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ONE

They called her the Pet, but she didn’t think of herself as a creature in need of protection, care, or condescension. She’d left that life behind. Neither was she a captive, as she picked her way through the ruins of a crumbling rock labyrinth on the island of Crete. How she’d come to be there was a story she didn’t dare contemplate for fear of going mad. There was no rhyme, no reason, no guide other than the future she saw in bits and patches.

The sun was fierce and gorgeously freeing on the back of her neck. She was a Dragon King, and Dragon Kings loved fire. Most wouldn’t admit how much the cold sunk under their skin and sapped their sense of near-invincibility. Maybe that was for the best. The would-be gods didn’t realize that all empires ended, even those blessed with access to what humans would consider supernatural.

Turning to stare into the blinding white-yellow glare, she didn’t bother to shade her eyes. Her second sight—the gift from the Dragon that gave her the ability to see the future—was always with her, no matter its unpredictability. A man sought her.

A man who hid his violence behind titles and lineage.

Time was slippery like moss on a riverbank. Time was slippery on her fingertips. Time was running out.

She continued her cautious journey through the abandoned ruins of ancient kings. The ground was strewn with pieces of the crumbled labyrinth. Once-high walls had been reduced by countless rains and droughts, decades and centuries, until all that remained were bleached waist-high spikes and jagged edges. There was nothing to grab should she fall—not without impaling her hand. Dragon Kings healed rapidly, but some damage was too much for even their advanced physiology to repair.

Archaeologists had long ago dubbed the site of little historic worth. Its condition was so deteriorated that they could gather little new information about the Minoans of Crete. How blinded they were. Humans suffered the hubris of a society that believed itself the most advanced to ever walk the earth. Any thought as to the Dragon Kings’ existence was disregarded as fairy tales of Valkyries and Olympians and countless messiahs.

The woman called the Pet knew differently. All the myths were true. What was once, would be again.

The Chasm isn’t fixed.

Why her predictions of the future had led her to Crete as a means of stopping the Dragon Kings’ slow extinction was beyond her. She had to trust. She’d always needed to trust, when little in her life stood as an example of why to believe. Maybe her real gift from the Great Dragon wasn’t the ability to see the future but to have faith in what she couldn’t explain.

The labyrinth was waist-high, yes, but it was still a tangle of dead ends, wrong turns, and twenty-foot pits. When she realized a mistake, she couldn’t climb over the wall and continue on. Her hands would be shredded. So, as with all mazes, she doubled back and kept the details firmly in mind. The conventional wisdom was that if one chose a direction and stuck with it—all left turns, always, no matter what—the heart of the geometric puzzle would be revealed.

Those three-story pits barring certain passages made that impossible.

And time . . . Yes, time was slippery. She needed to hurry, because the man was coming.

Yet she couldn’t even describe what she sought. A gift for Cadmin. That’s all she knew.

She drew on powers as both soothsayer and true believer to remind herself of her journey’s importance. Cadmin was the closest she’d ever known to having a baby of her own, although the fetal child had developed in another woman’s womb.

“It took some time to find you,” came a voice at her back. “But you knew I’d never give up.”

The Pet turned and met the steady, distant glare of Malnefoley of Tigony, the Honorable Giva. With that title, he should’ve been the unquestioned leader of their people. His leadership was a listing ship, however—the derisive nickname the Usurper attested to as much—barely righting itself in time to escape the swell of each new wave. It wouldn’t survive much longer.

“I escaped,” she said. “I didn’t attempt to hide.”

“I’m taking you back to Greece.” He flicked his eyes across the irregular half walls. He stood some two hundred meters away, just beyond the outermost wall that marked the border of the labyrinth. Given time and patience, he could climb across three lanes to apprehend her physically, but he had a gift far more crippling and violent than hers.

Electricity was his plaything.

“I don’t want to go back to Greece.” She pushed at the sleeves of her thin purple blouse, which contrasted with her militaristic cargo pants and heavy boots. She was a lover of contrast. In revealing bare skin, she also revealed parallel incisions across her left biceps that had healed to papery scars. “There’s work to be done. For all Five Clans.”

“You were Dr. Aster’s companion for how many years? You commit blasphemy when speaking of the Five Clans.”

“I was his companion. Now I’m not.” She nodded to the parallel scars. “These are the reminders I gave myself as proof of my freedom and loyalty to our kind.”

The intensity of Malnefoley’s expression increased a hundredfold when he narrowed his eyes. His lips tightened. She could see his anger, even feel it, despite the distance and obstacles between them. He looked like an emperor whose displeasure would result in countless deaths.

Did others see him as she did? Were they so awed or bitter as to miss the signs? Or was fear what caused so many to whisper “Usurper” behind his back, rather than challenge him outright?

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t believe a brainwashed servant.”

“I didn’t serve him,” she said, snarling.

You wouldn’t understand. No one would.

In some warped way, her relationship with Dr. Heath Aster, heir to the human Aster cartel, was that of a victim coming to love her torturer. He had hurt her. He’d also left her in isolation for months at a time. She’d been twelve years old on the first day of her imprisonment. After decades of such treatment, she’d craved his attention, no matter how painful, because being alone was far more devastating. Affection was a strange emotion to feel for the man her logical mind knew was her abuser, her dismantler, her maker.

“You aided in the perpetuation of his crimes,” the Giva said. “You helped him keep hundreds of Dragon Kings imprisoned as the victims of his sick experiments.”

She exhaled. Her shoulders slumped, which was a surprise. Had she really expected anything different from the Giva? “Your mind won’t be changed by anything I say.”

Without looking at him again, she resumed her slow, careful push through the ruins, searching, not knowing what her eyes—her soul—needed to find.

“You can’t walk away from me.” His voice was no louder now, but more commanding. He possessed some trick of supreme confidence. It radiated from him like the pulse of heat from a raging furnace.

“I can if you don’t know the way to follow,” she said.

The hair on the backs of her arms and neck lifted—such susceptible little pores, awakened by the smallest wash of fear. The Giva, however, was no slight threat. The Tigony were like turbine engines. They pulled bits of electricity out of the air, down to the barest hint of static, then whirled and intensified them into storms worthy of the mighty Zeus throwing lightning bolts. The Pet briefly wondered if Malnefoley was descended from the Tigony man who must have inspired timeless Greek myths of Mount Olympus.

“You’ll come back with me,” he said, his voice darkly ominous. “Now.”

She turned a corner, then another, looking back only briefly.

He was the revered, hated, distrusted, undeniable Malnefoley of Tigony.

He should’ve looked ridiculous wearing an Armani suit in the middle of an abandoned archaeological site. Yet, tall and imposing, his body was built for well-tailored clothing. Electricity snapped from his fingers and arced like a heavenly rainbow across his aristocratic features. The sun was merciless, but it cast shadows as it dipped toward the west. The Giva banished shadow. He was completely illuminated. Blue eyes were bluer. Cheekbones were more dramatic. Blond hair was transformed into filaments of gold.

He bore his considerable power as if it were featherlight.

Surrounded by the snapping proof of his clan’s magnificence, he adopted a grim, humorless smile. “Don’t make me repeat myself. And don’t give me reason to lose my temper.”

“You won’t hurt me. I spent enough months detained in your Tigony fortress to know that. You’re too convinced of my worth.”

Her heartbeat was a metronome that kept time with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer, pounding a frightened tempo in her chest. She had survived so much, and she would survive the Giva in all his tempestuous conceit. But surviving was wearisome.

Rest was a word from another language.

Cadmin was waiting for her. Somewhere. The Pet could only pick her way through the rubble and wait for the worst to happen, let it pass through her, and move on. That had been her life. That would always be her life. She gave herself a moment to absorb the sadness and pain, then reduced it down and down and down until she could breathe.

When it came, the bolt of electricity stole her vision, obliterated her ability to hear, and seemed to peel back layer after layer of skin. In the moment between strike and agony, she was glad she couldn’t see her half-bared arms, for fear of finding exposed bone rather than healthy flesh.

But the agony would not be denied. Her heart’s metronome stopped its clicking smash. She blinked three times and fell to the rocky ground.

*  *  *

The crackle and fire in Mal’s veins was like having indulged in the strongest spirits. No, even stronger. Lava replaced blood. He was made of lightning and his pulse boomed like thunder. The release of a single bolt of concentrated energy was practical; it did the trick. But it was also a tease. A woman sliding slim, feminine hands between his thighs, massaging, urging, then jerking away—that would’ve been less frustrating. When he let his gift build and build, it was such a temptation to let it all go.

Yet he had taught himself restraint a very long time ago. He was cautious in his use of violence, no matter the resentment that simmered deep in his bones. His temper, if left unchecked, could level cities. He knew firsthand.

As the head of the Council that served and oversaw the governments of the Five Clans, he was the consummate politician. In truth, he was a warrior forced to live a lie. He was no politician, not in his heart and his blackest soul.

That didn’t mean he was prone to giving in to the urge to solve disputes with force. His temper was ever-present, but it was a constant reminder of his younger, deadlier self. It was a part of him he constantly needed to restrain, for the sake of the Dragon Kings.

Dr. Aster’s Pet, however, was an exception.

Unlike members of Clan Pendray with their berserker furies, the Tigony were a refined people. Mal knew his gift’s potential down to the slightest variable. To deliver his electric punch, he had taken into account an estimation of the woman’s weight and physical condition, and even the ambient temperature. The result was a strike strong enough to knock her out for no more than two minutes, without lasting damage.

Then he breathed. He put his fleeting, petulant anger away. For two decades, he’d been the Honorable Giva, even when behaving like a calm, neutral leader had constricted him like a full-body straightjacket. That entailed rational thought, smooth negotiations, and measured discussion—the training he’d received from his parents, the heads of the Tigony royal house. For years, he’d kept his powers close like a gambler holding a straight flush.

The Pet was far too canny for his liking. He needed her back in the Tigony stronghold. And he needed her to start talking. That meant finding her in that tangled labyrinth. She’d dropped to the ground following his blast, behind the rugged half walls of the ruins.

Five days before, she’d escaped the stronghold of Clan Tigony, high in the mountains of Greece. He didn’t know how. None of his guards—loyal and tested—knew how. It was as if she’d transformed into air, swished through ventilation shafts, and caught the first breeze south to Crete. Yet she told the truth: A woman who feared getting caught would’ve made a better point of hiding. When he asked humans about an unusual, plain-speaking, coltish young woman with wild raven-black hair, the answers had been quick and sure.

She had served Dr. Aster as his devoted companion—so devoted that no one referred to her as anything other than the Pet. She must know the madman’s secrets, including how he was able to help Dragon Kings conceive. A woman connected to the highest echelon of the Aster cartel was invaluable.

Why was she here? What scheme was she enacting? Something on behalf of the Asters?

That didn’t ring true. If she wanted to remain with the insane doctor, she would’ve escaped with the man when Mal had helped liberate his cousin from the Asters’ laboratories in the Canadian tundra. Instead, the Pet had stayed behind. She had surrendered to Mal without protest. Every minute since had been a study in silence and frustration—silence from her, and frustration strong enough to consume his patience.

He didn’t have time for this.

After removing his suit coat, he wadded it into a ball. The expensive fabric served as protection as he vaulted one of the jagged half walls. Navigating one at a time, he hoisted himself up using the coat as padding for his hands. The ancient, crumbling rock was flaked and chipped like shale honed to razors.

He topped the last wall. A jerk behind his knees sent him sprawling onto the unforgiving ground. The Pet. She’d been pressed flat against the wall, waiting for him.

His head connected with a boulder the size of a large melon.

“Bathatéi,” he shouted, using the worst curse in the shared language of the Dragon Kings.

The descending sun stole his vision. He jerked his head to the side by instinct alone. Metal scraped against rock. Sparks shot against his cheek. Those sparks might not have been visible to the naked eye, but he absorbed their minute flashes of power. He snatched them out of the air and armored his skin with the living equivalent of an electrical fence.

The Pet landed another blow, in the form of brass knuckles against his breastbone. Thudding pain shot out from the center of his chest, while she screamed. Electricity arced from the knuckles to his chest and back again. She landed on her ass, her elfin features enraged. Telltale quivers made her muscles jump and twitch. But she didn’t give up. She landed two more hits, one against his temple, and as he rolled—again by instinct—one to the base of his spine.

Part of him conceded that the strike was perfect. Part of him was too enraged to care.

She landed atop his chest, squatting. Her boots were heavy. They fortified her slight weight. Beneath his dress shirt, Mal’s skin was stretched by the industrial treads of their soles.

The Pet grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked his head off the ground. “You’re bleeding.”

“That would be your fault.”

“The rock’s fault. I take credit for making you fall.” She shoved his head back down, then smeared her palm across his shirt. He caught the distinctly coppery smell of blood.

He was more surprised that her touch seemed designed to enflame and entice, as much as serve a practical purpose. Just how much had Dr. Aster, that psychotic fifty-something sadist, taught her in all means of combat?

Anger wasn’t a strong enough word for the flames gathering in his hands. His palms felt as if beetles and maggots wiggled across his skin. The only way to banish it was to let the electricity build and burn—then unleash it.

He whirled away. She didn’t lose her balance but had to jump to the side. She was petite and agile. The way she’d recovered from his initial blast was impressive. Both stood in loose fighting stances. Only now, she held a switchblade.

“You don’t experience pain,” he said, squaring off against her.

“I experience pain. You’d rather think that I don’t.”

He called on deep muscle memory to fight her hand-to-hand. Another concentrated, precise strike took time to build, but his was already prepped and ready to burst. He had always been more powerful than most of his clansmen—so quick to gather more and more energy into his personal arsenal. At that moment he could’ve blown up a mountain, but he didn’t want to lobotomize her. Martial training was the only alternative.

He swept his leg to try and catch behind her calves, but she jumped straight up, then landed with the ease of a cat. She twirled to one side and stabbed him twice in the shoulder. The sharp spike of her assault made him grunt. Her control of the blade was faster than he would’ve thought possible. Was she of Clan Garnis? So scattered as to be nicknamed the Lost, the Garnis possessed amazing senses and reflexes, but her features were more delicate than those hearty nomads.

He had yet to determine the Pet’s clan, or even her gift from the Dragon.

Still more mysteries he intended to solve.

Mal caught her trailing wrist. He yanked her against his body, spun, and used that momentum to slam her against one of the half walls. She caught her balance by gripping the razor-sharp shale. Her shriek was as wild as it was anguished. She dropped the switchblade. Mal tried to pin her, but the attempt wasn’t fast enough. When was the last time he’d used his body to fight? His muscles were unfamiliar weapons, but they were weapons he relished rediscovering.

She launched off the wall, which added power to her punch. Brass knuckles connected with his jaw.

He reeled. His lip was split. More sparks crackled where her metal met his skin. She squealed as the electricity spiked up her arm. They circled one another like two starving wolves whose only option was cannibalism.

“I’m walking away now,” she said simply.

“I can’t let you do that.”

“Then we keep fighting until one of us is a cripple. How long until you lose your temper and do too much damage? I’ll be useless to you.”

Mal breathed heavily through his nose. He would’ve rather dangled over a volcano than have his options so limited.

“Do you want to be caught?” he asked. “You could’ve bribed any bus driver and boat captain who helped you escape the mainland.”

“I have nothing to use as a bribe.”

“Women always do.”

Her eyes became slits, her expression murderous. “Not an option.”

“Why are you here?”

“I’m looking for something.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Nothing good will come from testing me,” he said. “Because you’re right. I might lose my temper. I might destroy the only link I have to the Aster cartel and the answer to Dragon King conception. Not that it’ll matter to you by then.”

“A tempest in a suit. Does the Council know who sits at the head of their table?”

“No.” He stepped forward. “Do you think I need you in particular? You’re convenient. You’re valuable. Yet other Dragon Kings are connected with the cartels. I’ll find them, one by one, just like I found you, until I get the answers our people need.”

She tsked as if patronizing a child. “I’m sure altruism propels you.”

“What do you mean?”

Standing to her full height for the first time, which wasn’t very tall at all, she smirked. She packed so much disdain in the single lift of a midnight brow. “Our people? No. In your heart, Honorable Giva, you only want to win. At any price.”
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TWO

Now I’m done with you,” she said simply. “I have work to do.”

The Pet once again turned from the Giva, although she would’ve been amused at finding a way to push him to lose control. Amusement was out of the question—and in this case, deadly. Her head throbbed and her fingers burned, as if the brass knuckles were fused to her skin. His electrical strikes still snaked under her skin, and the adrenaline of their fight was wearing off. What remained was a numb lack of coordination following his lightning strike. Her limbs felt leaden, her stomach a rage of nausea and pain. But she had to continue.

Forget the Giva.

Cadmin needed her.

“Why are you here?” he asked again.

She wouldn’t have replied had his voice been wrathful, wheedling, or derisive. No, for the first time the Honorable Giva—such a cumbersome title to carry, like lead across one’s back—sounded curious.

“To find something.”

“Back to games?” He stood with the wide stance of a man used to commanding armies, not leading Council meetings. “You’re all half answers and deception, keeping secrets someone would have to beat out of you.”

“Someone?” She gestured to the empty vastness of that deserted plain. The labyrinth was its only feature. “Or you? Either stop me or help me.”

“Help you?”

His indignation was nearly comical. The Pet wasn’t used to smiling, but a fist made of fear in her chest loosened. Just a little. She wasn’t sure she wanted it to; she held on to her fear because it kept her safe. No one could hurt her if she assumed that everything could cause suffering.

“Yes,” she said, kicking aside a long, thin shaving of rock. “I’ll know it when I see it.”

She heard his strides over the rubble as if he were walking with his fancy dress shoes through the marble-tiled foyer of a magnificent palace, not the tumbledown remains of old ambitions. “Then how am I supposed to help you find it? Read your mind?”

“You’re not Indranan.”

Malnefoley grabbed her arm and spun her to a stop.

“More fighting?” she asked. “I’m game.”

“Look at me.”

Her head snapped up as if she wore a collar that had been jerked by a leash. She’d known that feeling for too many years, publicly paraded as Dr. Aster’s literal pet. She’d borne the humiliation by turning off a great many parts of her mind.

Only the children mattered.

And the riddle of the Chasm.

Although energy still pulsed from his skin like the hot waves of a mirage, he was merely frowning. Confused, maybe. Frustrated, definitely. But he was no longer angry. She was instantly on guard, waiting for the trick. There was always a trick.

“No more fighting.” He glanced down to where blood still seeped from the knife strikes she’d landed. “And I’d rather have you talking than drooling.”

“That pesky temper.”

“Shut up.”

“Touchy.”

He pursed his lips around what might have been another raging curse. “You argue like a child and reduce me to your level.”

“You behave like a bully and reduce me to yours.”

Both of his hands clamped her upper arms. “Explain yourself, you servile thing. Why did you escape, only to stand here where anyone could see? Where I could see?”

A thing.

She’d never been anything else. No wonder some youthful, desperate part of her had interpreted his manipulation as flattery.

But she was free now. She would find Cadmin. I knew your mother . . . I knew you . . .

“What gift do you believe I possess, Giva?”

His frown was back. The jewel-like richness of his eyes wasn’t a single shade but a thousand shades from aquamarine to midnight. His jaw was broad. The hollows beneath sharp cheekbones were like the plains that surrounded them—impressive and austere. Only where his mouth parted, with hardly more than a glimmer of white teeth showing between sensual lips, did he reveal any potential for softness. Yet those sensual lips spoke the words of the enemy.

“You’ve said you have the ability to see the future.” He smirked. “So have others.”

“You doubt it.”

“I do.” Despite the assurance of Mal’s declaration, she never flinched, never looked away. Her eyes were almost too large for her face, giving her a childlike impression of false youth. Brows that could only be described as dynamic were her most expressive features. Subtle movements from those elegant slashes of black revealed more than she probably would’ve liked. With her small mouth and a heart-shaped face that was widest across distinctive cheekbones, she looked nothing like any Dragon King he’d ever seen. “No clan boasts such power, not even those that focus on the mind rather than the body—the Indranan with their telepathy, or the Sath, who steal other Dragon Kings’ abilities.”

“I was a foundling. Occupy yourself here by pondering my unknown genealogy. I have work to do.”

“Something you saw about the future?” His words were drenched in snide disbelief.

“Yes.”

No one had ever believed her abilities except for the occasional Sath, who temporarily acquired her gift to see would-be, could-be moments. The woman known as Silence had been one such individual. That singular warrior had come away from their few brief encounters—down in the Asters’ Cages—with no doubts.

The Giva would need to be maneuvered differently. She didn’t want to fight him again, because losing was a definite possibility. He might not liquefy her brain, but he could take her back to Greece. She’d lose the chance to help Cadmin, however the Dragon intended. Needing time to recover more fully from his lightning strike, she worked to appeal to his ego and occupy his mind. He was brilliant; she knew that much. No one had ever disputed his intelligence, which made throwing around the insult “Usurper” all the more believable. Had he been a simpleton, he wouldn’t be accused of every plot devised in the last twenty years. Had he been any less arrogant, he wouldn’t have fought to keep his title.

“Imagine this,” she said. “An ancient endeavor, human or Dragon King, was built here. The sun is not blunted. Monsoon rains fall without impediment.” She nodded to the east. “The slope of the plain invites the wind to gather along that rise, then hurls it with more force. So why here? Why build something so complex where it was destined to be sanded away?”

“All old buildings crumble. Half walls and curious humans aren’t anything new.”

“We’re near no city. No village.”

For the first time since his antagonistic arrival, the Giva seemed to focus his thoughts on something other than melting or recapturing her. He cut an elegant figure at a distance, but he was imposing at such close range. She stood no taller than his collarbones. His pristine white dress shirt had been ripped open so that two buttons were missing. Blood stained the shirtsleeve covering the arm she’d stabbed. The fine cloth was dyeing crimson. He was dusty and sweaty, as she was. A powdered grit had settled into the fine lines at the corners of his eyes and on either side of his slender nose. No matter the grime, he maintained the air of an angel who wouldn’t deign to set foot on the ground. That would be too humble for a soul such as he.

She knew better. The Giva was the highest of their kind, but he was earthy and sordid as well. He didn’t get his hands dirty while standing on high. But Malnefoley of Tigony could bleed and sweat with everyone else.

Now his mind was at work. While the Giva scanned the plain and seemed to process her questions, her observations, the Pet stared at the notch at the base of his throat where tan skin pulsed with life. His veins told tales of exertion and adrenaline levels as elevated as hers. A rivulet of sweat trickled down the side of his Adam’s apple and settled in that notch, leaving a damp streak in its path. She wanted another to appear so she could watch its progress.

Enticing. That was the word. He was enticing.

“It was a prison.”

The Pet nodded. “Good. The Minotaur. That sort.”

“Minotaur? The Minotaur?”

“What other?”

“You’re talking about a half-bull man who ate the human flesh of prisoners cast into his labyrinth.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know why I wasted so much time wondering if you have useful information about the cartels or the doctor’s experiments.” He straightened his cuffs and stared down at her. That shifting blue gaze must’ve intimidated hundreds, maybe thousands of people since he was chosen as Giva. The Pet only returned his stare, waiting for him to make his point, waiting for another chance to watch the trickles of sweat on his neck. “I might as well be talking to a chimpanzee who’s spent the last few years being used for drug-test protocols.”

“Am I a chimpanzee?”

He blinked and jerked his chin minutely to the side, as if he were the one waiting for a trick or a trap. “No.”

“Then you only speak in insulting metaphor. I speak about the old ways.”

He gave in to what must’ve been a painful injury by squeezing his hand over the meat of his shoulder where she’d stabbed deep. It would take at least a day before it healed. “The old ways? By telling tales about the Minotaur?”

“All the myths are true.”

“You’re joking.”

“You’ll know when I joke.”

“How so?”

“I’ll be as surprised as you.” She sidestepped him and found her switchblade among the rocks. The steel was streaked with blood. She returned to the Giva. “Hold out your arm.”

“You are mad.”

“Hold out your arm.”

“What do you promise in return?”

The Pet looked down at his patent leather shoes, which must’ve been shiny when he’d arrived in Crete. Now they were as chalk-dusted as the rest of him. He had caught his slacks on the rocks. The fabric was ripped along his thigh. Was he bleeding there, too? She didn’t care about the injuries. He would heal. Quickly. But if they were together when night fell, the blood could attract whatever predators hunted these plains.

In return . . .

A promise in return . . .

“I’ll tell you about Cadmin. Why I’m here.”

“Will you apologize for stabbing me?”

“Only if you apologize for striking me with lightning.”

Malnefoley twisted his lips, appearing rueful. “No.”

Apparently an apology was more difficult than extending his arm toward a woman holding a knife, which he did with guarded strength. He was revealing more and more about himself—those things she doubted few ever examined too closely. The Pet looked at the expanse of white that hugged his strong forearms. A scant brush of blond hair edged out from his cuff and topped the back of his hand, which was curled into a fist crackling with electricity. He was ready to strike.

She lay the blade flat across his arm. He didn’t flinch.

With two swift strokes, she left streaks of brick red on the shirtsleeve. “All clean,” she said, pocketing her switchblade.

She most certainly had his attention, which was more alluring than she was ready to admit. His expression was pure confusion. But she knew that with this man, confusion could quickly whirl into devastating anger. She saw it when she closed her eyes and caught glimpses of their shared future—the sensual future she’d seen since first meeting him amid the remnants of the Asters’ ruined Canadian laboratory. She wanted to find that razor’s edge and dance along it, daring him, daring herself.

Only, his anger dimmed. His skin no longer crackled in preparation for attack—or in retaliation for her mockery of his fine clothes and the injury she’d struck. He merely lowered his arm. “With your next words, you will explain yourself,” he said with deadly calm. “Or by the Dragon, I will walk out of this maze with another murder to my name.”

*  *  *

“Malnefoley, the Honorable Giva,” she said smoothly, smiling. “I’d say how honored I am to meet the real you, but I believe you’re in the mood to rip me inside out. So hear this. Cadmin was a fetus.” She turned and spoke over her shoulder. “You’ll come with me if you want to hear the rest.”

Mal waited two heartbeats, so that he could discharge the flaring burn gathering in his fists. He shot it into the ground, which liquefied mica and shale. Liquefied minerals would cool into rough glass. Better to refashion the earth than to make good on his threat.

The Pet was a surprise. She had no rules. No order. She’d used his shirt to clean her knife—a knife streaked with his blood. She’d done it so simply, as if such a thing happened every day. She was dangerous, not because of what information she withheld or the allegiances she maintained, but because she spoke to him in the rough language of violence and spontaneity he’d long thought he had under control.

Polite political savages would just as soon scoop out his eye with a dessert spoon rather than speak plainly. He knew that every time he walked into the Council’s meeting room in the Fortress of the Chasm, high up in the Himalayas. Sideways moves and plots within plans had been his language since childhood. The ultimate game of chess.

Sometimes he wanted to swipe an angered fist across the board and send the pieces flying. The Pet left him more tempted than ever. Few had ever heard him make threats. She now ranked among a rare assembly of people and Dragon Kings, most of whom were dead.

Mal followed her until he caught up, and they traversed the labyrinth side by side. She flinched, pulled away.

A flinch? What had happened to the woman who’d attacked him and crouched on his chest like a gargoyle in combat boots?

“There were many,” she said, sounding as distant as the winds on the plains. “Fetuses. In the Asters’ labs. And there were women. They’d earned the right to conceive—through their own actions, or because of a loved one who won Cage matches. I held the mothers’ hands and looked into the years ahead. I told them the good and, if necessary, the bad.” She stopped and crouched, tossing a few brambles aside from where they caught in a corner crevice. “For reasons I’ve never understood, those babies were born more robust and had a higher survival rate. My only explanation is that those glimpses of the future helped the mothers and fathers have more faith. They could do more than conceive. They would become parents. It gave them hope that was literally life sustaining.”

“By looking into the years ahead?” Mal’s head spun as he aligned the new information. “That’s how Aster managed to achieve such a high percentage of healthy births?”

“Yes.”

“No science? Just you? And . . . faith?”

She looked up at him with a sardonically arched brow. “Just?”

“This is more than you revealed in six months.”

“Perhaps you weren’t ready to listen.” Standing, she shrugged. “We’ll never know.”

They continued through the labyrinth. Mal had thought the process of getting clear of the wreckage would be easier. He’d waded into the maze, having seen her petite form from across the plain. Now he was stuck with her in what should’ve been as simple as a child’s toy. He loathed tasks where the details weren’t his to orchestrate.

“Go on,” he said. “Or you can tell me what we’re looking for.”

“You don’t believe in the myths, so I won’t.”

“Back to the Minotaur? We seek his horns, maybe?”

She shot him a glare so sharp and cold that he forced himself to keep from looking away. She had green-gold eyes, as mercurial as a cat’s, with a touch of frost that made her even harder to read. A wild, distant creature who moved like water, she held herself small and close, and spoke without pretense. Only subtle movements from those slashing brows gave him a clue as to her inner turmoil.

“Cadmin was not my first,” she continued, apparently answering his barb with only her glare. “There had been dozens of others before her. I caught pieces of their lives. The Eiffel Tower. A bicycle accident. A first kiss. A rape. Tasting alligator meat for the first time. Anything that specifically hinted at a future meant they were viable.”

“Even if you saw a rape?”

“It’s life. Who was I to choose which lives should be lived? Only good ones? No. I only let it be known if it was possible. The parents, with all their love and devotion, did the rest.”

The Pet veered to the left, then right again, as if she knew the way through the tangle. Her closed-off posture and quick yet graceful movements were unnerving. She walked with her head down as if someone might hit her if she looked to either side. Was that normal, or was it a result of Mal’s presence?

“Here,” she said. “This way. I know this wall.”

“It looks like the rest.”

“No. Here.”

She ran her fingers along four grooves that traversed the length of the longest passage they’d found. She kicked aside a pyramid-shaped stack of rocks. “A funeral cairn. It’s this way.”

“If that was a cairn, why did you just destroy it?”

“Afraid of ghosts and lost souls, Giva? Are those acceptable myths?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Why did you do it?”

Those frosty green eyes roamed over his body, his face, but never reached up to find his gaze. “Do you feel like you’re learning me yet?”

“No.”

“That’s why I did it.”

“By randomly kicking the graves of the dead? That only adds evidence to the common wisdom that you’re insane. Talk of soothsaying and reading the futures of unborn children doesn’t help your case.”

She touched the grooves again. “These were made by fingers,” she said, apparently talking to herself. “Years and years. Centuries. It wasn’t a prison but a means of execution. The archaeologists have it wrong. The walls were never high enough to support a ceiling. It was always like this. Just enough freedom to drive the prisoners mad. They were told of an exit that wasn’t a door.”

“Death?”

She nodded. “They walked and searched, marking places where they’d been, marking them again and again. They ate the dead and left cairns where bodies should have been laid to rest.”

Mal leaned against a half wall and crossed his arms. Goose bumps rippled under his shirt. The picture she was painting was eerie. He could see the edges of their enclosure, but he couldn’t escape it—not without dragging the Pet across the jagged spikes. He might consider it if they stayed any longer than another few minutes. He didn’t like to be confined. To be trapped in this place when it was replete with a full array of defenses and entrapments . . . Yes, a man would go mad.

Tired of the riddles, he looked down at his shoulder. The pain was a numb throb. Drying blood stuck to his shirt.

The Pet stopped roughly ten feet away, her head bowed. She looked so vulnerable—tiny, slim, eminently feminine, and such a wonder of contrasts—but Mal knew better. Whatever she’d endured with Dr. Heath Aster had made her leather-tough and resistant to what would’ve crushed other people. He could try to overpower her again, but he’d come away with nine fingers and a woman without brains enough to speak.

More importantly, if she really was responsible for the Asters’ high success rate, she was invaluable to understanding why Dragon Kings couldn’t conceive. Generation after generation, the number of children brought into the world decreased to the point where desperate would-be parents sank into the realms controlled by the human cartels who promised the miracle of life—for a price. Otherwise obscure Dragon Kings trained to become Cage warriors and fought bouts for the entertainment of elite patrons and guests of the cartels, with the strongest granted the gift of attempting conception. Of the three largest cartels, the Asters had a tremendous advantage regarding success rates when compared to the Townsends and the Kawashimas. Most believed that high success rate was to Dr. Aster’s credit.

Perhaps he had little to do with Dragon King science other than enacting hideous experiments on the weak, the infirm, and the losers of the Cage bouts—such a high price for wanting nothing more than a family.

That was if the Pet could be believed. There was no one else like her. Mal couldn’t kill her. He could humor her a little longer, until retaking her into his custody didn’t mean additional fighting.

Under normal circumstances, that wouldn’t have been an issue. He lived in the straightjacket world and forced his baser nature to obey the rules. Having unleashed spikes of his energy on the Pet, however, left him edgy and ready for more violence.

“How do you know so much about the ruins?”

“Cadmin showed me,” she said.

“A fetus showed you an ancient prison?”

“You asked.”

“And you expect me to believe that?”

She shrugged. Her purple linen shirt seemed an out-of-place touch of softness. She was blade-sharp in her thinness, as if her heavy industrial boots were all that anchored her to the ground. “No, I don’t. That’s not your job, Giva. Your job is to recapture me and ask a couple hundred questions—the wrong questions. None of that will happen.”

“You know that? As fact? As a . . .” He smiled, unable to hide his condescension. “As a soothsayer?”

“As a soothsayer, I admit you possess too many variables. The more volatile the person, the more difficult it is to see his path.” She angled a glance that was nearly teasing. “And you, dear Giva, are the very definition of volatile.”

“Then how can you be sure I won’t take you into custody?”

“Once we find Cadmin’s weapons, you won’t want to.”

“Did you ever even see her?” Mal pushed away from the wall on a surge of energy. “Do you even know if she was born?”

“I never met her, but I know she was born a few months after our minds touched. I didn’t need to meet her in person. She was . . . different. She was magic.”

“We’re Dragon Kings. The majority of sentient beings on this planet would call us magical.”

“No. We’re just us. She was magic.”

The Pet arched her neck and unexpectedly challenged him with her gaze. It was unwavering and fierce. But beneath the challenge was a sense of imploring. She wanted to be taken seriously, to be believed.

Mal couldn’t do that. She was either insane or criminally clever.

Or she possessed other powers—perhaps along the lines of the Indranan’s ability to read minds—and she was using his fears and hatreds against him.

All of her talk about the old ways, the ancient myths . . . He wouldn’t tolerate much more. As a young man, Mal had inadvertently liberated his clan from its last, most hideous holdover from the times of gods and goddesses. He’d done so by losing control in the way he loved so much, sweeping the chess pieces to the ground. Only, he’d done that with living, breathing people. They hadn’t been breathing when he’d walked away from Bakkhos.

“She showed me the past,” the Pet said. “This place. She showed me the long-ago times. Don’t you know? What was once will happen again.”

“And that’s predicting the future?”

“Of course not. But ask a Sath elder if I’m lying. They keep secrets not even you know, Giva. What was once will happen again.”

“You’re a charlatan. This ends now.” He grabbed her arm and began to drag her. “We’re going back to Greece.”

The Pet snarled and fought, clawing his hands with her nails as she transformed from an imploring young woman to a fiend in the span of a blink. “You’re a fool! A fool. It’s here. Half of Cadmin’s weapon is here.”

“A weapon for an unborn baby who told you about a Minotaur and an ancient insane asylum. You need your own padded cell. I’ll have one made up special for you.”

She turned toward him as if he’d been leading a dance. Suddenly she was twirling beneath his arm. With her back to his chest, she reached up and dug her fingers into the stab wounds on his shoulder. Mal roared in pain and flung her away. The Pet sprawled on the rock. She sputtered on a mouthful of grit, then shoved black hair out of her eyes. Her shredded palms left a smear of blood on her temple.

“Do you know where the next Grievance will be held? Or when? Hm? Has anyone decided to share that with you, oh powerful Giva?”

Mal blinked. The annual Grievance was an all-out Cage match between the best warriors the human cartels had to offer—the days of gladiators made new again.

“No,” he said, the word holding all of his suspicion. His pulse was crash upon crash of thunder. “My best spies haven’t been able to learn that.”

Neither had the underground rebellion of Dragon Kings who were slowly assembling across the world to battle the human cartels. To disrupt the next Grievance was their primary objective, but he wasn’t about to share knowledge of their existence or purpose. Friends and even family were among their ranks.

“Then your spies aren’t worth what you’re paying them.” She backed away from him. “I can find out. But only after we find Cadmin’s weapon. Some weapon. She’ll need it.”

“Why?”

“She’s eighteen now, and a Cage warrior. The upcoming Grievance will be her first . . . and it will be the last ever held.”
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THREE

The last one,” Mal said, unable to keep the incredulity from his reply. Incredulity—and maybe hope. If the rebels succeeded in their underground war against the cartels . . . But no, he couldn’t start buying into the Pet’s mad prophecies. She would say anything to keep from returning to Greece as his captive. “Grievances have been held for a thousand generations.”
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