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      I pluck at my crimson tunic, tenting the lightweight linen away from my sticky skin. The southern Sintan climate isn’t my worst nightmare, but it sometimes ranks pretty high, right along with the stifling layers of cosmetics masking my face, my leather pants, and my knee-high boots.

      Heat and leather and heels don’t mix, but at least looking like a brigand means blending into the circus. Here, discreet only gets you noticed.

      Craning my neck for a breath of fresh air, I navigate my way through the beehive of tables already set up for the circus fair. The performers on the center stage are the main attraction. The rest of us surround them, carving out places for ourselves amid the crowd. Tonight, hemmed in on all sides in an amphitheater lit by hundreds of torches and filled to capacity, I feel like a Cyclops is sitting on my chest – suffocated.

      Damp curls cling to my neck. I peel them off and tuck them back into my braid, scanning the crowd as I walk. I recognize some of the regulars. Others I don’t know. My eyes trip over a man and get stuck. He’s looking at me, and it’s hard not to look back. He’s striking in a dark, magnetic way, his size, weapons, and bearing all telling me he’s a tribal warlord. His build is strong and masculine, his gait perfectly balanced and fluid. He walks with predatory confidence, unhurried, and yet there’s no mistaking his potential for swift, explosive violence. It’s not latent or hidden, just leashed.

      Watchful, alert, he’s aware of everything in his vicinity. Especially me.

      Our gazes collide, and something in me freezes. His eyes remind me of Poseidon’s wrath – stormy, gray, intense – the kind of eyes that draw you in, hold you there, and might not let you go.

      Adrenaline surges through me, ratcheting up my pulse. My heart thumping, I blink and take in the rest of him. Intelligent brow. Strong jaw. Wide mouth. Hawkish nose. Black hair brushes a corded neck atop broad shoulders that have no doubt been swinging a sword since before he could walk. Body toned to perfection, skin darkened by a lifetime in the sun, he’s battle-chiseled and hard, the type of man who can cleave an enemy in two with little effort and even less consequence to his conscience.

      He keeps staring at me, and a shiver prickles my spine. Is this man my enemy?

      There’s no reason to think so, but I didn’t stay alive this long without the help of a healthy dose of paranoia.

      Wary, I sit at my table, keeping an eye on him as he weaves a bold path through an array of potions, trinkets, and charms. He’s flanked by four similar men. Their coloring varies, but they all have the same sure look about them, although they pale in comparison to the warlord in both authority and allure. The man with the gray eyes is a born leader, and only an idiot would mistake him for anything else.

      He stares for so long that I start to wonder if he can somehow bore through my layers of face paint and unmask me, but I’ve never seen him before, and he can’t possibly know the person underneath. I’m from the north of Fisa, where magic is might. He’s from the south of Sinta, where muscle and cunning decide who lives or dies. Our paths would never have crossed in the past, and warlords don’t usually frequent the circus.

      I look away, hoping he’ll do the same. There are plenty of reasons a man stares at a woman. An exotic face and generous figure attract as much attention as a good mystery, if not more, and the warlord’s intense scrutiny feels more appreciative than alarming.

      Ignoring the flush now creeping into my cheeks, I smooth the wrinkles from the coarse wool blanket covering my table and arrange my paraphernalia like usual. My glittering, gold-lettered sign advertises Cat the Magnificent – Soothsayer Extraordinaire, even though flashes of the future only come here and there, usually in dreams. Luckily, it only takes a few questions for truths to reveal themselves like flowers opening for the sun. I read people’s body language and glean who they are, what they want, and maybe even what they’re capable of. It’s about knowledge and illusion. I get a copper for it, which is more than a fair deal for me. I won’t peddle futures. I have an idea of my own, and that’s more than enough.

      My leg starts a nervous bounce. Prophecies can be interpreted loosely, right?

      The audience gasps, and I turn to see what’s happening on the stage. Vasili is throwing knives at his wife. She’s strapped to the flat side of a vertical, rotating wheel, and he’s blindfolded. He’s never hit her, but my heart still comes to a complete standstill every time they perform. Tonight is no exception, and I hold my breath, both riveted and terrified, until he runs out of knives.

      The crowd is too caught up in the circus to take advantage of the fair, so I get up again and head to the performers’ gate to watch the end of the show and put some distance between the warlord and me. He’s still looking when he shouldn’t be.

      The air coming through the gate is fresher, bringing with it the sound of Cerberus’s chuffing breaths and the scent of sweaty dog. He’s Hades’s pet, so I doubt the heat bothers him. I toss him a wave, and two of his three upper lips curl in a snarl of acknowledgment. One of these days, I’ll get all three, although in eight years I never have. I think his middle head just doesn’t like me.

      Finished with his performance, Vasili unstraps his wife while Aetos launches himself onto the stage with a triple flip and lands in a fighter’s crouch that shakes the platform. The solid wood creaks under his colossal weight, and the rapt crowd murmurs in awe. Aetos straightens, pounds his chest, tears the horse pelt off his giant back, and catches fire. His roar shakes the amphitheater. No one can roar like Aetos. I’ve seen him perform hundreds of times, and I still get chills.

      Seven-and-a-half-feet tall, muscle-bound, and tattooed blue from head to toe with Tarvan tribal swirls, he moves his hands in an impossibly fast dance, weaving fire until he’s encased in a sphere of living flame. He bursts through the crackling barrier with another roar. The explosion blasts the hair away from my face and dries out the inside of my nose. I’m forty feet away but feel like I’m in the furnaces of the Underworld. Fanning myself is useless. I’ll never get used to the southern heat, and with Aetos performing, it’s even worse.

      The Sintan Hoi Polloi can barely contain themselves. It’s like doing tricks for children – everything enchants. For them, the circus is a whirlwind of power and impossible magical delights. Everywhere from the hard-packed dirt floor surrounding the fair tables and stage to the high, far reaches of the circular stone seating, people jump up and down, hooting and stomping their feet.

      My feet tap along with the crowd’s, my eyes following Aetos around the stage. What a relief to be back in Sinta, even with all the dust and heat. I do whatever I can to stay on the west side of Thalyria. Our recent sojourn in the middle realm of Tarva made my lungs tight and my fingers itch for a knife. I’d probably start jumping at shadows if the circus ever went all the way east to Fisa. Just the thought of my home realm makes my sweat turn cold.

      Sinta. Tarva. Fisa. West to east. Here to… Nothing I’m going to think about.

      The audience whoops in approval of Aetos’s fiery moves. Hoi Polloi in the amphitheater are ecstatic – and not only with the show. They’ve been celebrating ever since a warlord from the tribal south hacked his way north to Castle Sinta to put his own sister on the throne. You’d think Dionysus had dumped a three-month supply of wine over the entire realm. Temples have been overflowing with Sintans offering prayers of gratitude, their holy men overcome with gifts to help clothe and feed the poor. Statues of Athena, who is apparently well loved by the conquering warlord, are being spontaneously erected in towns and villages from here to the Ice Plains in Sinta’s north. Happiness and generosity abound, and I don’t even want to think about how many sheep have been slaughtered for celebratory feasts.

      For the first time ever, the magicless majority is in charge, and Hoi Polloi are literally dancing in the streets – but only when they’re not throwing themselves in abject loyalty at the feet of the new royal family. Or so I’ve heard. I haven’t actually seen the new royals, but news spreads fast when there’s something to say. After the warlord and his southern army secured the Sintan throne during the spring, his family took weeks just to move north. Not because they’re slow, but because of the sheer number of adoring people in their way.

      It’s no secret the northern-born Magoi royals here in Sinta were despots, just like everywhere else in Thalyria. Hoi Polloi know they’re better off with one of their own in charge.

      But royals without magic? My cynical snort is lost in the boisterousness of the crowd. It’ll never last.

      Sweeping the horsehide back over his shoulders, Aetos takes a mighty leap into the air and doesn’t come back down. He hovers well above the open-air seating and shoots flames into the darkening sky. They drizzle down in a shower of sparks that char the raised wooden stage and add to the oppressive heat. He lands with the last of them, tramples a budding fire under his huge boot, roars, of course, and then takes a solemn bow.

      I cover my ears, grinning. I might go deaf from the applause.

      Aetos stomps to the exit in a swirl of black cape and red flame, nodding to me as Desma takes the stage for her Dance of a Thousand Colors.

      She moves to the melody of a kithara, starting out slowly and building speed until she’s whirling around the stage in a kaleidoscope of color. Her feet barely touch the ground. A rainbow shines from every pore, from every strand of hair and eyelash, illuminating summer’s twilight with an impossibly complex brightness. Her eyes glow with more shades of color than even the Gods have names for. Inconceivably beautiful, Desma is the grand finale, and the crowd worships her.

      I’m as spellbound by Desma’s dance as everyone else, and Vasili startles a squeak out of me when he nudges me in the ribs with the blunt end of a knife.

      “You should be out there with her, Cat. Make a new act and call it the Fantastical Fisan Twins.”

      I whip the knife out of his hand, flip it, and nudge him back. “Twins look alike.”

      He looks back and forth between Desma and me. “Short. Long, dark hair. Bright-green eyes. Fisan.”

      Okay. He has a point. We’re even the same age – twenty-three.

      I sweep a hand down, indicating my curvaceous figure, and then point to Desma’s much straighter frame.

      Vasili grins, and his wide mustache spreads out, nearly meeting his bushy eyebrows on either side. “There is that. Desma should eat more.”

      I snort. “Or I should eat less.”

      “You’re a woman, Cat. That’s how you’re supposed to look.”

      I make a face at him. Vasili has treated me like family since the day I showed up – fifteen years old, emaciated and dirty, with blisters all over my feet. “There’s nothing like starving to make a person appreciate food,” I say, my eyes roaming the place where I first saw Selena’s traveling circus in action. Eight years have passed, but this southern Sintan dust heap is still my favorite venue.

      Vasili grabs his knife back and twirls the base of the hilt on his palm, spinning it on an imaginary axis.

      I watch the whirling blade. “You know I wish I could do that.”

      Smiling, he increases the speed until the knife is nothing but a blur.

      “Show-off,” I grumble.

      He chuckles, backing up so that Desma can make her way through the gate. She keeps moving, swaying rhythmically, and I turn to follow. We all know from experience that she can’t just stop, or the colors will build up inside her, the pressure unbearable. She takes my hands and spins me into her dance, our feet stirring dust into the shimmering air. We pass Cerberus on our way out, and one head pops up, ears twitching.

      Desma’s colors skitter over me with tiny teeth, nipping at my skin. Her rainbows jump to me, eager, and I absorb them so fast the magic leaves me breathless and floating.

      “You soothe me, Cat.” She guides us along the rough stone wall as we travel down the back side of the amphitheater. “You’re a balm to my soul.”

      “I’m a bucket of water to your torch.”

      She laughs at my tart response, colors pouring from her throat and sinking into me.

      It doesn’t take long for Desma to stop glowing, and her power leaves me energized enough to forget the stifling heat. Rainbows fly from my fingertips, painting the evening shadows with splashes of color. I draw a picture of the Minotaur on the wall and then aim harmless ribbons of magic at friends who pass. Tadd and Alyssa launch into tumbling runs over the burned-out grass to avoid the beams. Zosimo and Yannis take my colorful volley head-on before staggering to the ground with imaginary wounds.

      “Cat! You’re a menace!” Aetos booms from behind me.

      Laughing, I whirl and hit him with everything I’ve got left. The magic can’t do more than tickle, but he acts like he’s on the glaciers again, pitting himself against the man-eating Mare of Thrace.

      His face contorts, turning more menacing with every step. I eye his hulking form and the giant horsehide flapping behind him like dark wings and wish I’d braved the Ice Plains, defeated a monster, and made an offering like that mare’s head to the Gods.

      What did I do to deserve my magic, apart from survive? 

      Aetos wades through the color-thick air and then grabs me, crushing me in a bear hug. “Who’s laughing now?” he rumbles somewhere above my head.

      “Too tight.” I gasp, the magic fizzling as my bones shift.

      “Sorry.” He lets go, and I breathe again. His eyes, glacial blue like the Ice Plains, narrow when he gets a good look at me. “Zeus! You look like you’re forty.” He taps a finger against my cosmetic-layered nose. “Your face paints are so thick I can hardly see what’s under there.”

      “That’s the idea,” I say with a cagey grin.

      His expression sobers. “Who are you hiding from, Cat? Who are you?”

      I clam up, humor draining from me like someone else’s magic. Aetos hasn’t looked at me like this in years. Not since he stopped asking where I ran from and why I scream at night.

      I force a cocky smile. “I’m Cat the Magnificent. Soothsayer Extraordinaire.”

      He doesn’t smile back, only letting me off the hook once he gives me a look that says he’s not done fishing. “Time to dazzle some Sintans, Cat the Magnificent. Soothsayer Extraordinaire.”

      The tension I hate so much breaks when Desma pats my rump. “Either those pants shrank or you’re eating too many spice cakes again.”

      I make a sound of disgust. “Why is everyone ganging up on me?”

      She grins. “Because you’re weird, and nobody knows who you are.”

      “My pants are fine.” Actually, they’re verging on truly uncomfortable, but I’m not about to admit it now.

      Aetos crosses his arms, frowning. “They are too tight. If I see anyone looking at you for more than five seconds, I’ll tear his bloody head off his bloody body.”

      My right eyebrow creeps up. “Then everything will be very bloody.”

      “Laugh all you want,” he growls. “Just don’t get splashed.”

      I make a sign to the Gods on Olympus. “Grant me patience.”

      “Seriously, Cat.” Desma grabs my arm, unexpected urgency in her grip. “Those face paints and that outfit make you look a lot older and more experienced than you are. Tread carefully in the crowd tonight.”

      I roll my eyes. “I have done this before.”

      “I know.” She releases me as abruptly as she grabbed me. “But things are different in Sinta now, especially in the south. These people have realized that muscle can overcome magic. Hoi Polloi have been feeling feisty all spring and summer, and you wouldn’t want to kill anyone by accident.”

      Everything in me stills. “What makes you think I can do that?”

      Desma shrugs. Aetos looks way too interested, so I shift the focus to him.

      “You can kill with fire.”

      “I can kill with one finger,” he scoffs, snapping for good measure. “Fast, too.”

      Desma’s small hands land on her narrow hips. “We’re talking about magic, not obscenely overmuscled Giants.”

      “Who are you calling obscene, rainbow woman?” Aetos’s barrel chest heaves with indignation, thunderclouds gathering in his eyes.

      “Stop!” I cut off their bickering before they have a chance to warm up. The Fates got everything backward with these two – a huge, tattooed southerner with fire and flight and a tiny Demigoddess with nothing to show for her Olympian heritage except rare beauty and a colorful glow. What a pair. I wish they would finally sleep together and get all the repressed emotion out in the open. “I have to go. My table’s up.”

      Aetos winks. “Careful out there.”

      I shove him. It’s like ramming my hand into a marble statue. “Why does everyone suddenly think I need protection? Didn’t you just decide I’m the menace who can kill by accident?”

      “So you can?” Desma asks.

      I shake my head. “Of course not.” I hate lying to my friends.
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      A boy with a berry ice in his hand and red dripping down his chin passes me three times before he finally stops.

      I point to the chair across from me. “Sit.”

      Looking skittish, he lands on the edge of the seat. “Can you see my future?” he asks.

      “Maybe.” Never commit to something you probably can’t do. I can try to have tea with Zeus. That doesn’t mean I’ll succeed.

      His expression turns belligerent. “Does that mean you can’t?”

      “Let’s make a deal.” I lean forward, lowering my voice. “If you don’t think I do a good job, you don’t have to pay me.”

      Hazel eyes sharpen, and he nods.

      “Say it,” I prompt.

      “It’s a deal.”

      I sit back, satisfied. “What do you want to know?”

      He shifts uncomfortably. His face, boyish and awkward now, but promising to break hearts in a few years, scrunches up. I wait, trying to look patient until his question finally pops out.

      “Will I ever have magic?”

      I stifle a sigh. You’re either born with magic or you aren’t. Magoi or Hoi Polloi. It seems cruel to dash his hopes too fast, though. “Give me your hand.”

      Trusting, he holds out his right hand.

      I wipe my slippery palm on my leather pants, which does nothing, and then take his hand in mine. His is sticky with berry ice juice, and our hot skin fuses.

      Palm reading is an ancient ritual, one that holds no bearing on anything whatsoever. You can’t read a damn thing from the lines on someone’s hand, but if the boy has even a tiny, glacial shard of the Ice Plains inside him, I’ll feel it. His power will want to come to me the same way mortals reach for the Gods.

      There’s nothing. He’s warm, sticky, and smells like kalaberries. His hand holds no power, although that doesn’t mean magic is forever out of his reach. I hesitate before sending him on a dangerous path. “Why do you want magic?”

      His cheeks color. “I’ll never be as smart and strong as the tribal warlords. If I don’t have magic, I won’t have anything.”

      That’s not true. He has a brain. He seems healthy. He can do anything he wants. The boy believes what he’s saying, though, or else my magic would react to the lie.

      “Are you brave?” I ask.

      He looks surprised. “I-I try to be.”

      “Do you love your mother?”

      He nods, his brow creasing at my question.

      “Say it out loud,” I insist.

      “I love my mother.”

      “Is your family good to you?”

      He starts to nod, and I raise a warning finger with my free hand. I have to hear it. There’s magic in spoken language. It’s binding. There’s a reason people ask for someone else’s word. Every sentence a person utters can be a promise – or a betrayal.

      “They’re good to me,” he answers.

      A loving family. How novel. 

      “If you saw a child being beaten, would you walk away or would you intervene?”

      His eyes widen. “But what could I do?”

      “That doesn’t answer the question.” A hard edge creeps into my voice, and he pales.

      Note to self: Don’t scare children. 

      His shoulders straighten. “I would intervene.”

      I brace for a ripping in my soul. Surprisingly, none comes. He’s told me the truth, which makes him worthy of my advice. He’s also courageous and has a family that will support him, which means he might actually survive it.

      “The Gods favor kindness and selflessness.” Some do at least, and despicable people like Cousin Aarken get chomped. Ha! “Under the right circumstances, goodness and honesty can be rewarded.”

      The boy looks confused. “I have to be good and ask the Gods for magic?”

      I sit back, releasing his hand. “Yes, but you can’t just go to the temples, pray, and say, ‘please, please.’ It doesn’t work that way. You have to prove yourself. When you’re older, wiser, and much stronger, choose either the Ice Plains or the Lake Oracles.”

      “You mean go north.” His freckled nose wrinkles in distaste.

      “That’s where the magic is. Here, we’re so far from Olympus that it’s weak and diluted in the people who possess any at all. Even Magoi have trouble this far south. It’s harder for most of us to wield our power.”

      “Most?”

      I wink conspiratorially. “Most.”

      The boy chews on his berry-stained lip with teeth that are white and straight. “Which should I choose?”

      He’s so earnest that something in my chest tightens. I’m pointing him toward vicious magical creatures or Oracle fish the size of Dragons. What if I’m sending him to his death?

      “You have to be very strong to survive the Ice Plains. The Oracles are capricious but usually the safer bet.”

      He nods, storing the information away. I should charge two coppers for this kind of thing, especially in southern Sinta. There’s more ignorance of magic and history here than anywhere else in Thalyria.

      “Which lake?” he asks.

      Make that three coppers. Maybe even four… 

      “That’s your choice, and it depends on which God you want protecting you.” I pitch forward and then say in a low voice, “But if you’re anywhere near Fisa and you see Poseidon’s three-tentacled trout, tell it Catalia says hello.” I draw back, alarmed. What in the Underworld? I don’t blurt things out. I don’t just hand over information about myself that I’ve never told my friends, including my full name.

      The boy’s eyes go as round as clay pots. “You’ve been to an Oracle?” he says far too loudly.

      My stomach lurches while I wonder when I stopped being in control of my own mouth.

      Damn meddling Gods. What do they want with this kid? Or worse – with me? 

      I reluctantly nod. “And came out the right end. Not the back,” I clarify. I don’t even want to think about being digested by a giant fish. “Oracles will look you in the eye, poke around in your head, and then taste you. If you’re lucky, they’ll help you. If you’re not worthy, they’ll swallow you whole.”

      He pales. “Eat… people?”

      “Even Oracles need to eat. I have a cousin who found that out the hard way.”

      The boy’s jaw practically hits my table.

      “Oh, he deserved it,” I assure him. Mother knew Aarken and I were rivals and informed me with her usual cruelty and disappointment that I should have taken care of him before the Oracle did. Kill or be killed – the family motto.

      “You’re amazing.” The boy sounds breathless.

      I laugh. Sort of. “Everyone thinks so.”

      He grins at my obvious humility and starts digging around in his pocket for a copper.

      “Keep it,” I tell him. “Buy yourself another berry ice and bring one back for me.” It’s so hot I’m tempted to let one melt down the back of my neck, but I’m sticky enough as it is.

      “Thanks!” He grins even wider.

      I hope the information I’ve revealed about myself remains between us. His smile is charming, and I don’t want another enemy. “How old are you?”

      “Thirteen,” he answers proudly.

      It’s only a small deception. Pain still rips my soul. Flames sear me from the inside, igniting in my core and lashing out to char my bones. I lock my body down, holding still until the burning passes.

      “You’re eleven,” I say coolly. “Why would you lie?”

      His face falls, and he stares at his feet. “I wanted to impress you.”

      “Lies never impress.” I try not to grit my teeth and scare him. “Remember that when you see the Oracle, or you might come out the wrong end.”

      He nods without looking up.

      Sweat breaks out on my upper lip. A bead of moisture slips down my spine. Between the southern climate and the boy’s lie, someone’s going to have to peel me out of my pants. I hope Desma’s up for the job.

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      “Jason.” He’s still hanging his head.

      “Go get me that berry ice, Jason of Sinta. I’m melting in this heat.”

      He flashes me a relieved smile and then dashes off.

      I lean back in my chair, fanning myself and longing for the cool north, a view of the Ice Plains, and a way to take back certain parts of what I just said. At least the kid doesn’t realize it’s important. Poseidon and Fisa are worlds away to a southern Sintan boy. Catalia doesn’t mean anything to him.

      I’m just starting to convince myself that my unprecedented slipup wasn’t so colossal when a deep voice rumbles behind me, making me start.

      “The Gods don’t favor kindness and selflessness. They favor strength and courage.”
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      The low voice washes over me like the incoming tide on a dark night, chilling despite the heat. I turn, my heart leaping into my throat. The warlord who was staring at me earlier steps closer, his long fingers nearly brushing my shoulder as he points to the banner proclaiming me a soothsayer. “You planted an idea. You didn’t tell him his future.”

      “These conversations are supposed to be confidential!” I snap, springing to my feet. Oh Gods! How much did he hear?

      “The boy asked if he’d have magic, and you never told him if he would.”

      My jaw unhinges. How dare the brute listen in! “I gave him a way to get magic. That’s better than answering a yes-or-no question.”

      “So will he get it?”

      I have no idea. That depends on the Oracle. It depends on Jason. “That’s none of your business.”

      “You went to an Oracle. Which one?”

      I feel the blood drain from my face. “That’s none of your business, either.”

      His eyes narrow, and he stares down that hawkish nose at me. “What did you whisper to the boy?”

      My heart stutters. “That’s none —”

      “— of your business,” the warlord finishes dryly.

      If looks could kill, I’d be dead. I don’t respond well to threats, even ocular ones, and my spine shoots straighter than Poseidon’s trident. “If you’re trying to intimidate me, then don’t bother. It won’t work.”

      His full lips curve into a cool smile. “In my experience, I can intimidate anyone.”

      I huff, incredulous. “Do you want my services? If you do, sit down. Otherwise, go away. You’re scaring people off with that look.”

      His expression darkens. “What look?”

      “That one.” I wag my finger in his face. “The one that says I’m big, I’m bad, and I can chew you up, spit out your guts, and use your bones for toothpicks.”

      The warlord’s face blanks with surprise. You’d think I just morphed into the Hydra and grew some extra heads.

      One of his four men, an auburn-haired ax-wielder to his left, can’t repress a snort and gets the back of the warlord’s fist in the gut for it. Not too hard, but hard enough that the end of the laugh comes out as a wheeze.

      I glare at the semicircle of large, muscular men now cutting me off from the noise and bustle of the rest of the circus fair. My table is at my back, they’re at my front, and I can’t walk away, even if I want to. “Take your violence elsewhere. This is a peaceful table.”

      Peaceful? Me? Ha! 

      “A fragile flower,” the warlord mocks, magnetic gray eyes looking me up and down in a way that makes my temperature rise. He studies me intently and a little too long. “And wilting in the heat.”

      I scowl, repressing the urge to wipe my sweaty palms on his white tunic. He’s too clean for a tribal warlord. He doesn’t even smell bad, and his slightly wild, jet-black hair is shiny, curling softly around his neck. There’s not a drop of perspiration on him, which infuriates me. I contemplate the sword with its two-handed hilt poking up over his shoulder from the leather harness on his back, pretty sure I can’t even lift the monstrosity. Good thing I have other strengths.

      The sharp pinch of magic stings my skin, and I turn. Aetos is watching.

      “Either sit down and get a question answered, or that man over there” – I point to my painted friend – “is going to pop your skull like a cherry in a crow’s beak.”

      The warlord’s teeth flash in the way of wolves before they pounce. “You think he can?”

      “I know he can.”

      The idiot actually chuckles. “He wouldn’t know what hit him.”

      I snort. “He’d incinerate you.”

      “He could try.”

      His tone is utterly unconcerned. I grit my teeth. Typical warlord: huge ego, huge sword, huge ass. Figuratively – the rest looks just right.

      “Go.” I point away from my table. No one insults my friends.

      His eyebrows lift. “Go?”

      “Do you need me to say it in sign language?” I make a rude hand gesture that universally conveys my meaning.

      Setting his jaw, the warlord circles my table. I turn, too. His men follow, and the semicircle of muscle moves to the other side, guarding the warlord’s back and leaving mine once again open to the circus fair and a dozen very powerful people who will come running if I need them.

      The warlord sits in the chair the boy used, dwarfing it. “You’re awfully small to be making threats,” he remarks casually.

      “It was more of a message,” I reply, still standing.

      His gray eyes turning steely, he rises halfway, plants his hands on the table, and leans forward until we’re practically nose to nose. “Send that message again, and I’ll teach you how to make a real threat, and carry through on it.”

      My scalp tingles. I have to give him credit; the warlord does menace with a capital M. But I grew up on a steady diet of terror, and I know true malice when I see it. This isn’t it. This is banter to people like us.

      Baring my teeth in what could hardly be called a smile, I throw his words back at him. “You could try.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” he growls softly.

      “Trying to scare me?”

      “Glad it’s working.”

      I laugh – although maybe I shouldn’t. He does look miffed all of a sudden.

      In magical fights, I can absorb other Magois’ powers and then turn their own abilities back on them. If I have to fight a Hoi Polloi, I need to be faster, stronger, or smarter, or else I’d better have some useful magic stored up. Right now, I don’t have anything. I doubt I’m faster, and I know I’m not stronger than the warlord. As for brains, the jury’s still out. At least I have my sense of humor.

      Deciding to test his, I glance up at the night sky and then cringe like something terrifying is coming straight for us. As if on cue, the warlord surges to his feet, drawing his sword and looking spectacularly ferocious. His free arm sweeps out over the table, pushing me roughly back. I stumble, see red, and then gear up to fight back when I realize he’s trying to protect me.

      Under the heat of his hand, something in my chest contracts with a sharp twist. His piercing eyes look up, around, everywhere, vigilantly scanning the amphitheater for threats. There’s nothing, of course, and his arm drops.

      “Don’t scrunch up your eyebrows like that,” I scold, a little out of breath for no good reason. “You’ll give that pretty face wrinkles.”

      He’s not pretty. He’s far too masculine for that, with his intense gray eyes and powerful body. A fresh scar cuts diagonally through his right eyebrow. Along with his wide mouth and hooked nose, it gives him a piratical look that does strange things to my insides.

      When he swings his gaze back to me, I have no idea what to make of his expression. The auburn-haired man is turning red from trying to hold in a belly laugh, so I cringe again and cover my head with my hands.

      “What are you doing?” The warlord sits again, resting his sword across his lap.

      “The Gods might punish your gargantuan ego, O Scary One. I’m trying to avoid the lightning bolts.”

      The ax-wielder guffaws and then takes a hasty step back.

      “Is this how you treat all your customers?” the warlord asks.

      My surprise must be obvious. “So far, no question has been asked, and no money has been exchanged. I wouldn’t call you a customer. You’re more of an eavesdropper and a bully.”

      “Good Gods!” the ax-wielder booms. “She has bigger balls than I do.”

      Humor flashes in the warlord’s silver-hued eyes. “Balls don’t necessarily come with brains.”

      “Mine do.” If my smile were any more syrupy, my teeth would rot.

      He arches a dark eyebrow, as if daring me to show him the goods. I’m not sure whether to laugh or run. In the face of indecision, I turn to the auburn-haired warrior. “Want your fortune read? Half price.”

      “Sure.” He adjusts the ax on his shoulder, catching the torchlight and sending a sudden glare into my eyes.

      I move to the side. Being blind is too much like being in the dark – never good.

      “I have a question,” the warlord interrupts.

      Curiosity sparks. “Finally.” I let out a beleaguered sigh and flop back into my chair. It’s probably safe to sit down again. While the warlord is far from harmless, I’m not getting the impression he’s out to harm me. “I was beginning to think we’d be here all night.”

      He levels a flat stare at me that would wither a person who hadn’t been tortured, beaten within an inch of her life, and nearly murdered six times in her own bed before the age of fifteen.

      “Around me, big mouths are attached to dead bodies,” he says.

      I sigh, shaking my head. “What kind of person goes around threatening death?” And by that, I mean besides most of the people I grew up with.

      He leans forward again, one eye closing in a quick and unexpected wink that takes the dangerous edge off his words. “The kind who can.”

      Butterflies tickle my insides. “You either have an Olympian-sized sense of self-importance, or you’re overcompensating for a lack of confidence.”

      The warlord’s gray eyes crinkle at the corners, and his lips jump up for the briefest of smiles, taking his face from striking to far too appealing in less than a heartbeat.

      “Peace?” he offers, his deep voice sincere.

      I bite my lip, taming the reciprocal smile I can’t quite help, and pretend to think about it. “Fine. But don’t go releasing any white doves yet.”

      He chuckles, the warm, appreciative sound sending a wave of heat through me that has nothing to do with the southern climate. My words come out surprisingly husky when I ask for his question.

      Sitting back, he indicates the four men around him. “Are my companions loyal to me?”

      And just like that, I’m uncomfortable again. His question smacks of another life, one where people tortured me for truths.

      “Soothsayers predict the future.” I force an even tone despite my suddenly thumping heart.

      He rephrases the question, never taking his eyes off me. “Will my men remain loyal to me?”

      I try not to squirm, not liking his revision much better.

      The warlord frowns at my hesitation. “What’s more important than loyalty?” he asks.

      There’s a hardness to his tone, and his question strikes a nerve. Have I been disloyal? Does running away make me a traitor, or smart?

      Who cares? I’d rather be disloyal than dead. 

      My eyes dart to the men behind him. “All four?”

      “All four.” He nods to his crew.

      I swallow my misgivings. The warlord doesn’t know me. He doesn’t know what I’m capable of. “Four coppers then. One for each.”

      He puts the coins on the table, and I pocket the money, turning to the ax-wielder first. “What’s more important? Your warlord’s life or your own?”

      “My warlord’s.”

      There’s no hesitation. No soul ripping.

      “You have to choose between this savage” – I sink a lot of sneer into my voice just for the fun of it – “or your wife. Who do you choose?”

      “I have no wife.”

      “But if you did?”

      “If I choose to marry, my wife and children will come first.”

      No searing flames. No melting bones. No pelting truths to outweigh the lie.

      I let my eyes glaze over and place my hands on my crystal ball, pretending to do soothsayer-like things for an appropriate amount of time. I should probably make up a chant, but I can’t bring myself to do it.

      “Your man is loyal,” I finally announce. “But I don’t advise using his future family against him.”

      “I’ll have a family?” The ax-wielder’s face splits into a wide grin.

      Eh… “Yes. Lovely wife. Several strong children,” I lie. Or maybe I don’t. How in the Underworld should I know?

      The warlord’s unwavering stare has me shifting uncomfortably in my chair. “Step back, Flynn,” he commands. “Carver, you’re next.”

      A dark-haired man approaches, moving forward with a confident stride. He’s about my age, lean and tall, and looks like he’d be mean in a fight. He’s the type of sinewy swordsman that can move like a shadow and strike before you blink. I know his kind. He’s the kind you want watching your back, not sneaking up on it. There’s a resemblance to the warlord in his facial features, black hair, and gray eyes, but the similarities end there. The warlord outweighs him by about sixty pounds and is probably ten years older.

      The man – Carver – smiles at me. There’s a disarming, rather friendly gleam in his eyes, but I have no doubt his easy smile could turn sharp with menace.

      “Is loyalty important to you?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      I point to the warlord. “Would you follow this man into a fight?”

      Carver nods.

      “Say it,” I prompt.

      “I would. I have, and I would again.”

      I glance at the warlord. His expression is unreadable, but his eyes feel like a Cyclops’s foot on my face. I ask for Carver’s hand, feeling awkward. Even if palm reading is a hoax, his rough skin still tells a story of battles and blood. “Would you die for this man and his cause?”

      “Yes.” A simple, one-word, truthful answer.

      I stare at Carver’s long, powerful, callused fingers. What is the warlord’s cause? From what I heard, the new royal family outlawed warring among the Sintan tribes. They’re all supposed to get along now that one of theirs has taken over.

      I repress a smirk. Good luck with that.

      “I would bleed for him. I would die for him.”

      Carver’s truth is so strong that it carries a word – brother. Shocked, I drop his hand like a poisonous snake. I almost never hear an echo from truths.

      The word still bouncing around inside me, I say, “Your brother is loyal, but I think you already knew that.”

      “Hmm.”

      I scowl at the warlord. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I never said he was my brother.”

      Damn it! Who stole my filters tonight? “You look the same.”

      “Not that much.”

      I wave my hands above my table. “Soothsayer, remember? I know stuff.”

      He tilts his head, looking hard at my eyes. He keeps up his scrutiny until unease ripples through me, making me squirm.

      The warlord breaks eye contact. “Basil,” he calls out flatly, motioning another man forward.

      A blond man takes Carver’s place. He’s handsome without being remarkable, strong without being overwhelming. He blends in. I guess that’s what he’s good for. Warlord, Flynn, and the fifth man don’t blend. They’re too big, too powerful. They demand attention. Carver doesn’t blend, either. He’s lean and angular, with wily eyes. Basil is just… blah, as far as I can tell.

      Basil moves to the right, away from the warlord and closer to the fifth warrior who has watchful blue eyes and a colossal mace that could probably crush three skulls at once. Basil’s movement is minute, and I only notice because I’ve trained myself to look for body language that will help me fool people into thinking I’m not a fraud.

      Great. The warlord’s question suddenly makes sense. This is a party to out Basil. Too bad I’m invited.

      “Basil, is it?” I ask even though I already know. I’m just stalling the inevitable.

      The man nods.

      I take a deep breath and lock my muscles, bracing for a false answer. “Where do your loyalties lie?”

      Basil looks smug. Like most southerners, he has no idea of the power of magic and words. If he did, he’d be running away.

      Fire explodes in me at his deceitful answer, agonizing. Bones fry. Organs roast. I try not to blanch as truths ignite along with his lie, scorching my insides like red-hot coals.

      In a sudden burst of movement, the warlord disarms Basil and grabs him by the throat. “Who do you work for?”

      “I’m loyal!” Basil squeaks, looking as stunned as I feel.

      His lie blasts me again.

      “I saw the look on her face.” The warlord squeezes Basil’s neck until the other man gasps for air. “You’re a liar.”

      He saw my pain? I’m more worried about that than I am about anything else. I controlled my reaction. I always do. How does some Hoi Polloi warlord know what a little flinch means anyway?

      Basil plunges his hand into his pocket and pulls out a thin, glass vial filled with gray powder that glitters silvery in the torchlight and impresses the magic out of me. He draws back a gloved hand, ready to smash the poison into the warlord’s face.

      I leap over the table, taking its black wool covering and my fake crystal ball with me, and latch on to Basil’s arm. It takes all my weight to keep his hand from moving.

      “Back off,” I warn the warlord. “It’s Medusa’s Dust. It’ll turn you to stone.”

      He uncurls his hand from around Basil’s neck and steps back, leaving me dangling like an idiot from the traitor’s wrist.

      “How do you know that?” His question sharp, the warlord shifts his focus to me, and I think maybe I should have let him die.

      “Poison expert.” Sort of. I blow a damp curl out of my eye. The only thing keeping Basil from shaking me off is Carver’s very long and very lethal sword at his back. We’re surrounded by big men with scary weapons, and no one’s doing anything. “Someone cut off his arm. Or kill him. If I let go, he’ll throw dust all over the place.”

      Flynn hefts his ax. “That would be suicide.”

      “Thank you, Flynn.” I roll my eyes in the auburn-haired man’s direction. “Do you really think he cares?”

      Flynn shrugs. “He’s dead anyway.”

      Exactly. So get on with it. 

      Before I can say as much, Basil twists his arm with me still holding on and somehow smashes the vial against my neck. My eyes shoot wide as Medusa’s Dust burrows deep into my skin, the powder as hungry as a swamp leech. The onslaught of magic shatters my equilibrium, and I stumble back against my table, gasping for air, giddy and slightly outside of myself.

      His face turning terrible, the warlord roars and lunges for me.

      “Don’t touch me!” I cry, evading. As soon as the magic works its way into my system, the poison will infect anyone who touches me. I don’t know how long that takes. It’s fast for a normal person. Longer for me.

      My limbs get heavy quickly. More slowly, my skin hardens, turning gray. I’m not worried. Medusa’s Dust is magic-based. My body will chomp the poison like lamb steak for dinner. Force enough toxic berries down my throat or stick a few adders in my bed and I’ll die like anyone else, but magic won’t kill me.

      The warlord watches my skin lose all color, his eyes somber, his jaw tight, and his hands clenched at his sides. Something in his gaze shocks me. I don’t ask why he cares, although I almost tell him that in a few minutes, I’ll be pink and soft and poison-free again, but that’s not something he needs to know.

      I turn to Basil. He’s smirking, obviously glad he took that pesky soothsayer down with him.

      “Thanks for the present.” I offer him a smile fit for the bloodthirsty maniac I was meant to be. “Here’s one for you.”

      I grab his wrists with both hands, just above the gloves that protected him from the poison. Medusa’s Dust races up his arms. He hardens, freezing solid on a gasp, his mouth half-open and his eyes wide with terror.

      I let go, disappointed. “That was fast.”

      The warlord stares at me, his expression almost comically thunderstruck. “Why aren’t you dead?”

      I throw him a saucy look. “You think I’m that easy to kill?”

      Relief floods his face. He grins, and a tiny lightning bolt zings down my spine. “She’s the one,” he announces to his men. “I want her.”

      Whoa. What? 

      Who? Me? 

      What for? 

      His warriors close in. I throw out my arms, creating a poisonous perimeter. “Back off or you’ll end up like Basil.”

      “Is there a problem, Cat?” Aetos’s blue face towers above their heads. The warlord looks small in comparison, despite standing over six feet.

      I shake my head. “Tell Selena we have a new gargoyle. She likes that kind of thing.” I slide a look toward Basil, trying to ignore his petrified expression and crooked teeth. His nostrils are flared, like he’s still trying to suck in air.

      After sparing the human statue a quick glance, Aetos arches his eyebrows at me, picks it up, and then carries it away. Desma and he were right. I might accidentally kill someone tonight. Or not so accidentally.

      Annoyance flits across the warlord’s face. “I’ve been trying to flush him out for days. Now I have no one to interrogate.”

      “Some Tarvan woman wants your head in exchange for Basil’s brother’s life.” Shock vibrates through me. The words slipped out without my consent. I swear to the Gods I hadn’t even formed the thought before they were out there, hovering damningly between us. Who in the Underworld is in control of my mouth tonight, because it is not me!

      The warlord’s lips part, not in surprise, but in some kind of satisfied expression I don’t understand and don’t like.

      My gut clenching, I turn my hands palms up and shrug. “Soothsayer, remember?”

      “You’re exactly what I think you are, aren’t you?”

      The woman who divines the truth through falsehood? The most coveted diplomatic weapon in the realms? The Kingmaker? 

      I back my still-toxic self away, careful not to bump into anyone. I feel like the Gods are peeing on me from Mount Olympus. I was happy here. The circus was my family.

      “There’s one of you every two hundred years.” The warlord stalks me through the crowd, his long strides devouring the space between us. “Kingdoms rise and fall for you. Because of you.”

      His intense gray eyes are readable enough now. He’s thinking of ways to contain me, to catch and use me. He’ll expose me. He’ll put me in a cage and make me sing like a siren.

      Strike that. He’ll try to make me sing like a siren. “Touch me and I’ll kill you.”

      His mouth flattens. “You could try.”

      If it means getting away, I’ll expose another talent in front of all these people. It doesn’t come to that, thank the Gods. I slip backward through the performers’ gate, and Cerberus steps between us, blocking the warlord’s path and making him draw up short. The hound’s enormous fangs glint in the torchlight, drops of venomous saliva hissing when they hit the ground. Three low, ominous growls shiver through the dark passageway as I quickly exit the amphitheater. Hades has a thing for Selena, and his watchdog guards her circus instead of the gates to the Underworld. Cerberus will hold the warlord back. Too bad he’ll keep Jason and my berry ice away, too.
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      I wish I didn’t have to move on. Thank you for taking me in. “Oikogeneia.” 

      I say the word for family out loud as I write it in the ancient language of the Gods, hoping someone in the circus can read it and knows the power and promise it holds. Aetos doesn’t have that kind of schooling. Desma and Selena might, and I trust them to use the magic only if they have to. Aetos would die for me. Desma would die for me. Vasili and Selena might, too, and probably a dozen others. If they call me, there isn’t a threat in the three realms that will keep me from coming back to them.

      Before I came to the circus, there was only one person I wouldn’t have been willing to kill, if it came to that, or let die for me. Now there are more than I have fingers and toes, and it makes me weak.

      Family. 

      It irks that a word so contaminated in my mind contains such power. I gave it power and gifted it to my friends. I would kill myself before letting it cross my lips for any of my remaining blood relations.

      My few belongings are packed in the old brown satchel I stole off a sleeping merchant on the Fisan coastal road eight years ago. Some clothes and a pair of old boots, a cloak, three throwing daggers, a few hair ties, a comb, and my stage cosmetics – everything I possess. I strap the circus’s bedroll and blanket to the ties at the bottom of my bag. I don’t think Selena will mind. It’s hardly theft at this point.

      Straightening, I think about my next step. When Poseidon gave me my gifts, he also gave me his obsession. The frigid northern lakes and the Fisan Ocean are both about three weeks out of my reach. As usual, that means settling for a Sintan stream. It’s still water, even if it’s warm. I’ll stop at the creek, somehow get out of my pants, clean up, cool down, and then… I don’t know. Nothing will ever change, no matter where I go. I’ll still live in fear, the black crow of dread circling my head.

      The circus was different. With Selena and Cerberus here, I almost felt safe – safe until that dratted warlord decided to stick his big, hooked nose into my life.

      Growling in frustration, I look around my tent for the last time. No one will see me leave. Where I’m concerned, stealth reaches an entirely new level.

      The warlord’s taken this from me. Home and family mean something to most people. I never understood what it was until Selena took me in, and Aetos and Desma decided I was theirs. They’re mine, too. Leaving them is like cutting off a limb.

      Deep breath in. Long breath out. Cats don’t cry.

      My tent flap snaps open, and the warlord fills the doorway, a mass of shadow and steel.

      I freeze, stunned. Disbelief leaves a sour taste in my mouth. “H-How did you get back here?”

      He steps inside, crosses his arms, and leans casually against the tent post. The torch pops, sending a flicker of firelight over him that illuminates his inky hair and sun-bronzed skin. The wavering glow highlights the hard muscles rippling under his rolled-up sleeves, tapering down to corded forearms, thick wrists, and powerful hands. Hands that could break me in two.

      His teeth flash. Wolfish. Confident. “I have my ways.”

      My mouth falls open, and a shiver scrambles down my spine. I’m rarely at a loss for words.

      “You took my copper and didn’t evaluate my last man.” He nods to his final companion. “Kato. You’re up.”

      The last man ambles forward, casual, followed by Carver and Flynn. They’re all so relaxed. What’s wrong with these people? Don’t they know the world is falling down around my ears?

      The man called Kato stops a few feet from me. I take him in with a glance. He’s big, blond, and almost impossibly handsome, with startling cobalt eyes. The mace he carries tells me he’d rather bludgeon than slice. I get that. There’s something satisfying about whacking people over the head.

      Backing up, I dig around in my pocket, which is not easy, and pull out one of the warlord’s coppers. “Here’s your coin. Now get out.” I throw the copper at him.

      He catches it on reflex and then tosses it back, hitting me in the chest.

      I glare at him, fuming.

      “I’m loyal,” Kato volunteers cheerfully. He looks like he’s always happy. There are smile lines etched into the tanned skin around his mouth and eyes, and perfect teeth like his are just made to be shown off with a grin.

      I scowl at the blond warrior now, reluctantly noting that he’s a rather perfect specimen of a man while giving him a heaping dose of the evil eye. There’s no soul ripping this time, and everyone knows it.

      Apparently satisfied, the warlord steps closer. “Now that that’s settled, you’re coming with me.”

      I snort, stepping back. “Never in a billion suns. Not even if Zeus showed up as a swan and tried to peck me in your direction. I wouldn’t go with you even if my other option was Hades dragging me to the Underworld for an eternal threesome with Persephone.”

      The warlord pierces me with a hard stare. “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way.”

      “Or no way,” I retort.

      He lunges for me. The tent is small, and he’s shockingly fast. His hands close around my upper arms, and satisfaction flares in his eyes. “Not poisonous anymore?”

      “A shame.” I stomp on his foot, crushing with the heel of my boot.

      He laughs. Bastard.

      I disappear. I’m still there, just invisible, and he lets go. They always do. The warlord lets out a sound somewhere between a snarl and a grunt and stares at his empty hands. It never occurs to people to just hold on.

      I inch away, silent. Four men block the door. They shed their casualness like it’s a second skin, becoming battle ready in an instant, alert, the air around them charged with tension.

      “Guard the door,” the warlord rumbles. “She’s still here.”

      Gods damn it! I glance around. There’s no escaping under the tent. The material is tight and flush to the ground. Aetos drove the spikes in for me, and it’ll take Aetos’s muscles to get them out again. There’s a knife in my belt. I could slice the canvas, but by the time there’s an opening I could fit through, the warlord would be on top of me. My only option is to draw them away from the door. If Flynn and his giant ax would move about a foot to the right, I could probably slip through.

      The silence in the tent is absolute. I don’t even hear them breathing. Then the warlord turns and looks straight at me. Impossible.

      Still one moment, he pounces the next, grabbing me. I’m so shocked I lose my concentration and pop back into sight. One big hand is clutching the better part of both breasts, and the other is clamped over my ear, his fingers digging into my braid.

      I suck in a sharp breath and pound on his wrist, trying to dislodge his hand from my chest, shaken by how large the warlord is, and how ungodly hot his hands are on me – a firestorm of muscle, sinew, and bone.

      His eyes flaring, he adjusts his grip, banding hard fingers around my left arm. I fly at him with my right fist and punch him in the neck. He jerks, taking the blow on the muscular column instead of the sensitive front. I draw back for another hit, but he plucks my fist out of the air and then forces it down, easily shackling both wrists in one hand. He uses his other hand to disarm me, slipping the knife from my belt and into his own.

      I nearly cringe at my own stupidity. Eight years with the circus has made me soft. I had a knife, and I didn’t even think of stabbing him when he couldn’t see it coming.

      Snarling, I bang my forehead into his jaw.

      A muscle feathers along the warlord’s cheek. Grasping my upper arms, he lifts me clear off my feet. “That is not a good idea.”

      He’s conveniently put his nose within reach. I drive my head toward it, but he dodges, growling a curse as my nose slams into his cheekbone. Pain makes my eyes water. Gasping my next breath, I go still, dreading the gush of blood. When there isn’t any, I screech like a Harpy and kick him in the shins.

      With eyes like thunder, he sets me down, spins me in his arms, and then crushes my back against his chest. “Settle down, Soothsayer.”

      Settle down? Settle down! 

      “Could you see me?” I wheeze, his heavy arm compressing my rib cage.

      “No, but I knew where you were.” The warlord sniffs loudly and then exhales, his hot breath tickling my ear. “You stink.”

      Lovely. “Who are you?”

      He turns me back around, keeping hold of my arms. “Beta Sinta.”

      I go numb with shock for the split second before fear surges through me in a paralyzing rush. This is the warlord who put his sister on the throne? This is the Hoi Polloi who somehow overcame the previous royal family’s magic? This is the man now second in command of all of Sinta?

      No wonder he got past Cerberus. All he had to do was order someone to bring him back here. He owns us all. He could have Desma arrested, Aetos executed, Tadd, Alyssa, Vasili, and all my other friends tortured until they begged for mercy. Selena deprived of her life’s work. No explanation necessary. He’s Beta Sinta.

      “The better question is who are you?” He studies my face. “Fisan. I can see that even through all the paint.”

      I almost say I’m Beta Fisa just to see his eyes bug out, but that joke wouldn’t really be funny for anyone. “Cat,” I answer tightly. I don’t deny being Fisan. My olive skin, light green, elongated eyes, dark hair, and long, straight nose give me away. It doesn’t matter. A lot of people are Fisan.

      “Just Cat?” He cocks his head. “I don’t believe you.”

      I stare at him, an inferno of hatred in my eyes.

      Beta Sinta’s mouth flattens into a hard line as he nods to Kato. The Adonis-like blond takes a rope from Beta Sinta’s belt and then ties one end loosely around my waist and the other around Beta Sinta’s. The second we’re attached, the warlord lets go. I start working on the knot, and no one tries to stop me. It’s more of a bow. There’s nothing to it, so why won’t it budge?

      “An enchanted rope.” Beta Sinta’s smug announcement has my eyes widening in astonishment. “Only I can untie it.”

      My mind rebels. “You don’t have that kind of magic.” He doesn’t have any magic.

      “You’d be surprised at the treasures one can find in the bowels of a despot’s castle.”

      Actually, I wouldn’t. “But the Medusa’s Dust…” I sputter a curse. “I saved your life!” Obviously one of my stupider ideas. I used to be good at this stuff. If people could have gotten the better of me this easily when I was a kid, I’d be dead.

      “You think you saved my life, but I appreciate the gesture, which is why you’re still conscious.”

      I gasp and swing at him again.

      He catches my fist before it can connect, crushing it slightly. “Control your temper,” he advises, releasing my hand with a soft shove.

      There are some things about my blood even I can’t deny. Temper is one of them. “I’ll show you temper, you oversized, egomaniacal, murdering son of a Cyclops!” I ram my foot into his groin.

      Beta Sinta doubles over with an explosion of breath. I’d do it again, but I’d rather run. I swipe my knife from his belt, bring the blade down hard on the rope, and plow my way toward the door.

      A second later, I’m on my ass. The rope is perfectly intact, and three men are looking down at me, identical smirks needing to be wiped off their faces. Permanently.

      Flynn’s foot lands on my wrist, stomping just hard enough to make me let go of the knife. Beta Sinta uncurls himself, glaring at me while he picks up my blade and slips it into his boot.

      I change tactics and start sucking the magic out of the rope. Power nips at my skin and seeps into me, but the rope retains its enchantment. I keep sucking, and it keeps giving – a perpetual supply of magic!

      Gods damn it! I pound both hands on the ground and howl.

      “Up,” Beta Sinta orders.

      I twist and lash out at him with my feet. He jumps to avoid my sweeping kick, and fury erupts in me. I’m fast and well trained, but he’s always a step ahead. Part of me is awed by his speed and agility. Most of me wants to grab Kato’s mace and thump Beta Sinta over the head with it. Repeatedly.

      He fooled me at the fair, this man with the quick smile and midnight hair. I thought the warlord was just another warlord. I flushed at his interest and jumped into his dance of teasing threats. I had fun. Now, looking at him reminds me of something much stronger than fleeting attraction. There’s nothing in this world or the Underworld I hate more than royals.

      “I’d rather let Cerberus slobber me to death with poisonous drool than go anywhere with you.”

      His jaw muscles flexing, Beta Sinta pulls on the rope until I’m forced to either scramble to my feet or get dragged to his. “Come and I won’t have your friends arrested one by one while you watch.”

      I feel myself pale. There’s no lie in his words. He’s not bluffing.

      So this is it, exactly what Mother was trying to teach me, to pound and torture into me. Love is weakness, an exploitable flaw.

      My surroundings fade, and I feel her sharp-nailed fingers digging into my chin as she turns my face and forces me to watch my older brother gut my nursemaid, the only woman who ever held me. Mother beat me when I cried, gave me a puppy the next day, and then ten months later, just when I loved that dog more than anything except for my sister, started the lesson all over again.

      I blink, and Beta Sinta’s handsome, treacherous face comes back into focus.

      Poseidon, protect me. I pick up my satchel, swing it over my shoulder, and don’t look back.
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      Home. Gone.

      Friends. Gone.

      Captured by a ruthless Hoi Polloi warrior who’s going to use me to keep the kingdom he stole.

      Can life get any worse?

      Let me think… I’m tied to the warlord atop his huge horse, I stink, and my skintight pants are driving me insane.

      We ride through the night, the enchanted rope keeping me from jumping off the horse. By dawn, I’m sore and exhausted, my whole body limp with fatigue. My nose still hurts, and my bottom half, which hasn’t been in contact with a horse in years, is aching fiercely, but I keep yawning, and my eyelids feel like someone’s hung marble statues from them. Rage and anxiety usually keep me nice and alert. Right now, they can’t even keep me awake. I slump against the warlord’s back as the sun rises on our right, my last conscious thought that I hope my caked-on cosmetics leave a grimy face print on his clean, white shirt.

      I only wake up because someone is fiddling with the rope. Cracking open an eye, I see lean, tall Carver retying it so that Beta Sinta and I are not only strapped together at the waist but under the armpits as well. I didn’t even feel Beta Sinta untie the rope to begin with and scowl at the lost opportunity. I could have turned invisible and bolted from the horse.

      Carver pulls the knot tight, tugging me hard against his brother’s back. “You sleep like the dead. Kato and Flynn are already betting on when you’ll fall off.”

      I give him the evil eye, and Carver chuckles, flashing that easy smile. Does he think this is funny?

      By noon, the sun is high and hot, beating down on my dark hair and crimson-clad back. My leather pants are officially one of the worst things in my life right now, and that’s saying a lot. I still manage to go back to sleep. I haven’t slept like this in years, maybe in my entire life. I may be strapped to a man I hate, but he would probably do a lot to keep me alive. He might even be good at it. Ironically, I feel almost safe.

      I’m going to escape. After I sleep.

      The afternoon heat is unbearable enough to wake me up for good and make me want to claw off my skin. Beta Sinta is throwing off more than his fair share of heat as well, and all I can think about is dumping buckets of icy water over us both. I keep sane by thinking about the north, the cold, the fiery glow of sunshine through a curtain of ice, and the soft chill of snowflakes frosting my skin, but all that does is fill the hollowness inside me with an even deeper ache. Longing for things I can’t have is useless, just like wishing for freedom and a life no one wants to steal out from under me.

      Stifling a sigh, I blink against the dry summer brightness and look around. Dust, dust, and more dust. Fabulous.

      My stomach wakes up with a low rumble. “Don’t you people eat?”

      “We ate. You slept through it.”

      Beta Sinta’s deep voice vibrates through my rib cage, and I wiggle back as far as the rope will allow.

      “I have to get down.”

      He glances over his shoulder at me. “Now?”

      “I have to… You know…”

      There’s a slight pause. Of course he knows.

      “There are woods and a stream up ahead. We’ll stop there.”
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