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For my beloved husband








AUTHOR’S NOTE
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The cultured yet brutal civilization of ancient Rome served as inspiration for this fantasy world. However, it is meant to be a reimagining of the Roman Empire, not one of historical accuracy. I used creative license frequently to serve the story.


One example is that Malina Bihari and her family are from the ancient territory of Dacia, which is modern-day Romania. However, in the book, they speak Romanian, not Dacian. This is because Dacian is an extinct language and was not recorded. I chose to use the language of the people who live there today.


I’ve also reinvented some of the gods, goddesses, and mythology of Rome. In this world, pure-blood Romans share ancestry with ancient titans—dragons—and the gods themselves. Their power is divine. Like the historical Rome, they use their power and strength to conquer and burn and enslave. And as history proves, there will always be rebellion and revolution in the face of oppression and tyranny.








THE DRAGON HOUSES
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Listed in order of their hierarchy, prestige, and power in Rome.


* Ignis—Fire-red line


Descended from Romulus, one of the two brothers suckled by a she-dragon and given the power of transformation. Romulus slayed his brother Remus and founded Rome as its first emperor. The Ignis line has always held more dominance and power in ruling Rome.


* Media Nocte—Midnight-black line


Descended from Remus, one of the two first dragon brothers. They were both given the power of transformation through their dragon mother, a powerful titan of the ancient world covered in red and black scales.


* Sapphirus—Sapphire-blue line


The first dragon line to be born after the Ignis and Media Nocte. This line was born from a coupling between the god Neptune and the eldest daughter of Romulus.


* Amethystus—Amethyst-purple line


Descended from a girl child of Pluto and Proserpina. When their daughter begged to fly freely in the open skies rather than live only in the depths of the underworld, her parents sent her into the mortal realm to live among them.


* Chrysocolla—Malachite-green line


Blessed into existence by the goddess Diana, whose arrow struck the heart of a Sapphirus dragon while it mated with her nymph Egeria. When he was struck by the arrow, he instantly shed his blue coloring for the shade of the meadow where they made love and gave that hue to their offspring.


* Griseo—Gray line


The lowest caste of dragons, who have no known ancestry. Because of their lack of hierarchy, they are often used in the gladiator arenas.


* Vicus—White dragon


An anomaly of only female dragons who can be born of any house. They are considered to be chosen by the gods to serve as priestesses in their temples. It is a prestigious honor to be born a Vicus.


* Chrysos—Gold dragon


A legendary line with extraordinary fire power, who are extinct. No known origin, though believed to be touched by the god Jupiter himself.








THE MYTH OF MEDUSA
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Medusa was born a white dragon. She was a lovely babe who grew into a pretty girl who grew into a beautiful woman. She had one, and only one, dream for her life: to worship and serve the gods.


She was overjoyed to be selected to serve as priestess by the Temple of Minerva. The goddess of war and wisdom was the pinnacle of feminine strength and intelligence.


She praised the gods for granting her a quiet life of service, for that is all she ever desired. She reveled in helping others and devoted herself to keeping the temple and altar a sacred place for Romans to worship and beg the goddess for favors.


Her life was good. She was happy. She was blessed.


Until one day, the god Neptune spied Medusa walking along the seashore where she meditated one afternoon each week.


Neptune became instantly entranced by her glossy locks of pale blond hair and her voluptuous body. When she left the seashore, he followed her. He trailed her into the temple, where she went to work cleaning the altar.


Overcome with lust, he violated Medusa on the altar, stealing her virginity with a groan and satisfying release. He walked away without a glance, leaving her in despair and blood and tears.


Her two sisters found her and wept with her for all she had lost, for all that was stolen. Without her virginity, she would be cast out from the temple, her role as priestess stripped from her. To Medusa, that was a fate worse than death.


The goddess Minerva heard her and her sisters weeping and whispered prayers for help. She descended on a cloud of silver, spreading her dragon wings wide.


“Cry not, my child,” she told Medusa.


“But I am soiled and ruined. I cannot serve you anymore.”


“Yes, you can, my dear. And you will. So will your sisters.”


The goddess drew herself up to her full height, her dragon horns curling more out of her skull, her white tail lashing the air.


Medusa and her sisters stared up in wonder at the powerful goddess, her purple eyes sparking.


“How?” asked Medusa, tears streaking her beautiful face.


Minerva placed a palm upon Medusa’s head. “Neptune saw you and was overcome with his own desire. I will give you power over men so that they cannot do this again. And I will give you more.” Her fingers glowed white where she clutched Medusa’s skull. “I bestow upon you the gift of a sorceress. Like a snake to its prey, you will latch onto any man you choose and pour malice into their hearts. You will be able to force your enemies to feel despair, pain, and loss. You will control them with the magic you hold.”


Medusa gasped as she felt the power bleed into her veins.


Minerva then placed her hand upon the sister at her right side.


“I bestow upon you the gift of the siren. Any man whose blood you taste will fall at your feet and do your will. Even if you command him to die, he will do so.”


Her sister crumbled as the goddess’s power filled her body and blood.


Minerva gripped the head of the third sister, eyes glowing white with ethereal power.


“I bestow upon you the power of Charon’s kiss. Your lips will breathe death into the mouths of corrupt men. Their spirits will suffer for all their transgressions.”


The third sister cried out as the magic wove into her soul.


The goddess stood tall and straight, stretching her wings wide.


“Neptune has done you wrong, my child. For his crime, men will suffer. But none who do not deserve it. You and your sisters will go forth and serve me well. You will punish evil men and damn them.”


Medusa, no longer smothered in dark despair, lifted her face to the goddess. “When will we be done? When is our job finished?”


Minerva smiled, her teeth razor-sharp. “When evil men no longer roam this world.”


So the three sisters went out into the world to do their sacred work. But when they were old and on Pluto’s doorstep, he took their sweet souls, but not Minerva’s gifts. Those powers had no place in the underworld. He sent them back to the mortal realm where they’ve been passed to worthy women again and again, century after century.


Some say that Minerva’s mystical gifts have been seeking the right sisters, the ones to right all of mankind’s wrongs once and for all.
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Dacia, 53 BCE


MALINA
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“Malina,” hissed my sister. “Vino aici.”


I ignored her summons again, continuing to peer out through the tent flap.


The crowd thickened close to the stage where Hanzi tipped his head back and slid a sword down his throat. An eruption of awe swept up with applause.


“Malina.”


I finally snapped the tent flap shut. Lela removed her headscarf, black waves of hair tumbling down her shoulders. Plopping myself down on the wooden stool, I watched her with undisguised envy. Our bunica, our grandmother, gave her the colorful basma on her betrothal day last month. It still made my heart clench with envy.


“What is that look, bebeluş?” she asked.


“I wish you’d stop calling me baby.”


Lela tilted her head and smiled in her maternal way, then picked up the stick of kohl.


“Close your eyes.”


I did, sighing as Lela lined my left lid first.


“Are you going to tell me what the sighs are for? You always love to dance for the crowd.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “And the crowd adores you.”


“It’s not that. It’s just . . . I miss Mama and Papa. I miss home.” And I didn’t want anything to change. Everything would change when she married Jardani.


Usually, our parents would have come with us. Most of our clan was with our caravan. But winter approached. There was much to do and prepare before the snows began to fall. Our parents and a few selected elders of each familie in the clan remained behind. Our caravan had made a small circle through the valley beneath the southern range of the Carpathian Mountains. This last bit of coin would serve us well through the winter months.


As she’d done many times before, Lela smeared the kohl to thicken the shading along the outer edges of my eyes. “This is the last village. We’ll break camp in the morning and start the journey home.” She laughed in her throat. “But you don’t fool me. You’ll miss this.”


Lela finished dabbing the kohl and brushed out my hair the way she used to before she fell in love and spent all her time with Jardani.


My gaze fell to my lap where I traced the intricate design in golden thread on my red fustă. The gold and silver medallions of jewelry sewn into the vibrant fabric winked by the lantern light. Bunica had made the richly adorned woolen skirt in a way that flared in perfect little arcs when I spun onstage.


I stood and smoothed my white blouse, the gold star-shaped embroidery sweeping in gentle curves down to where it met my fustă, creating a continuous design that flattered my figure.


“What do you mean?”


“You’re an adventurer, Mina. And too curious for your own good.”


I shrugged. “The world is an interesting place.”


“And dangerous. Especially for a wild seventeen-year-old girl.” Her dark eyes trailed down my body, a frown pinching her brow. “And one who appears much older.”


It was true I’d inherited more curves from our mother than Lela. We were polar opposites, the two of us. Lela was all sweetness and gentle ways like our father. I had the boldness and short temper of our mother.


“I’m nearly eighteen,” I argued.


“And unmarried and unprotected.”


I hated that reminder. She’d be married soon, and Mother was already hinting it was my turn next. All I wanted was for everything to stay the same, but that seemed impossible.


The tent flap whipped open with a thwack. Jardani filled up the entrance, stormy scowl darkening his features, broad shoulders tense with readiness.


Lela straightened. “What is it?”


“Romans.”


My throat went dry, fear tripping my pulse faster. “Are any of them—” I swallowed hard, unable to finish the question. But Jardani knew.


“Yes,” he growled. “One is a centurion.”


The tent flap popped open again. Kizzy and Kostanya swept from behind Jardani’s imposing figure.


“Romans are here,” whispered Kizzy.


“To watch the show,” finished Kostanya.


Our twin sisters, one year younger than me.


“Where did they come from?” Lela’s pretty eyes were wide and glittering. “There’s been no word of an uprising.”


No. This region had been faithful subjects to Caesar. Honor Emperor Igniculus with tribute, and the Romans left us alone. We weren’t fools.


Jardani shook his head. “There’s a Roman province across the Danube thirty leagues from here. Could be a scouting party from there.”


“How many?” I asked.


“Only four,” Jardani answered. “But that centurion.” He shook his head, lowering his voice to a hoarse whisper. “If he wanted, he could kill us all.”


I pushed past Jardani and the twins, peering out through the sliver of tent opening. I spotted them strolling through the crowd toward the front. The three soldiers laughed, seemingly entertained by Hanzi’s juggling act, but the centurion who followed slowly in their wake did not. His red cape denoted his higher station. He stood taller than Jardani. The baldric crossing his chest held his gladius, the hilt glinting with fine craftsmanship.


His movements were fluid, lithe, a hunter’s steady progress toward the awaiting prey. His face was steeped in shadow till they passed a torch. I sucked in a staccato breath.


His face was too hard, too sharp, too arresting. His maker had cut him with an unforgiving blade, molding him into a beast of unquestionable dominance and terrible beauty. He stood off to the side of the front row, his dark gaze sweeping the audience. The gusting torch flame licked along his features, caressing into the shadows like a lover. Then it happened. Flickering flame caught the golden deep of his irises, touching the supernatural doors to his soul. If he had one.


I exhaled the breath I’d been holding, knowing I looked upon the beast of legend. The one who filled our people with fiery nightmares, who stormed across the world and took whatever and whoever he wanted.


“Dragon,” I whispered.


Kizzy squeaked behind me.


“What should we do?” whimpered Kostanya.


Jardani gestured toward the north. “Slip off to last night’s encampment. Wait for me there.”


“No.” I followed my instincts, measuring the situation in a blink. “It is known and expected that the Bihari sisters close the show. Every show. That crowd out there is expecting us. If we run and hide, it will only anger them and alert the Romans that something is amiss.”


“But, Malina.” Kizzy’s chin trembled. “He’s a—a—”


“Yes. I know. And how far do you think we’d get if we ran and hid in the woods like thieves in the night? If we close the show without the final act, those villagers will want their coin back and cause a riot.”


I leveled on Jardani, who stared back, contemplating quietly. Finally, he cursed under his breath, then hung his head, hands on hips.


Lela stepped forward, her expression tight. “What do you feel?” Besides Bunica, she was the only one who ever outright spoke of my gift. And they would never mention it outside family. To be an empath like me held its own dangers.


I turned my face back toward the tent opening, closing my eyes. Finding the quiet within, I reached out into the boisterous crowd, touching the life-light of every person. My gift allowed me to read the unique essence emanating from within a person.


When I found the centurion, knowing it was him by the stark potency of his life force, my empathic sense shuddered. I probed deeper, a feverish sweat sweeping over my skin, a vibrant cord of power pulsing through our connection. No anger, animosity, or violence trembled along the invisible thread I tethered to him. It was difficult to gauge from this distance, but odds were in our favor.


I opened my eyes and spun to them, shaking my head. “No aggression.”


Jardani gave a stiff nod, then moved closer to Lela. “Keep the dance short and keep your distance.” He cupped Lela’s face, his brutish hands gentle, tilting her face up to look at him. “Be careful, iubirea mea.”


I turned away from the intimate gesture. Jardani was a good man, and he adored my sister. Eventually, I’d forgive him for taking her away from me. Right now, my focus was on the crowd beyond the tent, roaring with applause. Peeking out, I caught Hanzi finishing with his flourishing juggle of flaming torches.


“It’s time,” I called over my shoulder.


The twins nodded and snatched metal zills from a basket on the shelf and fitted them onto their thumbs and middle fingers. I didn’t, as I needed my hands free for my part of the act.


“Right,” Lela snapped in her maternal tone. “Go, girls.”


On cue, the first lilting strains of Yoska’s lute carried from the stage. Then Rukeli’s soft rhythm, his hands sweeping on the tympanum, silenced the crowd. The hypnotic beat of the drum and the magnetic rise and fall of the lute riveted everyone’s attention to the stage. The four of us slipped into the shadow behind the stage.


Hanzi was there, sweat-drenched from his performance, but wearing his ever-present bright smile for us. A brighter one for me.


The twins leaped onto the stage before me and Lela, clacking their finger cymbals in rhythm with Yoska and Rukeli’s melody.


“Baftă!” called Hanzi with a wink, placing a firm hand on my shoulder and giving me a squeeze.


“I don’t need luck,” I answered with a smile before sweeping past him and up the steps.


Chin raised, body poised with straight back, one shoulder dipping lower, I glided onto the stage in bare feet, despite the chill in the air. Lela spun in a rhythmic circle down the center of the stage, her bejeweled blue skirt curving in arcs like a glittering ocean wave. Her breathless beauty drew all eyes, while Kizzy and Kostanya mirrored her movements. A mesmerizing scene.


I smiled and kept to the back, swaying gently and clapping my hands in tune to the beat, trying to remain invisible while Lela danced her part, captivating her audience with each swing of her hair and swirl of her skirts.


Then . . . I felt him. His eyes were on me. My skin prickled with awareness. It was too much to withstand, to ignore. Cutting my gaze to the left, I faltered, my hands holding on a single clap.


Watching him from afar was entirely different than seeing him this close. He leaned against a wooden post, arms crossed in casual repose, expression blank. But his fire-gold eyes. They told me another story. One of heat and mystery and unmistakable interest. Caught in his gaze, like a hare in the wolf’s claws, I almost missed the shift in the music that was my cue.


Rukeli beat louder on the tympanum with one beat of his hand, then silence. Breaking from the centurion with a snap of my head, I took my first step forward.


The defiant spirit that had buoyed me up so many times before repelled any fear of this dragon in our midst. The tether I still held to him didn’t scream of fear at all. Rather, his essence was alluring. Exciting. That inner fire burned through my limbs, guiding my dance like never before.


With slow, precise steps I advanced to the stage dead center, swayed my hips, rose my arms heavenward. Rukeli pounded out another single drumbeat in unison to the stomp of my feet. My sisters clacked their finger cymbals slowly as I slid one foot forward and rolled my body.


Spinning to face the back of the stage and my sisters, I ignored Lela’s shake of the head warning me not to do it. There was one daring move I reserved for certain audiences. Not one with a Roman dragon standing in watchful attendance.


Best not to dazzle too brightly in the presence of one of them. They liked treasure. But the witch inside me defied the interloper in our midst. I ignored my sister’s silent protests as the music rose seductively. I repeated the roll of my body from the ground up in slow repetition. With each wave, I arched my back farther and farther, bending my spine, my arms reaching and waving suggestively to the crowd appearing in my vision upside down.


My long hair brushed the stage as I bent, my blouse pulled tight over my upthrust breasts, one sleeve baring a shoulder. And still I contorted my body into an impossible arch.


When my head nearly brushed the floor, I straightened with a whip of my body to the beat of the drum. Rather than simply spin away, I gathered momentum and outstretched my arms, tumbling in a back flip where I stood. The audience gasped, then applause erupted.


The edge of my underskirt and fustă caught on my hip, baring the length of one bronze leg. The centurion’s gaze dropped, his phantom touch catapulting my pulse faster. I gripped the skirts in one hand and began to spin with swift, stomping footwork before I leaped boldly to the teetering end of the stage where he stood. The music was now a maddening frenzy, the audience clapping to the beat of the drum.


Angling my chin down over my bare shoulder, I locked my gaze onto the centurion, the black waves of my hair swaying with the melody. His dragon eyes simmered an otherworldly gold, reflecting the internal fire within. When his mouth ticked up on one side in a smoldering half smile, I faced forward and launched into a series of front tumbles, flipping so fast my skirts whirled in tandem.


Yoska and Rukeli played wild and fast, spinning me and my sisters into a whirl of skirts and flourishing moves. The music sped higher and faster into a sudden, dramatic stop where we each froze into a goddess-like pose, legs and arms intertwined, bodies curved, necks arched, and eyes shining bright.


Leaping from their seats, the villagers cheered. Small coins plinked and rolled onto the stage. As was tradition, our finale dance was showered with pennyweight coins. Hanzi scurried onstage to collect them while we bowed and smiled, waving to the crowd.


I tried to keep from looking but my gaze cut to the centurion anyway. He was smiling. For a moment, I was caught by his welcome and attractive expression. He reached inside a pocket on his belt, then held up a coin to me. It looked bigger than the ones being tossed onto the stage. I held out my cupped hands and he tossed it. I caught it with a laugh, then Lela pushed me roughly toward the steps.


“Malina,” she hissed, as we stumbled behind the stage. “What do you think you were doing?”


“Giving the customers what they came for.”


“You know what I’m talking about. That was too . . . too—” “It was nothing.”


“It was reckless. As you always are.”


“Stop worrying, Lela. Go and pack. Jardani will want to leave tonight.”


Trembling from the performance, I stormed off before Lela could scold me further. The crowd still buzzed. Yoska and Rukeli played on. Jardani ushered them over for ale and watered-down wine. A few extra coins before the villagers wandered home.


Lela was right. I’d never displayed myself quite so provocatively. Why would I do it for him? I hated Romans. Hated their superiority. Their conquering and burning of the whole world, simply because they could. Because no one could defeat dragons.


Perhaps that was why. I wanted to flaunt my fearlessness in front of him. Show him I was not afraid, no matter what beast stared back at me, but my inner witch whispered, no, that’s not the reason.


Cutting through two wagons and behind the horse pen—the foul-tempered gelding chuffed and whickered at me—I rounded another wagon and peeked from behind. Jardani’s makeshift tavern, nothing more than a weathered canvas top and two casks propped on stools, lured the audience in well enough. Yoska and Rukeli played a lively tune, while Hanzi served drinks and collected more coin.


Slipping past and clutching the centurion’s coin in my palm, I grabbed a torch and ran along the path into the woods toward our encampment. But rather than go directly to our tent, I cut into the little meadow where we let the horses graze during the day, so I could observe my coin without my sisters fussing or asking questions.


Stepping into the open under the bright moonlight, I raised my palm and the torch so I could get a better look.


“Bendis above,” I whispered.


It was gold. Or at least it looked like gold. I’d never actually held the precious metal in my hands. One side depicted a temple, the edges soft and well-worn. The other was a woman, a goddess sitting on a throne, an upside-down crescent over her head, a cornucopia held in both hands.


“She is Lady Fortuna.”


I froze. The voice was a deep, melodious rumble, like thunder over the mountain. Like danger in the distance, drawing ever closer.


Stars save me. It could only be one man.


Spinning, I stared a mere few feet away at marble-like features cut into slashes of shadow by the moonlight. The centurion. And the dragon. I glanced to the right, preparing to flee, wondering if I could actually outrun him. Panic gripped me. I certainly wasn’t fearless now. “No, wait.” He held up both palms in a disarming fashion, then took a step backward. “I won’t harm you.”


But it was impossible for a man of his height and breadth and birth to appear harmless. He was a noble-born Roman with ancient magic—and a monster—firing through his blood.


My pulse raced, and I realized we were alone. If he wanted to hurt me, he could quite easily do so before anyone would come and help me. If they could help me.


Still holding his palms out in a placating manner, he nodded to my hand where I still held the coin. “That aureus is special.”


It was gold. My arm holding the torch shook, a flame gusting as I exhaled a trembling breath.


I was terrified, but I lifted my chin with all the confidence I could muster, realizing he must’ve given me the coin for nefarious reasons.


“Why would you give me a piece of gold?” I snapped, though my voice quivered.


Everything about him screamed for me to run. Except my empathic sense, which was still annoyingly quiet as a calm sea. My witch told me to keep still. So I did.


“You’re a gifted dancer,” he stated with calm and poise, lowering his arms to clasp his hands behind his back, still trying to appear harmless. It did ease my panic a little, though my body remained ready for flight.


“I’m the best of my sisters,” I finally replied, using bravado to cover my quaking fear.


He smiled. My gaze automatically dropped to his mouth. That’s where I realized what gave him some semblance of softness. Where his jaw, chin, nose, and brow were all sharp angles, his wide mouth seemed soft.


“You are,” he agreed. “I witnessed the proof of it just now.”


“Why would you give me a gold coin for a dance?” I snapped again, my fear morphing into ire. “You will not get anything else for it.”


Still poised, even at my assumption, possibly an insult, that he’d been trying to buy something else from me that I wasn’t prepared to part with, he replied steadily, “I do not want anything else.”


A cloud billowed above us across the moon, the shadows hiding his face. Even so, his dragon eyes glowed in the dark. It reminded me of the wolves back home in the Carpathian Mountains, when the winter grew harsh and they came looking for easy prey around our village. Strangely, this Roman didn’t incite fear in me with his gleaming dragon eyes.


I stepped forward and raised my torch so that I could see his face more clearly. He remained unnaturally still. I knew he was trying to assuage my fear. We both knew that if he wanted to harm me, he could. Only noble-born Romans with the blood of the dragon coursing through their veins could be centurions.


His eyes. Bright as a burning star, they watched me. “This coin is special,” he told me. “It’s worth more than the gold it was forged from.”


“Why is that?”


“Fortuna is the goddess who guides our path through life. She bestows good fortune to those who give her tribute, who pray and listen to her.”


“I do not believe in your gods,” I told him boldly. “That does not matter.” He took a small step forward.


I braced to run, but he stopped at that one step, seeming to want a better look at me.


“We all have our own gods,” he added, clasping his hands in front of him now, very large hands to equal the rest of his towering physique. He was far taller than any man I’d ever seen. I’d been told that before about dragons, that they were larger than human men. Still, it was astounding to behold with my own eyes. “But Fortuna loves all people of all provinces and all regions.”


His words were confusing to me. We had our own gods who we prayed and sacrificed to. Why would a goddess I didn’t worship care about me?


“Not only is Fortuna a special goddess to me,” he went on, “but this aureus was given to me by my mother, the gold minted by my own father when they married. A wedding gift. I’ve carried this aureus on me for many years.”


“Which again makes me wonder why you would give something so precious away to a stranger.”


The fear was sinking its claws in again, but then he said, “Fortuna speaks to me sometimes.” He paused. “Do you believe that?”


Of course I believed the gods and powers unknown spoke to us. I was one of a long line of mystical women who wielded gifts not of this world. My inner spirit spoke to me often. I merely nodded.


He graced me with another smile. “She spoke to me tonight. And I knew you’d need the coin for good fortune one day.”


I peered down at the image of Fortuna in my palm, the torchlight glittering on the gold piece. Then I gazed at the centurion.


“We could all use the favor of the gods. I will not shun such a gift if Fortuna has selected me for her favor.”


“Indeed.” He dipped his chin. “You are wise as you are beautiful, little firebird.”


I frowned at his familiarity and the moniker. I didn’t know what a firebird was. But before I could ask, he had taken a step back and then did something rather shocking. He bowed, a gesture saved for nobility alone.


“Farewell,” he crooned softly. “May Fortuna guide your path.” Then he spun away, his red cloak rippling, stalked into the shadows, and disappeared.


Clutching the aureus to my chest, I fled back to our family tent, knowing I’d keep my small treasure a secret. After all, Fortuna had chosen me for her good grace. I would cherish the centurion’s coin, no matter that it was delivered by the enemy, a dragon.








[image: ]


Four years later—Eastern border of Gaul


JULIAN
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Standing atop the hill, I looked down on the bloodstained field and charred bodies still smoking after the battle. Little remained of the Celtic horde, which was no surprise against a Roman legion. Though this particular clan of Celts had resisted defeat quite a few times before. I was glad their king had died on the field so that I wasn’t forced to bring him back to appease my uncle. He so enjoyed a gory public execution. The thought turned my innards to roiling acid.


The cohort of deathriders circled above—giant winged shadows in the moonlit night sky, their fires still burning the perimeter so the Celts had no escape route. Pillars of smoke billowed upward and wafted on the wind. The deathriders would remain vigilant and on guard until I sent a messenger into the skies to let them know they could return to our base camp.


Cries erupted from the Celtic encampment in the woods where my men were now rounding up survivors for the slave market.


My most trusted tribune, Trajan, marched up the hill still in half-skin, wearing only a baldric across his chest for his gladius as was our tradition in battle for officers—the noble-born.


Triple his normal size in human form, Trajan’s dark blue-scaled skin appeared black under the cover of night. His arms bulged with muscle, hands tipped with finger-long black claws. Midnight leathery wings jutted from his back. He met my gaze with pale blue reptilian eyes, his snout jutting too far to be human, jagged teeth lining his wide dragon mouth, his thick tail lashing.


“All secure, Legatus.”


His speech was more understandable than most in half-skin. Some men couldn’t even speak at all, the dragon too willful and dominant. Powerful dragons could speak clearly in half-skin, even if his or her voice sounded rough and guttural.


He stood next to me, looking below.


As commander of this invasion, I’d remained in human form, fully clothed in regalia fitting my station. Generals no longer needed to shift into half-skin and get bloody on the battlefield. We’d earned our right to keep our hands and uniforms clean. It was a sign of power when you ordered commands for battle without ever letting your dragon loose.


But each soldier knew that I could shift in a blink and take their head off if they stepped out of line. Our beasts gave us dominance over every battlefield, but when released, they were also predatory, single-minded monsters. If the officers didn’t know without a doubt that their general was the most dominant beast among them, then their dragons would never submit to his command.


I’d earned my right to stand on this hill and command from afar—no matter who my uncle was. Every soldier in my legions knew it.


“No bands of Celts beyond the fire line?” I asked.


“None.”


The Celts were vicious and cunning. They often held back a band of warriors to catch Romans unaware with archers and spear-wielders who’d tipped their arrows with poison. This particular region of Celts had bested my predecessor, Legatus Bastius, three times. Allegedly, they had some sort of sorceress who aided somehow, but that was still a mystery.


My uncle, the emperor, finally invited Legatus Bastius to dinner at his palace in Rome after his third defeat. They’d grown up together. Bastius was nervous nonetheless. My heightened dragon senses detected the sweat he reeked and his increased heart rate as Bastius took his seat on a cushioned chaise across from me for our meal.


He was told the emperor would discuss strategy for his next invasion. Instead, my uncle fed him a grand feast, let him fuck one of his slaves during dinner, and laughed over their old conquests in Germania. Right as Bastius was regaling us with a story of one of his bloodier kills, my uncle staked him to the wall with his own gladius through the throat, then gutted and beheaded him.


When he was done, Bastius’s beheaded carcass bleeding on his marble floor, Uncle Igniculus stalked across the deadly silent room, still full of his party guests. He stopped and stood in front of me in half-skin, speckled in his former friend’s blood.


“Congratulations, nephew.” He’d pressed his bloody palm flat to my chest, yellow eyes glittering with his dragon. “Or should I say, Legatus Julianus Ignis Dakkia.” He always liked to emphasize the names we shared in common.


That’s how I received my promotion. That’s why I was standing here now, ensuring this Celtic tribe didn’t escape yet again.


“Be sure to get their king’s head. Uncle will want it for his Wall of Victory.”


“It will be done,” agreed Trajan.


A female shout echoed from the distant encampment, followed by growling and laughter, drawing my attention.


Though I couldn’t admit it to anyone but Trajan, I didn’t want senseless murder taking place under my command. Bastius had been a sloppy general, letting his soldiers become undisciplined with his lack of leadership. I wouldn’t have my men murdering women and children for fun when the battle was over. I’d heard about how they’d raped and pillaged and destroyed an entire village in Thrace before burning it to the ground.


Since I’d inherited this defiant rabble, I’d been forced to harshly discipline a number of soldiers. Some had nearly died from my punishments. But strength was power and the only way to control them was through brutal force.


A woman’s scream echoed up to us again.


“They aren’t killing the prisoners, are they? I want a large haul for the market.”


“Not killing, Legatus,” answered Trajan. “They found the Celtic witch. Just having a little fun with her.”


I cut a hard look to him. He recognized I wanted a full explanation without me even asking. We’d been friends before I’d become his superior, and he knew me better than any other.


“The sorceress who’s been helping the Celts defeat us so many times before. They cornered her. Going to take turns with her before they hand her over to the mangones.”


“In half-skin?” I demanded to know.


“Only Silvanus is in half-skin.”


Ire flamed at the thought of the savagery these men had bestowed on too many already. It would not happen under my command.


“There will be nothing left to give the slave master when he’s done.” Marching forward, I commanded, “Follow me.”


My dragon pulsed a hard beat behind my breast, burning to cut loose and show Silvanus and his lackeys what terror truly felt like, the kind of terror they were bestowing on the witch below. I didn’t care if she mystically aided the Celts. This was vengeance because a woman bruised their egos.


I knew how brutal Silvanus could be without any cause at all. They’d kill her for sure if they violated her in half-skin. Above all else, he was defying my orders. And that could not be tolerated.


Officers towering above me in half-skin, along with human soldiers—common-born Romans—turned as I crossed the battlefield. They stepped back, clenched their right fists, and struck them over their hearts in salute and submission, eyes straight as I passed. The reek of burning bodies filled the air, the smell of victory.


Trajan trailed a step behind me and to my left as was proper of a general’s second. The raucous laughter lilted closer as I stepped into the line of trees. The mangones loaded his newly acquired property into carrying nets—women, children, and the few men who survived the battle. Though there were also female warriors among the Celtic men. They’d catch the finest price at market.


A feminine cry reached me through the trees.


“Fucking whore!” growled Silvanus in his garbled half-skin speech.


More laughter.


“She got you good that time,” said one of his comrades. Sounded like Zeno.


I stepped into a small clearing where three tents burned off to the left, lighting the scene. Silvanus towered above everyone, rippling with gray scales over his bulging form.


Perhaps his fate as one of the Griseo line, his dissatisfaction as the lowest caste of dragon, propelled his cruelty. As if he could pound and fight his way up the ladder of nobility. Seeing this display only verified that the fates had it right. He belonged beneath the rest of us. Not because of his birth, but because of his own brutality.


He gripped his cock and stroked it, stalking closer to the disheveled woman holding a dagger where she crouched in front of a wide tree, the trunk shielding her back.


Zeno and two others watched with feverish glee. They were now in human form, naked and hard, the adrenaline of battle pumping their bodies into a frenzy. Violating a helpless woman with their large, formidable bodies as men wouldn’t harm her nearly as much as Silvanus planned to. She might survive the men, but not a dragon in half-skin.


Silvanus stepped closer. “You’ve never had the likes of me, witch.”


The woman tensed, readying to defend herself. The knife cut on his thigh proved her a warrior. Or at the very least, a woman ready to die fighting rather than submit to the monster coming for her.


I could smell his blood. Or maybe it was hers. Her dark hair was wild and mussed, covering most of her face, her handspun tunic soiled and torn at the neck. She hadn’t seen me, her head turned toward the predator stalking closer.


None of them had seen me where I stood in the shadows. It wasn’t until Trajan stepped forward, partially into the light, taking his place at my side, that Zeno’s gaze found us. Then the other two looked my way.


My entire focus was on Silvanus terrifying this Celtic witch. Whatever her offenses, they were mine to judge and punish. Not his.


“I’m gonna stuff you till you bleed,” growled Silvanus.


“No. You will not.”


Immediate silence fell following my curt reply. Others outside our circle froze where they were and watched the scene. Good. Let them all watch and see.


Silvanus stiffened in place, his muscles bunching. The three others stood to attention, saluting me with fists over hearts that raced faster when I took three long, even steps into the firelight. Silvanus swiveled, still holding his cockstand with vulgar display.


“Legatus,” he drawled in greeting, not saluting me, his maddened eyes full of the beast, little sign of the man.


For a long moment, all I heard was the crackling fire of the tents and the birdlike, fluttering pulse of the woman cowering behind Silvanus. Finally, I spoke.


“What was my command regarding the prisoners?”


He held my gaze defiantly. He seemed to be calculating if he could attack and kill me before I shifted. I narrowed my gaze, willing him to try.


He grunted and let go of his cock, which bobbed perversely between his legs. “She isn’t a regular prisoner, Legatus,” he said with mock obedience. “She’s the fucking witch who helped the Celts.”


I waited and said nothing, the snapping fires and stillness stretching the tension.


“What was my command regarding the prisoners?” I repeated, letting my dragon dip into my voice.


Silvanus huffed, opening his wings in a dominant display before replying, “You commanded that all prisoners were to be handed over to the slave trader.”


“And?” I prompted in an icy tone.


“Unspoiled,” he added begrudgingly.


“That is correct.” I lifted my voice for all to hear. “As I have informed you all before, you have had your fun under Bastius. It is not your fault that you were misguided by your former, undisciplined general. He was weak. Because of his failures, his head rots on the Wall of Traitors.”


The number of skulls on pikes along the Wall of Traitors was double that along the Wall of Victory. Every soldier here knew it.


“If you think that I would let you become the ignoble degenerates that you were under Bastius, you are soundly mistaken.”


I paused, letting my words sink in as I turned my gaze back to Silvanus.


“We are not barbarians. We do not spoil and mar the property of Emperor Igniculus. Every prisoner you beat, every woman you rape and damage, brings less coin at the slave market. Less coin in the emperor’s coffer. And less coin in reward that you will receive as victors of the battlefield.”


Silvanus flexed his muscles and stretched his wings, readying for his punishment. I’d considered killing him in front of his lackeys and my men. But decided a good beating in half-skin should do the trick. Bearing him back to Rome in chains in one of his soldier brother’s nets would be the perfect humiliation before putting him on trial. Public execution or lashing would be best to prove my point and send the message that my orders were to be obeyed to the letter.


“Trajan.”


“Yes, Legatus.”


“Shackle Silvanus.”


The woman, who’d remained in a crouch the entire time, finally stood from behind Silvanus and stepped away. Her chin lifted, she swiped a lock of bedraggled hair away from her face with the hand not holding her dagger. Then her gaze caught mine.


Jade-green eyes as clear as glass struck me straight to the heart with a piercing sting.


“Firebird,” I whispered in utter shock, remembering the young girl I’d spoken to in a meadow under the moonlight, long ago. The one Fortuna had singled out as special. But not only Fortuna. My dragon as well.


Suddenly, my dragon recognized her and roared to the surface. Pain lanced through my flesh and seared through my veins, pushing me out with savage force. His fury that she was nearly another victim of Silvanus’s blazed through my blood.


“Son of Dis,” I growled, knowing I couldn’t fight him.


With earth-shattering violence and terrible swiftness, my bones broke and realigned, wings sprouted beneath my skin, fire burned in my belly. The beast rose out of me so fast my thoughts splintered and . . .


Treasure.


Slicing into the world, I roar. The gray half man shakes with fear. As he should. He is no dragon. Nor man. He is a vile creature who planned to defile my treasure. He must bleed. He must die.


I open my jaws and snap him in two where he stands, then fling his carcass into the trees. His blood wets my tongue. So sweet. So just.


My female. Her skin is splattered with the blood of the enemy. Pleasure throbs up my throat as I gaze upon her. She stands. A fierce treasure, I have. She wants me to take her away.


Opening my wings, I wrap her in my talons, lift into the sky, and carry her toward my lair. Where she belongs.
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My scream died in my throat as the monstrous red dragon, the general, carried me away. I lost my breath from his claw pressing on my chest and stomach.


He’d snapped my attacker in half with his giant jaws.


The general.


I had stood there in awe, recognizing the centurion of long ago. He’d changed, grown even bigger, his hair short and militant, his golden eyes cold. But it was him.


Then his dragon ripped out of his body, changing into the beast in less than three seconds. A man behind him screamed when he was thrown by his thrashing tail. A red-scaled dragon with black-rimmed eyes and black-edged wings towered above me, his head even with the top of the tree line. But his height and girth didn’t make him slow. He killed that disgusting monster who attacked me with gruesome speed.


Then I found my voice, screaming as he loomed over me with blood dripping from his finger-long teeth, seemingly proud of his kill. He lowered his gargantuan head, his serpentine, gold eyes narrowing. I had no breath to scream once he gripped me around the waist and carried me into the sky.


My stomach fluttered and twisted into a knot as the ground fell farther and farther away, my legs dangling in midair.


Bendis, save me.


I was going to die. He was going to take me high into the air and drop me, letting me fall to my death. I was, after all, the witch who’d kept them at bay three times before.


All for naught. My clan was dead and enslaved anyway. I saw Enid being herded toward the carrying nets. The kind older woman who’d become my savior, who’d convinced her clan to take me in, who’d cared for me as any mother would. Because of my failure, she was going back to Rome and to the slave market, her people dead and scattered. Just like my own.


Bunica was wrong.


My gift wasn’t strong enough. I hadn’t turned the tide of any war. I’d only stopped an incompetent general and his men until a better one came along.


The centurion.


The gold aureus around my neck dangled freely in space. I reached up and clutched it, somehow still not wanting to lose the one treasure of my old life that I still had.


Tears welled at my sad reality.


Since that night I’d been given the coin, I’d worn it secretly on a leather thong around my neck, underneath my blouse. Whenever I began to sink into despair, I remembered that Fortuna had singled me out for her favor. I never prayed to the Roman goddess, but some part of me wished that she might somehow help me succeed.


The night the Romans attacked our village three years ago, the night of my sister Lela’s wedding to Jardani, it was the only possession of value I managed to escape with. Everything else—the brush Papa had carved for me, the red fustă from Bunica, the quilt Mama had made, and the embroidered blouse from Lela—all were gone. Likely burned in the fires with our village. I didn’t know because I escaped during the attack. I ran and kept running until I collapsed with exhaustion miles from my home, alone in the cold and the dark.


Pathetic girl, I chastised myself.


Running from her family. Leaving them behind. And still holding on to this aureus like Fortuna actually cared about me. Look where she led me now, clutched in the talons of an enemy. I wanted to laugh at the coincidence that it was the Roman who’d given me hope in this small shining coin who had finally defeated and destroyed my Celtic clan, my adopted family.


I tried to yank it from my neck so I could throw it into oblivion, but one of his claws had my elbow pinned. With the other hand, I gripped the curve of one talon, unable to pry my fingers loose, too afraid he might suddenly drop me.


The fires and smoke of the burning Celtic encampment and battlefield grew distant. We rose into the clouds, and I wondered if a death from this height might be better. Closer to the stars, I wished I could keep going higher and disappear into the night sky.


“I’m sorry, Bunica,” I whispered into the dark, sniffling at her loss yet again.


I’d lost them all—Mama, Papa, my sisters. The last thing I remembered was a soldier grabbing Lela while another bashed Jardani over the head, my sisters Kizzy and Kostanya screaming. My father threw me behind him, then turned terrified eyes on me. “Run, Malina,” he’d ordered gruffly.


I obeyed. Fear spurred me deep into the woodlands in the dark until the screams and cries vanished like a dream. A nightmare.


The only thing that had kept me from taking my own life to join my family in the afterworld was Bunica’s foretelling, “You will save us all.”


But she was wrong. I’d become a slave like everyone else. Perhaps death would be better.


What would this dragon do with me now?


He’d caught the Celtic clan’s witch. He’d punish me accordingly, likely a public execution or torture. Rumors of the brutality in the capital city of Rome were legendary. It was said the Romans kept the corpses of their enemies on display in their forum, that they drank from the skulls of defeated kings, that they used their slaves abominably.


I shivered at the dreadful future in store for me, even if it was short-lived.


Then we started to descend, his great wings beating more swiftly as he angled down out of the clouds. In the near distance, torchlight from many homes and buildings dotted the city of Rome.


I gasped, having never seen so many lights together before. I could even make out the circular curve of the Colosseum under the moonlight. But he banked in the opposite direction toward the edge of the city, a green hillside where large, white-stone buildings jutted out of the earth.


He slowed his descent, obviously aiming for a wide terrace to one home in particular. The general was wealthy.


But of course he was. I’d known it that night we met by moonlight. He reeked of noble blood. I’d been fascinated. Now, I was simply terrified. But I wouldn’t let him know.


Lowering slowly over the terrace, he beat his wings rapidly until I was only a foot off the ground and then he let me go. I caught myself and watched as he landed on the terrace beside me, a painful groan rippling through him at the same time, the sickening cracking of his bones and revolting morphing of his body shrinking him down to a man. A naked man. I stared in sheer shock, but he didn’t even glance my way. He walked directly into the arched entrance of his home without saying a word to me.


I couldn’t help but stare at the magnificent man he’d become—physically anyway. Over seven feet tall, his body thick with muscle, his manhood hanging long and heavy between his legs as he marched inside.


I was panting in fear. When I finally realized that I was just lying there on the cold terrace, I stood and looked around, wondering if I could make a run for it.


“Don’t try it, girl,” came a harsh voice.


I snapped my eyes to the arched entrance as an older man walked toward me, a limp in his gait.


“You’ll be picked up by patrolling centurions and brought back here.” He had a dark complexion and gray-speckled hair. “Or worse. You’ll be brought somewhere else,” he warned. “Come with me.”


“Where am I going?” I asked as he turned and marched back toward the archway, expecting me to follow.


“To your new room, of course. You’ll get cleaned up.” He looked at my clothes over his shoulder and sneered. “And change clothes.”


“Then what?”


“Then the master will want to see you.”


The master. My master.


I gulped hard at my new reality. My centurion from long ago, the man who’d given me a gold coin and hope and dreams of a better future, was now my new nightmare, my new master.
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I followed the lame man into the villa, noting that the doorways and ceilings were overly wide and spacious. I wondered if it was because the general and his fellow Romans often walked around in half-skin.


A shiver trickled icily down my spine remembering the half-skin soldiers clawing, killing, and burning the Celtic clan who’d adopted me. The suffocating sensation of smoke and being penned in by fire had me squeezing my eyes shut for a moment, wishing away that horrific sight of only a few hours ago. And the screams.


It had taken all of one brief battle for this general and his army to cut them all down. They’d moved in by stealth. By the time we realized what was happening and had rallied, it was too late to use my gift to help them. Panic had gripped me hard, and I couldn’t save them. I wondered where poor Enid was now, the woman who’d taken me into her home, who’d treated me like her own.


I swallowed the pang of grief as the man wound around an atrium set in the middle of the house, a fountain trickling into a pretty pool bordered by blue inlaid tiles. The fountain was surrounded by all manner of leafy plants and vines, a dome above it open to the night sky.


I nearly snorted with derision. The wealth these Romans had, and yet, it was never enough. They took and took and took. They always wanted more. More land, more goods, more slaves.


Blinking back the tears of anger, I continued to follow the older man through the huge house, down a winding hallway, the many torches in sconces keeping the house well lit even at this hour of night.


“Are you Greek?” I asked, having noted his accent.


“Thracian,” he said without stopping or looking over his shoulder.


“Did the master steal you from your home as well?” I asked bitterly.


He didn’t answer as he stopped at an open door and turned, his expression hard and unreadable. “This will be your room. There should be a clean tunic in the trunk. Clean up and get dressed. I will return shortly.”


“What is your name?” I asked.


“Ruskus.”


Then he walked away, leaving me staring into the darkened room. Taking a torch from the sconce at the entrance, I entered and shut the door, not sure what to expect. It was rather large and clean, a bed set in the corner, a trunk at the foot. To one side was a changing screen with an embroidered red dragon flying straight up and breathing fire.


I bit my lip at the thought of the red dragon who’d just taken me in the air in his claws. I pressed a palm to my stomach where the tip of one of his claws had pressed and torn through my shirt. Though he hadn’t cut through my skin, there would be a bruise. At least I was whole and unsullied. I should be grateful the red dragon’s sudden—yet gory—slaying of my attacker had saved me from a worse fate.


Sighing, I took in the rest of the room. There was a table next to the bed, a small shelf set above it lined with three books. Books? What slave needs or has time to read? Bound books were rare and expensive. Why on earth would there be any in a slave’s quarters at all?


I wandered closer, expecting some drivel by the famous Roman historians or scholars. But no, these books were all Greek. I could read a little. My bunica had taught me and my sisters, telling us once, “The Greeks use their brains more than their swords. You should know their words.”


When I’d asked why we had to learn Latin as well, she’d replied, “Survival. You must know what your enemy is saying.”


I lifted out one of the books, marveling at the leather binding and the neat script copied inside. It was by one of the famous Greek philosophers on human nature and morality.


“What in the world is this doing here?” I muttered to myself.


The second was of a similar topic. The third was a collection of stories of adventurous heroes. Perhaps I was put in a guest room. The master had literally dropped me on his terrace without warning the household. Maybe Ruskus had nowhere else to put me.


Glancing around the room, I realized that couldn’t be true either. While the room was more spacious and well-furnished than I’d expect for a slave, it wasn’t elegant enough for a Roman guest. Not a patrician anyway. What other kind of guest would a general in the emperor’s army have at his home?


Realizing I had little time to gawk at my new prison, I hurried toward the trunk and pulled out a tunic. It wasn’t of the fine material that Romans wore, but a soft linen, well-made, in a pretty pale green. There was a small washbasin, only big enough to stand in for washing, and a bucket of steaming water set next to it.


Ruskus had worked quickly. I’d barely been outside a few minutes before he’d appeared and shown me to this room. And to be given heated water was unusual.


Confused, but well aware that my time was running out, I hurriedly stripped the soiled and torn clothing that Enid had so carefully made for me and stepped into the stone basin. Using a cloth set there as well, I washed the dirt and blood from my body. The blood of that creature. But also of a friend.


Another memory flashed across my mind, when a Roman in half-skin had brutally clawed out the throat of Aodhan, a Celtic warrior and friend, who’d been trying to protect me. I had thought we might become more than that if the fighting had ever ended. He’d been kind to me when most of the clan was wary. Though they appreciated how I’d managed to manipulate the Romans who’d attacked them twice before, they didn’t understand my gift and stayed clear of me.


But not Aodhan. He’d smiled kindly, spoken softly. He’d brought me and Enid an extra hare when they went hunting, or a shoulder of deer for our larder. I sniffed back the tears but they came anyway, slipping freely as I wiped his blood spatter from my face and neck and the dirt from my body.


I kept glancing above the screen, expecting the master to burst through the door to finish what his soldiers had started back in Gaul. But the door remained blessedly closed while I finished washing.


There was a bottle of scented oil next to the bucket. Though it was impossible to wash my hair properly as I would’ve in the stream near the hut I’d shared with Enid, I did my best to use the oil and warm water to untangle the knots in it. I used the last bit of water to douse my head, the dirty water pooling around my ankles in the basin.


Quickly, I dried with a scrap of toweling, combed out my damp hair, and slipped on the green tunic, which hung loosely around my thin frame. It was made for someone larger, but it was clean and soft, and for the first time since we’d heard the roar of deathriders overhead, I exhaled a breath of calm and sat on the bed.


Ridding myself of the remnants of the battle and scrubbing my skin clean had somehow eased my trembling body, even while I waited to meet him. Again.


A knock came at the door. I jumped to my feet. There was a brief pause, then Ruskus opened the door. “Follow me, girl.”


I walked out behind him. For someone with a limp, he moved rather briskly.


“My name is Malina. Not girl.”


He grunted as if he didn’t much care. Perhaps there was no need to make my acquaintance. The general might be preparing to sell me at the market. A surge of new fear washed through me, pumping my heart faster. I might be sold to a harder master. Or a brothel.


Squeezing my hands into tight fists, I tried to find that calm of the moment before, using my empathic gift to cool my thoughts. I took deep breaths in and out as Ruskus led me through the home.


We walked across a giant entranceway where the floor was inlaid with yet another red dragon, flying upward and blowing a stream of flame. I supposed this must be my master’s family sigil. The mosaic was intricate and colorful and must’ve taken an eternity to create by a talented artisan. Still, it spiked my anger.


Wherever I went in the home, there were constant reminders that I was in the lair of a dragon. A powerful creature who took what he wanted and ruled with fear and violence. But I couldn’t wear that fury on my face when I met my master. I needed to play the obedient slave so that I could discover the best way to escape.
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