course, even his smirk sets my pulse thrumming. 

I return to my workstation. I must fix him. Not fixate on his body. 

“Nice place,” he says, taking in his surroundings.

“It’s where I work,” I reply. “Now quiet and let the herbs do their job. I need you slightly numb.” If he’s drugged enough, I should be able to treat him. And if I treat him well, he’ll see that we’d make a good team. He scratches my back…damn, his hands are huge…and I’ll do some scratching of my own. 

“What are you thinking?” he rumbles.

I blush, because clearly I haven’t humiliated myself enough.

“Oh, I see…” he says. 

He winks at me, and I almost drop the jar I’ve pulled from the shelf. Gladiators don’t wink. They don’t flirt. They puncture chests and make their opponents eat their own lungs. 

I shoot him a glare, then take a deep breath. He’s not weak, and he doesn’t act like he’s hurting, even with so many injuries. He’s simply—

Spectacular, if I’m honest.

I grip the sides of the stone table and bow my head, giving myself time to settle. When I’ve gathered my fortitude, I turn and say, “All right, Keith. This might hurt a little.”

His eyes are closed, but he still manages to growl, “It’s Leith, and there’s nothing you can do to me that I haven’t felt before.”

Based on all the scars marring his body, I’m sure it’s true. “You’re a mess,” I admit, and his eyes snap open. “In order to heal you, I must lance and drain the wounds your body failed to fully mend.”

“I thought you were just treating the current ones.” His face could chill even the harshest winter. “How long will it take all this shit to heal?” 

“Probably a week.” 

He doesn’t like what I said. “I don’t have a week. They could call me back tomorrow.”

Which is true. Gladiators don’t have a posted schedule, and some can go weeks between bouts. Soro once told me they do that to whip the betting into a frenzy when a favorite reappears, but looking at the bleak expression Leith is currently trying to hide, I think it might be to break the fighters’ spirits as much as their bodies. 

I lift my chin. “You can’t fight with your body this wounded,” I say, matching his sharp tone.

“Wounds have never stopped me before, and they sure as sin won’t stop me now.” 

No…they probably won’t. “Well, if that’s what you want, fine.” I sigh. 

He doesn’t say anything for a long while. I don’t, either. I can’t treat him without his consent. It’s unethical. 

Finally, he mutters, “You can heal me fully?”

“I’ll do my best.”

He studies me closely. I don’t know what he sees, but for once, he doesn’t have much to say. He just stares at me for several long moments, judging his options—judging me. Then he mumbles, “Fine.”

I shudder and hope that I really can help him as much as I claim. As committed as I am to healing, I’m incapable of miracles. 

I couldn’t save my grandmother. I couldn’t heal myself fully. I can’t seem to help Giselle.

“Lean forward and let me see your back.” When he does, his skin stretches out like a map, a landscape riddled with war and pain and fire—burns, so many burns. My fingertips inadvertently pass along the scars on the right side of my jaw. I wish I could remember more about that day. All I remember are flames and pain. So much pain. Sometimes, I swear I can feel it still.

And still my scars are nothing compared to those Leith bears.

How is this man alive? When I’m queen, I’ll free Papa, and we will end these games forever. 

I dip my fingers into the paste I made, strengthening the mixture by adding the purple dust from aja mushrooms. It took months for me to find a fairy circle strong enough to grow them, but even then, I only found three and collected two. 

Aja mushrooms are one of the only things that can heal not only a late-stage infection but the charred flesh that, under non-magical circumstances, would take months to painstakingly regrow. 

An ache builds in my bones—that feeling of doubt that plagues me more than I wish. But if I am to be queen, there can never be doubt. Only action. 

I shake off the fear. This mixture is potent, and it must be formulated just right. If I somehow missed a step, it will not only kill the infection. It will kill him. 

The ingredients sparkle, brightening the paste. I exhale with relief. That’s a good sign. 

I apply the mixture to his left hand, starting with a stab wound straight through his palm—it may be too late to preserve full mobility in that hand—and onto the series of gashes crisscrossing his arms. He doesn’t even flinch as I attend to these injuries. 

But his jaw clenches when I move to his back. There’s a large wound on his shoulder that the dragon fire only partially cauterized. Whatever made that gash dug deep. He’s lucky to be alive.

He hisses as I glide my finger along the inflamed lesions and the deep burns. The paste is working as I intended. It sizzles across the skin, eating away at the damaged tissue and stirring new skin to form. 

He grips the edge of the bathtub tighter. 

Come on, heal…

The scar bursts open, and I gasp. 

Leith twitches but otherwise remains still. I’d expected to find more injured tissue. I hadn’t expected to find a pus-filled sac at the base. 

“Uh…this might sting a little,” I warn, trying not to gag. 

With a sickening pop, yellow fluid mixed with spots of green oozes out. 

My face puckers, and I struggle for balance. It’s only because of the pain he’s in that he doesn’t notice my reaction. Good. Despite my chosen specialty and unusually strong stomach, this is all sorts of disgusting.

The cleaning stone absorbs the contaminants like a sponge, rapidly pulling them in and keeping the water clean. I’ve never treated someone this injured before. Not even close.

With a trembling hand, I add more paste.

Then add some more.

In fact, I keep adding paste like his life depends on it—because it does. Honestly, the color drains from his skin and mine. “Ah, this might add to your discomfort.”

“Discomfort is stubbing a toe,” he seethes. “Am I going to have a fucking shoulder by the time you’re done?”

I take another good look and consider how much paste I have left. 

“Um, maybe?” I offer.

“Maybe?” he barks back. Tremors rack his frame. He grips the edge of the bath even tighter, his knuckles discoloring. “Do you even know what you’re doing?”

“Yes.” Usually. I close my mouth tightly. It’s better than vomiting on my patient. That has to be a rule, right? Thou shall not hurl on thy patient? 

I order my body to settle. He still needs me, and I can’t stop now. 

His right shoulder makes an odd twitch. There’s an eruption of fluid and—

Yes!

Leith jerks forward, and I crouch at the side of the tub. As hard as I’m breathing, his respiration is deeper and dangerously fast. His eyes are wild, and I’m certain he’ll collapse. But then his breathing slows, and relief floods me from head to toe. 

“What the blazes just happened?” he groans between gritted teeth.

If I wasn’t clutching the side of the tub for balance, I’d applaud. “Fresh blood is spilling from the wound.”

“Wonderful,” he mutters. “Indeed, miraculous news.”

I shift to my knees and begin to gently cleanse the wounds with a sponge. “Don’t worry. Nothing a good leeching won’t fix.”

“Leeching?” Water sloshes over the edges of the tub as he twists to gape at me, and I can’t help it—I start to giggle.

“I’m joking,” I say with a strangled laugh. “The next time you’re in the city, see about buying a sense of humor.”

“You seriously expect me to laugh? Now?”

“No,” I say, managing a smile. “But some gratitude would be nice.”

He grumbles something that may or may not be about my mother. I don’t let him catch my grin this time. Squeezing the sponge, I stream water over the wounds to make sure all the infection is gone. 

Leith rolls his shoulder, still looking groggy, and adjusts his back. His voice is gravelly following the stress on his body. “You helped me.”

I wag a finger at him. “And saved your life. You’re welcome, big guy.” 

He grumbles again. Surely, it’s a compliment about my incredible skills. 

My, there are so many scars layered one on top of another, it’s difficult to discern where one ends and the next begins. I give him a moment before I slather paste over the patches of fragile, textured skin marring his back, the scars that most closely resemble my own, then tend the wound on the back of his head and what must be at least two cracked ribs.

By the time I finish treating him, the twilight owls have begun welcoming mother moon.

Leith rises when I do, steadier on his feet than he was before. That’s a good sign. His attention wanders to the cleaning stone that went from white to a sickly green throughout the course of his care. 

“That was all inside me?” he asks.

“Yes,” I admit. 

He’s only a few feet away, giving me a clear view of butt cheeks capable of snapping a wand in half and making a wish. Beads of water glide over muscle as his bare feet slap against the wood floorboards. His wavy hair teases his spine right between his shoulder blades. The new skin that’s replacing the burns remains pink and fresh and will need more time to toughen up. 

I take a deep breath and swallow as heat flares up my neck and over my face. Leith is beautiful in the scariest way possible. I pass him a thick towel, trying to appear professional and failing miserably. 

He drags the towel down his face and wraps it around his waist. “Why did you do all this? I’m nothing to you.”

“That’s not true.” My voice quiets as I sweeten each word. “You’re the biggest pain in the ass I’ve ever treated.”

He chuckles in a way that sounds too good.

“Don’t laugh,” I say. “I don’t come cheap.”

He crosses his massive arms. “Jakeb made a blood oath that I wouldn’t owe him a thing.”

“I’m not my father,” I remind him, ignoring his death glare. “And the way I look at it, you owe me for my services and for killing my fiancé.”

“Fiancé?” he asks with one eyebrow raised and annoyance poignant in his tone. 

“That’s right.” 

When he doesn’t say anything, I take a deep breath and blurt out the question that’s been plaguing me since I first came up with this crazy idea. “Leith, will you marry me?”





Chapter 11

Leith

This woman…

A veil of inky lashes rests over blue eyes as exquisite and fathomless as the most perilous ocean. They swallow me whole, drowning me in want, desperation, and need. Strands of her mahogany hair tease the delicate skin of her face, the thickest piece crossing the scar along her jaw. She’s flushed from work and maybe more. She’s beautiful, perfect, and in-fucking-sane.

“Hell no,” I tell her.

Her jaw drops open. “You don’t have to say it like that. Believe it or not, I’m considered a catch.”

Without a word, I turn around, ready to walk back to the barracks.

She rushes to block my path and rams her hands on her hips. “Leith, you need me.”

Is she trying to be funny? “For what?” I ask.

“To become Bloodguard,” she insists. “You can’t do it without me.”

“Like hell I can’t.” I stomp toward her. I can break her in two, and she knows it, even though I’d never harm an innocent. And pain in the ass or not, she is definitely an innocent. If any royal can be, that is. I take another look at her. 

Maybe an innocent.

Maeve saw me take out her man in less time than it took him to land his feet in the arena. She saw me win that match with a dragon…and kill my friend. Remembering Sullivan and what he was to me—father, brother, family—pisses me off even more.

She doesn’t move, holding her ground. 

“I don’t need you to become Bloodguard,” I growl. “I don’t need you for anything. For three beastly years, I’ve managed fine all on my own.”

She scans my body from the top of my head to my feet. “Yeah. It shows.”

I ram my face in front of hers, the fury today stirred in me licking each word. “I’m alive, and I’m three matches away from being crowned. I did that. Me. With no help from anyone, especially a royal like you. I’m going to earn the money to save my family, and not just without your help—I’m going to earn it in spite of your kind.”

Maeve’s jaw tightens. I’ve offended her. Well, sugar breeches, just returning the favor.

Chunks of wet hair splatter water down my back when I whirl and reach for my discarded clothes. I barely have my pants tied when she speaks. 

“Vitor won’t let you become a royal,” she says softly. 

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I grunt. “Lord Dick and Baby Dick have tried to take me out for years.”

They came to the barracks once and chatted up the fighters. A few of the ogres and humans and trolls kissed their asses. Most of us—myself included—refused to look at them. I pointedly turned away when they strolled past. I recall Sullivan spitting at their feet. 

Maeve brushes off her hands and draws closer, her steps cautious despite the determination in her dainty features. “So far, they’ve failed,” she finishes for me.

“You’re damn right they failed,” I mutter. “And they’ll fail again. I’ll make those evil bastards weep blood for what they did to us.” 

“They won’t fail forever, Leith,” she tells me quietly. “In the last three years, those who became Bloodguard are absurdly loyal to Vitor. And those who weren’t… Well, there are none.”

I freeze, ready to accuse her of lying, but I think back to the last two crowned Bloodguard—both were barely winning until they weren’t. Then my mind shifts to the four who were on their way to winning their freedom—to Sullivan and the others—all dead now. An owl hoots in the distance. Farther away, another answers its call. The distraction provides just enough time for the healer’s words to hit me harder than they should. She inches closer but just out of my reach. 

The games are about money and power. I know that. I’m not ignoring what she said—I just can’t get past those men who thought they were close to achieving their dreams and yet had no idea how far they really were. 

Sullivan… He was supposed to become a Bloodguard. He was that close, and this is what they did to him. For daring to believe his fate was his own to claim. Pain floods my chest, and I grit my teeth.

Through the open window, the night breeze blows across my wet skin, but it’s not the temperature icing my veins. “Liars. You’re all liars. You take everything from us, even the right to decide our own fate in the end.”

Compassion, or maybe pity, softens Maeve’s expression. “I’m sorry, Leith.” 

She edges back, giving me more space, and I need it. When I finally do speak, hate has stripped me raw. “What can you do for me that I can’t do for myself?”

Her eyes widen, but there’s no hesitancy in her voice when she answers. “I can pay for information. I can get you the best weapons to give you the best opportunities—”

“How?” I ask.

She grimaces, but in a way that says I’m missing the obvious. “I have gold. I can buy favors from those who set up the games.”

“The match makers?” I question.

“No,” she admits. “I can’t trust people that high. Uncle Vitor controls them.”

I narrow my gaze to slits. “Uncle Vitor?” I growl. “Just who the hell are you, Maeve?”

She shakes her head. “He’s not really my uncle, of course. I’ve just known him my whole life. He was my grandmother’s favorite general, and more like family, so I guess the appellation stuck.”

My body is so still, it feels like I’m made of granite. “And who exactly was your grandmother?”

“The queen,” she says, like it should be obvious. She lifts her chin. “I don’t understand. You called me ‘Princess’ earlier. I was certain you knew who I was.”

“I wasn’t being literal,” I bite out, and her eyes widen.

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh.” Neither of us says anything else for several minutes until I run a hand through my wet hair. “So let me get this straight—the princess of Arrow wants to help a commoner become a Bloodguard so he’ll be of high enough station to marry her royal ass…why exactly?”

She stiffens, her posture rigid and as regal as a queen. Yeah, I see it now. 

“I have my reasons,” she says. “Reasons that will benefit you as well.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “Prove it.”

Quick as a snakebite, she takes the knife from her basket, pulls up her sleeve, and drags the blade across her forearm. The letters of her blood oath ignite and skim across her brown skin. “Promise to marry me, and I’ll get you through. You’ll win and earn your million gold coins. I swear it.”

This is a blood oath. Breakable only by death. 

She’s willing to throw her lot in with mine, despite the terrible odds. Why? “What do you ask in return, besides a husband to keep you warm at night?”

“You don’t get to keep me warm,” she answers, voice firm but face flushed. “This is business, not pleasure.” 

“Then tell me what you want,” I say with deadly calm.

She bites her bottom lip.

Does she want me to tear this place apart? “Just tell me.”

“I want the throne, Leith. Do this, and I’ll become queen.” Her bright eyes challenge me.

“You want revenge? You want to bring the arena down…be my king.” 





Chapter 12

Maeve

The sun is barely peeking over the horizon as I pound on the cottage door the next day. “Leith, wake up. It’s Maeve.”

Wow. I can hear him growling from here. The door’s pretty thick, too. I’m rather impressed. 

Leith knows who I am. About my fathers. Uncle Vitor imprisoning Papa. The murder of my grandmother, the true queen. The offer to free my father if I marry Soro.

I told him everything. 

I was desperate. He was…disturbed. 

But he needed to know who he was marrying, and smart man that he is, he recognized the unfathomable potential my offer may provide. 

He hasn’t accepted it yet. Who can blame him? I’ve already lost one fiancé in as many days.

I try the door again, pounding harder. “Look, you said you could be called back at any time. Your muscles have healed, but the deeper wounds may need more medicine.”

Nothing. Well, nothing like words, anyway. 

A thought occurs to me as I think back to how infected he was. Was he growling a minute ago, or was he dying? Oh, stars, did I kill him? “Shit. Are you dead?” I shout and pound some more.

“Not yet,” he answers from behind me.

I whip around, the small dagger I keep on my belt already in hand. How did he get out here so fast? He blinks at the point and not much else. I frown. Shouldn’t he at least take a step back? “What were you thinking? I could have slit your throat!”

“Yeah. Okay.” He scoffs, lifting his hand to the flat side of my knife and all too easily pushing it away. “You’re too close to the door, and your stance is off.”

“Your stance is off,” I grumble. There’s that smirk—and there’s my heating face. Damn the effect he has on me. “I’ll have you know I was trained by the best.”

“Sure you were,” he mutters. 

Leith steps backward, blinking at the sun as it rises, bright rays lightening his wet hair. He’s freshly bathed and evidently more awake than I am. He’s also wearing the new clothes I had Father take him after his match. 

“What do you want?” he asks, leveling me with a dark scowl.

“Didn’t you hear me the first time?” I heave a dramatic sigh. “I want to see if you’re fit for battle… Otherwise, back in the tub you go.”

He shrugs and looks around. “I’ll take my chances. You might sedate me again, and I’ll wake up married.”

“That’s not true. I need you awake to say ‘I do.’” 

His eyes narrow, but he doesn’t leave. 

“Come on,” I say, tucking my knife back into the scabbard in my belt. “Let’s make certain I didn’t miss something that could possibly cost you your next match.”

He raises a brow. “I think I’ll pass.”

“But what if you get called in to fight and your wounds reopen?”

He crosses through the garden to a small training area with practice swords leaning against a stand. He looks good. Really good. And not merely in the healthy manner I’d intended. Eyes illuminated with cunning and swirling with lasciviousness take in this day’s battlefield in one sweep as his muscles bulge and relax as he readies to take me on. He picks up one of the heavy swords, twirling it from his wrist as though it weighs no more than a twig. “Feel free to try to open them.” 

I sigh. Gladiators. 

I reach him in just a few strides and pick up the other sword. When Vitor stopped training me, Father, a revered soldier himself, took over that task—if for no other reason than to thwart a possible kidnapping attempt. I think it’s high time I show this cranky behemoth that not every royal is useless. 

“Stay within the perimeter of the clearing or else you’re out,” I say and gesture to the edges of the field. “And don’t worry. I promise to hold back.”

“Oh, I wasn’t worried,” he replies casually.

I bounce in place to warm up. “You should be. I’m quite lethal.”

He makes a face. “Yeah. It shows, Princess.”

I lift my sword, move a few steps back, and take a practice swing to loosen up—only for Leith to knock my sword out of my hand with his. I glare at him. 

“I wasn’t ready.” Just as a self-satisfied smirk reaches his lips, I drop down and sweep my leg under his. He falls as fast as any arrogant bastard should. I then use my instep to hook the hilt of my sword and kick it into the air. I catch it and grin. Seconds. That’s all it took me to act. I stare down at him, trying not to full-out guffaw at the shock riddling his features. “I am now.”

To his credit, he never dropped his weapon. Using speed uncommon to most humans, he kicks up, whirls, and strikes.

My hands and arms vibrate from the force when his practice blade collides with mine, and pain shoots all the way up to my shoulders. I try not to show it, using the momentum to spin in the air and come down in an arc.

Leith blocks my hit and the next, and I leap back when he launches forward. Back and forth, back and forth, and…shit, this is hard. I didn’t expect to be better or even equal. But I still expected to do better than this. 

I barely keep up, gritting my teeth.

“Are you smiling or snarling?” he asks, leaping when I try to sweep his leg again. 

I’m actually grunting, but I don’t admit it. “Just pondering what to do after I win.”

“Sweetheart, the day you win is the day I crawl into a hole and die.”

“Then get ready to crawl to your death,” I say. 

Leith laughs. I focus on my strikes and not, definitely not, the smooth motion of his hips or how the muscles in his arms bunch up before each swing.

Leith is brutal in the arena, but here, with me, his swordplay is almost…majestic. 

He drops to a crouch when I take my next swing, the speed at which he moves billowing his long hair and permitting me to slice off the ends. He stares at the falling strands. “Don’t look at me like that. You needed a haircut, and you know it.” I blush because yes, it was a total accident. “It will continue to grow, just like your ego.”

The strike he follows up with nearly causes me to lose my footing and my weapon. This is unfair—he’s not even breathing hard. He lunges forward, forcing me closer to the perimeter. I leap and roll aside, just barely making it to my feet before he’s on me again.

Aside from Uncle Vitor and Father, I’ve never sparred with someone at this level.

But then, rarely have I ever had to fight for my life. 

Leith does this regularly, lasting however long he needs to win.

He easily deflects my next two offensive moves. “I”—slash—“can prepare a batch of medicines if your family could benefit from them”—block and pivot—“and a chest of coins for expenses they”—gasp—“might have incurred in your absence.”

I barely get the words out. 

Leith…he still isn’t even winded. 

I spin away, and he allows me a few seconds to drag air into my lungs. A tacit form of thanks, maybe. 

“Tell me,” I say when I can breathe again, “won’t marrying a princess to become king help your family? Didn’t you say you’d do anything for them?”

He growls as I bring up the family he mentioned when I told him about my predicament. Then he swings his sword at me with considerable force. “Do not…” 

I raise my sword and block, pain vibrating down my arm.

He swings again. “Ever…” 

I block again.

He grabs the hilt of his sword with two hands now and swings. “Question me…” 

I block again, my teeth rattling. 

He whips around and swings his sword again. “When it comes…” 

I stumble backward and pivot out of range. 

“To my family.”

Each swing has gotten harder and harder to block, and only now that my arms are reduced to nothing more than quivering muscle do I realize how easy he was taking it on me earlier. And yet, as rage sparks in his eyes, I know he is still holding back. He wants to make a point—whether to me or himself, I’m not sure—but he’s never fully lost control.

Which is why I’m not afraid. I’m horrified.

Guilt at what has been done to this man, by my own royal court, makes me want to scream, but I can’t focus on his past right now. What I need to do, what I will do, is change his future. 

I let my sword fall to the ground with a hollow clank. “Marry me,” I plead, my gaze on his. 

We stand there, me breathing hard, hurting, aching. Him scowling. 

The seconds tick by, and I think I should say or do something, but before I can, he straightens. “If you really intend to be queen, you need to fight harder. I won’t stick around to catch you when you fall.” He tosses his sword beside mine. “Even if it means your life.” 





Chapter 13

Maeve

I smooth my skirt and settle back against the cushioned seat of the carriage as it bumps along the rough cobblestones of the bridgeway to the castle.

Neela fussed over my gown for hours before finally deeming me ready. Its heavy layers of white lace are uncomfortable and ill-suited for warm weather. Neela, well, didn’t agree. She insisted the tight cut of the bodice and thick, flowing skirt are appropriate for the Lord Regent’s Summer Ball. 

Lantern lights strung from the bridge to the gates hang along the walls in pretty loops of twinkling yellow and amber. When the sun sets, the glow will shine and dance along the stone. My grandmother always loved the way that looked. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen the castle decorated this way. I only wish she was here to share it with me.

Lord Caelen, our friend and distinguished colonel, is dressed in his finest military regalia, silver jewelry gleaming against the evergreen and dark blue of Arrow. He sits across the carriage in close conversation with Giselle, her voice light and animated compared to the harsh and steady beat of hooves and the turn of the carriage wheels. 

Father sits beside me, the hem of his light-blue robes brushing my skirt. 

“You look nervous,” he says, though his attention is outside the window, and I can tell something is weighing on his mind.

I stop fidgeting with my sleeves. “I haven’t made public appearances like this in a long time.”

He nods. “I’d thought giving you time to heal and focus on your grandmother was the right choice, but now I think I failed you.”

“What? Never.”

His light eyes are sad, and his mouth is turned down at the corners when he shifts his attention back to me. 

“A ruler is visible. Present, Maeve.” He nods to the window and the view of rows of guards lined up along the gates. “You care for the people of Arrow. But most don’t know it. Not the ones with influence. Aisling and Soro are more familiar to the noble houses and militia.”

“That’s a scary thought.”

“Yes,” he agrees. “It is. And that’s not counting their influence with the Middling and commonfolk. If you want to do this… If you want to reclaim your throne and become queen, you cannot do it by half measures. You must become the ruler our people need you to be. The ruler you were trained to be.”

I frown. “You’re saying I need to be popular? To wave at onlookers in the arena and pretend that all that’s happening around us is fantastic even as I can see the threats mounting against Arrow every day? You want me to smile as people die for sport?”

My thoughts turn to Leith. His suffering. His pain. 

I can’t condone those games. I won’t. 

“No,” he says. “I’m only saying that sometimes you must share wine with those you’d prefer swallow glass.” The carriage comes to a stop, and a footman opens the door. 

Father exits first, then holds his hand out to me. 

“Father, I…”

“We can continue this discussion later, Maeve.”

My stomach sinks. Have I disappointed him?

Though Father doesn’t say it, I feel the burden of freeing Papa—his one true love. If I fail to claim the throne, everyone suffers. I take a deep breath. I won’t fail. I take his hand and exit the carriage. 

Giselle casts a look over her shoulder, her honey eyes wary, but like Father, she hides it well. She smiles and allows Caelen to escort her into the main courtyard, her long silver dress fluttering as we head toward where lively music plays and dancing has already begun. 

General Tut stands beside Vitor, who waits at the entryway, welcoming guests as they arrive. Keeping tabs, more like. Tut is tall, even for an ogre, his thick head and neck straining against the cut of his military robes. His puffs of red hair are too unruly to braid in the characteristic style that Vitor and Soro and even Caelen favor. What strands he has are shorn down to expose the shaved sides above his crooked ears.

As we approach them, I realize I have been made to feel like a guest in what is my home, my kingdom. 

“Maeve! So lovely that you could attend this year.” Vitor takes my hands and kisses them. 

I choke on unexpected bitterness. I want to say something witty or cutting to defend my former absences, but instead, I smile. 

“Thank you,” I say, shoulders square and back straight like my grandmother taught me. 

I start to move beyond the procession but then think better of it and step back and stand beside Vitor. 

He beams like I’ve handed him the sun. 

I’d like to think it’s because he’s proud that I’m embracing my role as the future queen, but in reality, it’s likely because this serves him, too. My presence validates his position of power. And Vitor has settled very comfortably into the role of Lord Regent of Arrow. 

“Jakeb,” Vitor says to my father. And though it lacks enthusiasm or warmth, it is respectful enough. Father nods to him, then bows to me before joining the other guests. The gesture is pointed and petty, and I have to suppress a smile knowing how much Father must have enjoyed doing it.

About an hour into handshakes, introductions, and niceties, I’m beginning to regret my decision to take my rightful place in the receiving line. It would have been so much easier to join Father and Giselle in the courtyard, but easy isn’t my role tonight. There’s also a very annoying itch on the side of my left breast thanks to my tight, uncomfortable gown, and it’s taking everything in me not to abandon decorum and reach in there to scratch it. Instead, I politely smile and nod at the noble in front of me while my grandmother’s words play in my head. “A queen does not give in to fear, anger, or discomfort before her subjects. She overcomes and endures. As will the kingdom.” 

Caelen and Giselle are dancing, at Caelen’s insistence, I’m sure. The lively tune is one that comes from his nearby birthplace of Tunder. Other guests linger near the buffet tables, where platters of food are laid out by the castle staff.

I notice that Aisling and Soro move from one group of nobles to another. Aisling makes small talk, her smile big and bright. She’s quick to touch a shoulder or take a hand. She leans in close, her expressions almost exaggerated as she engages each guest with rapt attention. Really, she could teach a class on charm. Not that I’ve ever been on the receiving end of it.

Though well trained for courtly duties, my natural talents are biting my tongue, lest I cut out theirs, and herbology—traits not normally associated with ruling a kingdom. Grandmother, though—she wasn’t above tongue slicing. Just not in public.

Apparently, that’s one of the few things I’ve inherited. 

At last, the line of arriving guests ends with a familiar face.

“Lord Kaysoon!” I smile genuinely for the first time in a while when the delegate from Libur approaches. I lift my hands, thumbs pressed together and fingers extended like wings in what is the welcome gesture of his land.

“Princess Maeve, a pleasure as always.” He returns the gesture. The stout dwarf looks even more pleased to see Vitor. “I was hoping to catch you.” He hesitates only an instant before launching into his petition. “Lord Regent, I’m sure you’re aware of the droughts in our realm.”

Straight to the point. I smile, ever appreciating the practicality and candor of Liburi culture.

Vitor inclines his head to his general. “Tut has kept me apprised of the situation.”

We monitor all of the realms.

Kaysoon nods. “We’ve lost almost half of our annual grain harvest.”

“That’s a staggering amount,” I whisper. 

General Tut nods. “It matches the projections I shared in last week’s meeting, Lord Vitor.” He bows his head in a show of respect. “Things were different in the times of the great phoenix.”

“May she grace our skies again,” Kaysoon proclaims. Both men then make that hand gesture, which is meant to emulate a bird taking flight.

“Hmm,” Vitor mumbles. The people of Libur worship the phoenix. But my uncle…he is not an elf prone to conjecture.

Vitor would never deign to worship anything.

“Can Arrow help us?” Kaysoon asks. His dark eyes flit briefly to me and then back to the regent.

“We have stockpiles of rice and legumes that can help offset this loss,” Vitor says. 

“Your donations will make the difference between a lean year and one in which our people go hungry.”

“It’s our pleasure,” I say, then stop talking when Vitor grabs my hand abruptly. 

“But many realms are affected by the drought,” Vitor continues. “I can’t say you are the first to ask for aid. We’ve already received many offers tonight to purchase these supplies from our stockpiles.” 

My eyes widen as I stare at Vitor. If such conversations occurred, they haven’t happened in front of me.

“How much on the barrel?” Kaysoon asks. 

Vitor is quiet for a moment as he appears to deliberate. “Twenty coin for the rice, fifteen for the beans.”

I bite my tongue. We regularly trade with Libur for a fraction as much. There must be a great number of kingdoms suffering for prices to have climbed so dramatically.

“Is it a deal?” Vitor asks. “As supplies dwindle, there’s no saying how costs might continue to rise.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Kaysoon agrees quickly, but the set of his jaw says it’s begrudging.

“For three months,” Vitor clarifies. “We must be able to reevaluate as conditions change.”

Kaysoon pauses a beat before he nods.

“Now that that bit of business is out of the way,” Vitor says, “I insist that you join me in the royal box for the arena games tomorrow.” 

Kaysoon tugs his auburn-and-gray beard. “I accept your very generous offer, Lord Regent.”

“Splendid.”

General Tut gestures toward the tables set at the far end of the room. “Come, Lord Kaysoon. The chef has prepared goat coas-coas.” 

“My favorite!” 

“I know.” The ogren general smiles genuinely as he moves off with his countryman. 

“Couldn’t you have offered him better terms?” I whisper to Vitor when we are alone.

Vitor looks genuinely confused, then speaks slowly as if I might have trouble following. “The only terms that matter are the terms for Arrow. Our country’s strength and prosperity. Our finances and caches. Our military.”

His tone and expression lead me to believe he considers me naive, lacking the acumen to rule. He’s wrong. I’m neither of those things, but my seclusion has left me ignorant. Clearly, I need to know more about what’s happening in Arrow and the kingdoms beyond. 

Still, I can’t shake the feeling that we could’ve helped our neighbor through this difficult time with greater ease. 

“You’re right, of course,” I say quickly, noticing interested eyes on us. “I was thinking of leveraging goodwill instead of focusing on our coffers.”

“You weren’t born in the time of the Great Wars, Maeve. Goodwill falls away faster than you can blink when people have nothing to eat.”

When I glance at him, all condescension is gone, and my caring uncle stares back. “You and Grandmother have overcome such difficulties,” I say. “Your sacrifices have brought Arrow wealth and peace.”

“Indeed.” He scans the glittering party. “There is no realm more respected, no culture that has thrived more successfully.”

And yet the kingdoms around us starve and send their warriors to die in our arena. I can’t help wondering again how badly other realms must be suffering for our stores of grain to already be competitively bid on. I make a mental note to ask to sit in on the next cabinet briefing.

An ogren server offers us wine from a carafe. With grace that would make my grandmother proud, I take a leaf from Aisling’s book and raise a goblet to Vitor. “To Arrow.”

He clinks his chalice to mine and drinks deeply. 

“You will attend the games tomorrow, Maeve?” It’s phrased as a question, but I know he isn’t really asking. 

“Of course.” I sip my wine carefully to buy myself a moment’s reprieve. Then I set my goblet down on a stone pedestal behind me, lest I spill cherry wine on this gown. 

“Soro has something spectacular planned,” Vitor says proudly. “These delegates will return home with tales of our engineering and ingenuity!”

Lovely. That doesn’t sound ominous or anything. 

Soro takes perverse pleasure in the games. In crafting feats that push these gladiators to the brink and keep attendance high. 

I swallow hard. I don’t want to think about tomorrow or the fight ahead of Leith. I need him to win, to become Bloodguard, but I don’t wish anyone the torment of those games. 

“What does he have planned?” I lean in conspiratorially, like Vitor might tell me the secret. Leith needs every advantage he can earn, and I vowed to help him win. 

Vitor drinks more. “It’s a surprise. One I think even you will find impressive.”

Doubtful. Highly. People die in that arena. 

I try venturing a few guesses, rattling off names of all manner of beasts, but Vitor only laughs. “You’ll see tomorrow.”

All right, if he won’t confide in me, maybe I can get him to move away from fatalities within the games. “Uncle, I know the arena generates revenue and creates jobs, fosters solidarity, bringing together the community—”

“Is there a question in there?” he asks bemusedly. 

I take a deep breath. I’m not good at ass-kissing, let alone being sly. 

“Well, yes. I do have a question. Given all the benefits, why do we—a realm at the pinnacle of culture and civility—promote such…brutality?”

“Ah, but that’s the point, my child. Look around you,” Vitor says, indicating the many delegates and foreign dignitaries. “We have alliances, peace treaties. Strong relationships with the realms surrounding us and beyond. We have wealth—more so than any other sovereign nation. They fight amongst themselves.” He scoffs as if our neighbors and allies are fools. “Let them. We remain neutral. We remain at peace. Why do you think that is, Maeve? What do you think keeps these warring realms from claiming what we have?”

“Well, you said it yourself. We have alliances—”

“Bah.” He laughs dismissively. “Our brutality, as you put it…that is what keeps potential enemies at bay.” Vitor accepts another goblet of wine from a passing servant and gestures with it toward his son. “Even Soro has purpose, Maeve.”

To be evil? Infuriating? Elitist?

I straighten as I realize what he means. “You want them to fear us,” I say slowly.

“Of course. They must fear us. Just as they must need us.”

Hence the loans and the donations, the stockpiles that we trade as needed. The gambling, which isn’t contingent on harvest or commerce, only desperation, ensuring a continuous stream of revenue regardless of the season. 

These machinations do not sit well with me, but I’m not so naive to deny their effectiveness. And I’m certainly not dumb enough to argue—at least not yet. “Wouldn’t the gladiators be of more use at the frontline of our armies?”

He nods. “Undoubtedly. But the arena serves its purpose. It feeds our greatest weapon.”

“And what is that?” I ask cautiously.

His eyes gleam with malice as he takes another sip of wine. “Our nation’s soul.”





Chapter 14

Leith

I dreamed of my sister Dahlia last night. How she held my hand in the darkness when she struggled to sleep. She’d squeeze tight through the worst of her hunger pangs, her small hand slipping from mine when she finally drifted off.

It was good to see my little shadow, even in a dream. But when I awoke, somehow all I could think of was Maeve. 

She must have doused me with some kind of delirium potion as she treated my injuries. It’s the only explanation for why I’m so recklessly drawn to a royal. Why I agreed to fucking marry one. Oh man, if Sullivan could see me now.

Even now, that feeling of wanting her close remains. She claims this is a business venture, but I saw the way she looked at me… 

I grit my jaw and remind myself what’s kept me alive these last three years. No matter what heat I see in her gaze, she’s right. We should keep our distance.

This is just business.

Yeah, keep telling yourself that, Leith.

I shrug on my training gear as I stare out the small cottage window. She said she would return to check on me today, but it’s not her lithe body I spy gliding toward the door.

I reach for a knife Maeve left on the table just as there’s a knock. I swing the wooden door wide and find another woman with liquid-honey hair and matching eyes blinking up at me. I don’t recognize her, though there’s something familiar in her features. She can’t be more than five foot and change, and a quick scan reveals no bulges in her clothing where a wand or weapon might reside. Still, I don’t want the company.

“What?” I ask, my voice as unfriendly as my tightening features.

She doesn’t say anything, just tugs her cape closed around her body—she looks no more than eighteen or nineteen—her gaze fixed on the kitchen knife in my hand.

I toss the blade onto the table with a clatter, then reach up to lean my tall frame against the door, blocking her entrance. 

“What do you want?” I ask, my voice still gravelly.

“Um.” She takes me in from head to toe before blurting, “You’re big.”

I sigh. “You must be related to Maeve.”

She cocks her head. “How did you know?”

“She also loves stating the obvious,” I deadpan. “Now, what do you want?”

She holds my gaze, a smile beginning to curl the corners of her mouth. “I thought today would be a splendid day to meet my future brother-in-law.”

And on that note, I take a step back and move to close the door. 

She chuckles and rushes on. “Wait, wait. I’m Maeve’s stepsister, Giselle, and she asked me to give you this.” 

I glance down at her small, outstretched hand. An even smaller box with a note attached rests in her palm. I don’t reach for either.

She shakes her head, patience apparently running thin, and tosses it to me. My traitorous reflexes kick in, snatching the parcel that I unequivocally do not want right out of the air. “I also have places to be,” she says with one eyebrow cocked before turning with a wave. “See you later, Leith.”

And just like that, the girl heads back down the path that cuts through the forest and to the manor. She fucking tricked me.

I stare at the gift in my palm like it might bite. Knowing Maeve, it probably will at least sting a little. I reach for the note first.

Dear Leith,

This tonic should ease your aches while you recover more today. I’m off to see how I can be of service.

Be safe, 

Maeve, your charming and talented fiancée 

I almost chuckle. The woman is nonsense. Alluring but pure nonsense. 

Regardless, I toss the note on the table, open the small package, and pull out a vial with bright-green liquid inside. I don’t even hesitate, just pop the cork and down half the elixir. And immediately regret it.

“For fuck’s sake,” I bark to the empty room as the liquid burns its way down my throat and sets my stomach on fire. The inferno soon engulfs my entire chest before sparking through my veins to muscle, skin, and bone, my blood and tendons aflame from head to toe. Sweat beads along my forehead within seconds, and I feel dizzy. I stagger, catching myself just as I stumble to my knees. The damn woman has poisoned me.

And I have no one to blame but myself. I should have known not to trust her.

I blink through the pain, my vision blurring as the agony singes away every thought but the fury at Arrow and everyone in this fucking kingdom.

But the thought has no more than formed before a cool iciness replaces the burning, then a sweet, blissful numbness. One, two breaths of nothingness, and then I’m back in my body—a body alive with feeling but no longer in pain.

I stagger back to my feet. My palm presses onto the stone table, where the note is flipped over. I reach for it when I realize there’s writing on the back.

P.S. — Dilute the tonic with a large goblet of water. Otherwise, it will set your insides on fire. 

“Thanks, Princess,” I mutter, but I don’t actually care. Not when every gouge and laceration on my body feels like new. I put the cork back in the bottle and shove the remaining half of the elixir inside my pocket.

I flex my left hand, examining the two-inch scar that now mars the space between my fourth and final finger. I curl my fingers in toward my palm and immediately recoil at the sudden, sharp discomfort. Oh no, no, no, no. I reach for
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To Rimmer, Mair, and Steve, who left us too soon, their babies, and to the rest of my DeSales University crew. Our college experiences were the best of times, they were (sometimes) the suckiest of times, but they were packed with memories, laughter, and love that continues to bond us. Hey, look, the degree paid off after all.

And to my readers, past, present, and future. Thank you for coming along. Strap yourselves in—it’s one hell of a ride.
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