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To my strong, lovely daughter—Noelle
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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The Roman Empire was used as inspiration for this fantasy world. It is not meant to be nor is it historically accurate. In many instances, I’ve used creative license in the reimagining of this fictional world.

One example is that the Dacian language (Lela’s native language) is extinct. According to scholars, Romanians descended from Dacians and Daco-Romans, and Dacia was located in what is now modern-day Romania. Therefore, I’ve used the Romanian language in lieu of the Dacian for a scene depicting the main character, Lela, speaking what would’ve been her own language.

Another instance is that the Visigoths are historically known as a Germanic people united under one king living within the Roman Empire. However, I’ve altered some of their origins (not all of them Germanic) only to serve the story of a wider people uniting against the evil of Rome.

Like Firebird, Bloodsinger is a dark fantasy set in a brutal world ruled by a cruel tyrant. It is a story about female empowerment and the courage to rise up against the oppressors to fight for their freedom.




Please note: Bloodsinger is a fantasy with some dark themes, including elements of the master/slave relationship, attempted sexual assault and dubious consent.

There is also a scene with self-injury.




THE MYTH OF EURYALE
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When Medusa was violated by the god Neptune, her two sisters Euryale and Stheno cried to the heavens, mourning with their sister for her pain and loss. The goddess Minerva heard their cries and descended to the temple. In recompence for Neptune’s wrongs, she bestowed powers of protection upon each of the three sisters.

When Minerva placed her hand upon Euryale’s head, she said, “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.”

Euryale did not understand her gift, but Minerva bid her and her sisters go out into the world and protect all innocents using the gifts she’d given them. Obediently, they set out on their quest.

Of the three sisters, Euryale had always been the most full of joy. But because of recent events, she lost her smile. Still, she wanted to serve Minerva, so she set out on her own.

After a fortnight of wandering, she came upon a kingdom deep in the heart of the forest along a mighty river. There were thatch-roofed houses and a tall palace at its center. Women were weaving intricate baskets, painted with a figure she did not recognize—a king with a golden crown and a jeweled cloak. They paid her no attention as she wandered through the village.

Upon sunset, a line of men—faces and bodies filthy with dirt—entered the village under guard of soldiers wearing armor and swords, some of them hauling satchels over their backs.

“Where do you come from?” Euryale asked an older man with kind but weary eyes.

“From the mountain.”

Euryale then noticed the mountain looming over the forest in the near distance.

“Why do you go there?” she asked.

“To dig jewels for our king. You should leave this place at once,” he warned.

Euryale shadowed the line of men as they continued to march in a line toward the palace at the center of the village. She remained out of sight in the line of trees from the guards as she followed them.

When they reached the palace, they lined up in a square around a stone dais. A horn blew, then the giant doors of the palace opened and out stepped the king. His tunic dripped in glittering gems that sparkled in the afternoon sun, as did his golden crown. He marched up the dais and sat upon a cushioned throne.

“Who must we punish today?” he shouted.

The armored guard in the front took hold of the brawny man’s arm at his side and marched him up the stone steps. Though the guard and villager were equal in size, there was defeat and hopelessness in the hunched shoulders and downcast head of the villager.

“This one, my mighty king. He found the fewest jewels for your coffer today in the mine.”

The king frowned menacingly at the large man and nodded his head. “Then let his punishment begin.”

The guard pushed the man to his knees, tore open his shirt, then pulled out a scourging whip and prepared to beat him.

Euryale felt the power of Minerva surge up inside her. She strode out of the shadows and up the steps in her pale green stola, her soft beauty out of place in this horrible, hard village.

“Stop!” she called before the guard could give the first lash.

All eyes swiveled to her as she ascended the steps to the dais. The king bellowed in his deep, furious voice, “Who dares to stop my nightly ceremony? Who do you think you are, woman?”

“Who do you think you are, mighty king?” She laughed in derision. “You take all and give nothing but pain.”

His puffy face reddened with rage. “Seize her!” he commanded. “Let us show this stranger what we do to those who defy me!”

The giant guard threw down his whip and stormed over to Euryale. She waited until he grabbed hold of her throat.

“You think to beat me?” she asked softly.

The guard froze, disturbed by her lack of fear. While he was distracted, she slit his arm with the tiny dagger she kept on her at all times. He jerked backward, letting her go while he looked at the injury.

But it was too late. She’d swiped a finger along the cut. When he looked up, she opened her mouth and smeared the blood on her tongue. Minerva’s power sang through her veins.

Without hesitation, she commanded, “Kill your king.” Her voice echoed with godly power.

The guard pulled his sword and took three long steps to the throne, then impaled the king where he sat. The king’s eyes flew wide in shock, then he fell from his throne, dead.

No one moved, too shocked to do anything, as Euryale ordered, “Now kill all of the guards.”

While he marched down the steps, the other guardsmen drew their swords to fight him.

Euryale then sliced the shoulder of the villager, who was still on his knees. He flinched but looked up at her with awe and fear. She licked his blood from her finger, ensnaring him instantly.

“You no longer fear them. Now you must kill those who enslaved and used you and your women. Kill them now.”

The brawny villager picked up the whip, walked down the dais, and strangled one of the guards.

A short battle ensued where the villagers rose up with their fellow man, and alongside the head guard, they killed all of those who’d kept them shackled and enslaved.

When all was done and there was nothing more than a pile of dead enemies, Euryale ordered the final guard to kill himself. He did instantly, slitting his own throat, while the village women watched. Euryale then walked to the edge of the stone dais.

“You.” She pointed to the elder with kind but weary eyes. “You will be the new leader of this village. But if you or any man here forgets the pain you’ve endured and decides to become a mighty king like him”—she pointed to the glass-eyed dead man—“then I will return. And I will punish you like I’ve punished him.”

In silence, she descended the steps and walked through the sea of villagers, the men bowing their heads in reverence and the women kneeling at her feet as she passed.

Then one young girl with a brutal scar across her face—one done by a whip—tugged on Euryale’s gown. “Please don’t go. Please stay with us.”

She cupped the girl’s sweet, scarred face and said, “I cannot, dear one. I must continue on my quest.”

“What is your quest?” she asked.

“To stop those who do evil and punish them.” She patted the girl’s cheek, cherishing her adoring expression. “So that girls like you have a chance at happiness and a life of their own.”

Then she walked on into the forest, seeking the next village.

As the power of Minerva diminished, hiding away inside her until she needed it again, Euryale exhaled a heavy breath, justice and joy filling her up inside. And she smiled.
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LELA
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Masculine laughter rumbled up to the domed ceiling of the great hall. The lilting flute music grated my nerves, but I remained still and silent as always in the corner, waiting to be summoned by my master, Consul Valerius.

Sometimes I thought—hoped—he might forget about my quiet presence at these revelries. But he never did. He liked to flaunt all of his pretty possessions.

For the moment, the new slave girl Roza danced and twirled, her sheer green skirt lifting to reveal her naked body beneath. Her breasts were bare, painted with green and gold paint in the pattern of dragon scales.

Valerius’s three guests—senators of Rome—were enraptured by Roza’s display. All but one whose gaze moved about the room with a slow, calculating sweep.

I’d never seen him before. He was younger than the other senators Valerius usually invited into his home and far more attractive. His black, wavy hair was short as most Roman nobles. He wore a close-cropped beard that didn’t hide the sharp-cut edges of his jaw and chin. His blue toga denoted him of the Sapphirus house—one of the higher-ranking dragon houses. Higher than Valerius. No wonder he’d hired the more expensive musicians and had prepared such an extravagant feast.

I’d spent several minutes observing my master’s new guest, who didn’t seem to quite fit in with the others. Distracted by his unusual demeanor, I hadn’t noticed him noticing me, his arresting blue eyes fixed and intense.

I immediately averted my gaze to the floor, disliking the skitter of my pulse. Rarely did anything make my heart race anymore. I’d managed to become numb to everything—easily able to let my mind drift to a safer place when my body was being used.

“Valerius,” called the stranger. “I did not know you took a wife.”

Quintus laughed, chilling my blood to ice. The first time I heard that laugh was when I screamed and cried for mercy the night he and other Romans in half-skin form attacked our village—my wedding night. That laugh had burned into my bones and my very soul as he killed my beloved Jardani. Quintus was the one who’d sold me to Valerius. Not for money, but for a high seat in the senate.

“I don’t have a wife. Lela is my favored slave,” Valerius answered the stranger before calling louder, “Lela! Come forward.”

I stepped toward the lounging, feasting demons in human form, ready to play my part as his muzzled pet. Valerius waved his hand for Roza to move to the side. She sauntered to the left and continued dancing, her concerned gaze catching mine as she swept past me.

Valerius lounged on his side on the highest cushioned chaise. His settee faced the center of the atrium that opened up to the dome’s oculus, which gave his guests a view of the starry night. Corinthian columns encircled the intimate salon. Green velvet chaise sofas and golden silk cushions filled the intimate space. It was a pile of luxury for Valerius’s most important guests.

Leto, his closest ally in the senate, stretched out on his side to Valerius’s left, filling his gullet as usual. Quintus lounged on the floor of cushions to his right. And the new, handsome stranger sat up on the rug beneath, his back propped against one of the pillars that enclosed the atrium. He sat with them, but also somehow seemed apart.

“What is that thing on her neck and mouth?” asked the dark-haired stranger, his expression grim and tight.

His attention to my ornate, gold-plated bridle instantly dragged my own to the coldness of it against my skin and the plate in my mouth pressing down on my tongue. The metal collar was wrapped around my throat, with the muzzle sculpting over my chin, jaw, and mouth.

The bridle had been specifically designed for me. Valerius had wanted one that was elegant but still completely covered my mouth. Thin golden chains anchored it over my head so that I could still wear my hair down the way he preferred. The mechanism locked at my nape beneath my hair. He kept the key in his bedchamber. Only he or his body slave had access to it. So he thought.

Valerius had paid a high price to the sculptor. Not only for the crafting of it but also for the emeralds encrusted in a straight line where my mouth should be.

But I had no mouth in this house, no voice at all. Not even when the bridle was off.

I walked to the center of the room, my dark, wavy hair brushing my hips. The picture of caged beauty. I turned and faced them, my demeanor cool. My mind blank and my heart frozen. As always.

“That’s right,” said Quintus to the younger senator. “This is your first visit to Valerius’s lair, isn’t it?” He chuckled, but I refused to look at him. “You’ve never seen the pretty viper he keeps in his home.”

“What do you mean?” asked the stranger.

I kept my eyes straight while all of theirs were on me, looking their fill, gorging themselves on my state of torture.

Leto, a rotund man, chimed in while chewing on his roasted lamb. “She’s a witch.”

The stranger huffed in disbelief. “There’s no such thing.”

“How can you even say that?” snarled Quintus. “When your own general was beguiled by one. They say that Celtic witch caused mayhem for our armies until Julianus took over. Then he fell spellbound by her as well.”

“You witnessed Legatus Julianus’s downfall by that woman,” added Leto, narrowing his beady eyes on the younger senator. “You had to know she was a witch. Used her powers to make him betray the emperor, his own blood.”

“Julianus was a treasonous fool,” added my master, watching me intently. “To kill another general, burn his corpse and half of Palatine Hill, then flee Rome. For a woman?” Valerius chuckled, plucking a plump peach from a bowl at his elbow. “Idiot.”

“Yes,” agreed the handsome stranger. “General Julianus was indeed ensnared, but she was no witch. Just a woman who seduced her master and made him into a traitor.”

I absorbed the story I’d heard more than once by now. The once famous Roman general known as the Coldhearted Conqueror, nephew to Caesar, who had shifted into his giant red dragon, killed and burned another Roman patrician who’d hurt his woman, then flew with her on his back away from Rome, somewhere across the ocean. I wished I’d seen it. The beautiful fantasy of it kept me awake some nights, a dream that would never come true for me.

Refocusing on my reality, I let the cold settle in again. It was dangerous to wish for more, to wish for escape. I’d tried. And it had gotten this golden muzzle on my face and made my master maniacal and obsessive of me.

“You never said why you still keep her after what she did,” added Quintus. His gaze always devoured me, but I refused to ever look him in the eye. The day I did, I would kill him.

“What did she do?” asked the stranger.

Valerius fingered the scar on his throat. The one I’d given him. “You may not believe that your general was charmed by a sorceress, but these witches do exist. You’re looking at one.”

His voice dropped deep, his eyes glinting an otherworldly green. His dragon loved to tell this story. The one where he nearly died at my hands and survived to cage me so well.

“Quintus didn’t know what she was either until after he’d sold Lela to me. One night, when I took her to my bed, she bit me so hard that I bled.”

I stared at my master, loving to hear how I almost regained my freedom. His eerie, glittering gaze bore into mine.

“I thought it strange when she sucked the blood from the bite mark. But then I felt it, the kind of magic I feel in transformation.”

The men were riveted by his story. So was I. It had been the first time I felt the magic surge up inside of me. My bunica—my grandmother—had always told me it would come, that I would know when to use it. And I had. It was the first night Valerius forced me into his bed. And the mystical powers that lived in my blood instantly awoke, fed by my rage.

“What happened?” asked the younger one.

“She spoke and told me to pick up my dagger and slit my own throat.” Valerius grinned, his fangs extending. “And I immediately did as she ordered.” He laughed. “Thank the gods, my body slave Grigor stopped me, or I’d be dead.”

“She’s god-touched,” said the stranger with such awe, I turned my attention to him.

His eyes lit with something more than curiosity or wonder. It was almost like recognition. But that couldn’t be. We’d never met.

“A child of Minerva, it seems.” Valerius tilted his head, still staring at me while he ate his peach, the juice dribbling down his chin.

“That cunt of a goddess should never have defied her betters,” grunted Quintus, guzzling his goblet of wine.

Bunica had told me and my sisters the story of Medusa and her own sisters, who’d been given special gifts by the goddess Minerva. I’d never believed it until the night I’d almost killed Valerius, the night I felt the magic surging inside me.

“Fascinating,” said the stranger, his expression pinched with concern.

“But why keep her?” demanded Quintus. “Now that you know she’s so deadly. She’s a coiled serpent, waiting to strike. Look at her. Even now, she stares as if she’s plotting against us. Her pulse is steady, her heart as cold as ice.”

Valerius’s grin widened. “Oh, she can get hot enough.”

Quintus chuckled. “I bet she can.”

Valerius tossed the half-eaten peach on the platter and wiped his fingers on a fold of his green toga. “Besides, I like the reminder to be wary. When death lives in your home, you never let down your guard.”

His eyes glinted with menace and a promise that he would never give me a second chance to kill him. In that first fit of rage, I’d ruined my opportunity. Rather than plan it out and find the right moment, I’d reacted to the fear and dread of being raped. I’d given my heart and body and soul to Jardani and couldn’t allow another man to take what wasn’t his. I’d reacted like a free woman, not the slave I’d become.

And so now, it was hopeless. This was my life, unless I ended it.

I longed for the coolness of the temple in the back of Valerius’s home. My only place of solace. For when I was within its quiet, chilled walls, I could imagine that I was in fact in my own crypt. I welcomed the stillness like death.

“Good thing you don’t need her mouth to make good use of her,” added Quintus.

They all laughed, except for the younger senator. His blue eyes flared bright for a fleeting second.

“Beware, Consul Valerius.”

His voice had dropped deep, his dragon present. A prickle of power skated across my skin, raising gooseflesh. The other three stopped laughing and looked at him.

“Death lurks everywhere in Rome. We should all heed caution. None of us suspected Legatus Julianus of being a traitor and yet he was. Legatus Ciprian didn’t suspect him, and now he’s dead. Julianus even fooled me, his own second-in-command. Best be mindful, senators, or death will find you sooner than you think.”

The handsome senator in blue of the House of Sapphirus spoke in a low, rumbling timbre, his dominance radiating across the room, pressing these smaller men down with only a few words. Again, my pulse quickened and not out of fear for once. But because I knew there was a power greater than my master, greater than my misery.

“You’re quite right, Trajan,” conceded Valerius, clearing his throat nervously.

Trajan.

I let the name sift through my mind as the man himself picked up his own cup and drank, his gaze flicking to me, the piercing blue of his dragon brightening before he looked away again.

With a warning that put my master and his foul comrades in their place, Trajan had given me something I never dared dream to let flicker inside my heart again . . . hope.

With a wave of his hand, Valerius cleared his throat and said, “Dance, Roza. Give us something pretty to look at.”

Quintus chuckled, his lecherous stare returning to Roza. Without hesitation, I moved to the side of the atrium, deeper into the shadows of a column.

Quintus was right about one thing. My heart was cold, and I did often dream about ways I could kill them all. But after my punishment last time—chained to Valerius’s bed for a week, suffering the whippings with his leather crop and the violent violations of my body, all proving he was my master—I never dared step out of line.

Survival was my goal now. To outlive this monster and hope to be sold to a better master. That was no true hope at all. But it was all I could manage to realistically imagine.

They laughed at something I hadn’t heard. I was no longer listening, though I did watch the senator named Trajan. He’d served under the infamous general, nephew to the emperor, who’d defied his uncle and killed a fellow patrician for his slave woman.

Why couldn’t that have been my fate? Why did the gods abandon me for this miserable existence?

I needed the temple and the relief I could find only there.

Andreas entered with another carafe of wine. He wore the silky green tunic that was no more than a short skirt and a thin sash crossing one shoulder, leaving his shoulders and most of his chest bare. Andreas was a beautiful man, a sandy-haired Greek taken into slavery when he was a boy. He’d been in this household since he was twelve, serving Valerius’s varied sexual appetites since he was little more than a child.

When I fell too far into despair, I’d remind myself that Andreas had been here his entire adult life, and though his body was not his own, his soul was whole, beautiful and bright. Perhaps it was worse for me because I had known freedom and love. I understood what I’d lost the night those Romans in half-skin had killed my family, my Jardani, and had stolen me away.

At least Malina had escaped, I reminded myself. I hoped she did anyway. Papa had yelled for her to run, and I’d seen her flee into the woods. None of the Romans had followed. I hoped and prayed many times since that night that my wild sister had escaped across the world, far away from Rome. If she had escaped to live a better life, then I could withstand anything.

As Andreas refilled Leto’s wine goblet, he met my gaze across the room, giving me a subtle smile. Always checking on me. I wouldn’t have survived this madhouse if it weren’t for him.

Something about tonight had me on edge, feeling fragile and raw. It was no different than any other dinner party Valerius had, so I wasn’t sure why.

My gaze landed on the handsome senator Trajan, finding his piercing blue eyes on me again. I was surprised he didn’t look at me the way Valerius or Quintus did. His brow furrowed as if he were trying to work out a puzzle.

There was no puzzle here, I wanted to tell him. I was exactly what he saw. A woman with the power to kill my enemies who’d been silenced and muzzled in a golden bridle and iron fear.

Miserable despair began to sink its claws into me. If I didn’t get this cage off my face soon, I’d edge toward the brink of insanity again. It had happened before, and Andreas had found me catatonic on the floor of my bedchamber.

Andreas lifted his chin toward the doorway, telling me to slip away. Valerius had allowed it many times before. Once I’d served my purpose to impress his visitors, I wasn’t of much use. Not for the party anyway. One reprieve I could be grateful for was that Valerius didn’t share his slaves with his guests. We were all for his use and abuse alone.

When Roza spun to the far side of the room, luring the eyes of the men, I eased down the steps, but not before catching the blue-fire gaze of the young senator. On silent feet, I slipped out of the triclinium and down the long hallway toward the Temple of Diana.

My heart beat faster, blood surging through my veins, my mind and body aching for relief. For release.

Lit by oil lamps in sconces, the sculpture of the goddess of the hunt within the circular temple loomed ahead. It was in a small chamber ensconced by pillars and plants, with an oculus opening to the sky above.

The goddess Diana was the one who struck the heart of a Sapphirus dragon with her arrow while he had sex with her favorite nymph, Egeria. When her arrow struck him, he instantly lost his blue coloring for the shade of the meadow. The story is told that while Diana despised the dragon for taking her nymph’s affections without her consent, the higher gods sanctioned the match by not killing him and spawning a new class of dragon. That was how the Chrysocolla House was born. And why they revered Diana as their patron goddess.

I worshipped her for a different reason. Her white marble sculpture depicted a fierce warrior, her wings spread, bow drawn and aimed at some unseen enemy. Delicate horns curled out of her head, short stola pushed tight against her strong body, brow creased in concentration as she held an enemy in her sights.

I imagined she was aiming at my enemy, my master, and that was why I knelt at her feet as I did now. This quiet, cold place was the only room in the house where I found solace and a small sense of comfort.

Sliding my fingertips along the cold stone, I reached behind the potted plant where I kept my hidden key and stolen knife, closing my eyes in welcome anticipation of the relief I always found here in the silence and the dark.
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TRAJAN
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I was going to empty my guts on Valerius’s silk sofa if I didn’t get out of here soon. I’d always hated the man for multiple reasons—his arrogance, his corruption, his greed—but now I had one more reason to want to slit his throat. She had just exited the room.

In Emperor Igniculus’s climb to power, I’d witnessed a great deal of shameless depravity. Dragons by nature are possessive creatures. We all wanted our own treasure and to keep it protected in our lairs.

But Igniculus had only empowered the corrupt to want and to seize more than was natural, to give in to their twisted cravings, their monstrous desires.

Why else would Valerius treat his slave Lela in such a despicable manner? She was dressed like a patrician wife, which was a mockery since she was in fact his slave. On top of that, he’d put that fucking bridle on her face. Out of his own fear of her power, he’d muzzled her in gold and forced her to stand there like one of his sculptures for our amusement. Men like him were the reason Rome needed to be washed clean. I wanted to slit his throat right here and now.

“I hear General Drussus is taking care of those marauders up north that your legion couldn’t,” said Quintus, smirking at me as he gestured for more wine.

“Which marauders might that be?” I asked passively, watching the male pouring the wine.

He was tall and fit. I wondered if he was loyal to his master or if he would look the other way if someone invaded this home with the purpose to kill Valerius.

“The ones who razed Singidium. The barbarians your sad excuse for a general let get away.”

Now, he had my attention.

“Is that so? Drussus found them?” I asked, keeping my voice steady and bored.

“Reports coming in say more than that,” added Valerius. “He’s surrounded some of them.”

I couldn’t keep my expression passive. “Surrounded them?” I asked, leaning forward eagerly. “Where?”

Valerius grinned. He savored being the one with the most information in a room and what little power he believed it gave him.

“Indeed, they have.” He chuckled darkly. “It won’t be long before we hear of a surrender.”

“Drussus is sure the marauders are the same we encountered in Moesia?” I asked, still dumbfounded, for I knew a secret about those marauders that Julian and I had kept to ourselves. We were positive that they weren’t simply a band of marauders, but an army of dragons. Our encounter with them in Moesia pointed to that fact, especially the encounters both Julian and his woman Malina had with the enemy there.

“That’s what they’re saying,” said Quintus, reaching for another slab of seasoned pork on the platter. “They were caught in the act of razing another Roman province to the north of Thrace.”

“I’m sure Caesar will reward Drussus handsomely if he manages to get their king,” added Leto, belching as he leaned back on his chaise.

“Most definitely,” agreed Valerius.

“What do you think of that, Trajan?” asked Quintus, pointedly, as if he believed this information would anger me.

What Quintus didn’t understand was that I wasn’t like him. I didn’t gain pride or glory by killing in Caesar’s army when I was a part of it. I didn’t seek fame or fortune by conquering other people. It had been a necessity to survive, then it had been a necessity while Julian and I built our own band of allies to wipe Rome clean of men like Quintus. For now, I had to remain close to my enemies, but for the moment I simply couldn’t hold my tongue.

I held his gaze then said, “Drussus will do his best, I’m sure. He’s a good little general.”

Leto snorted at my insult to one of Caesar’s best generals.

“But he doesn’t understand that the Germanic horde we encountered aren’t like the typical enemy we fight against.”

“How so?” asked Valerius.

“For one, they weren’t fighting to defend their own land, to keep us Romans from encroaching on their territory. They attacked Roman provinces and burned them to the ground for a purpose, to show Rome that we could be harmed, that we aren’t invincible. They were cunning and strong. They aren’t to be underestimated.”

“What are you saying?” asked Quintus snidely. “That these Germanic barbarians are actually a match for the Roman legions?” He scoffed.

“I’m saying that I believe there will come a time when Rome won’t be the invader. She will be the invaded.”

And I would be at the helm of that invasion.

“Preposterous, Trajan,” snapped Valerius. “There is no power greater than us on this earth. No one can defeat dragons.”

Hubris. That will be their downfall.

I stood from the cushioned seat. “I need to relieve myself.”

I smiled at the tension-filled silence I left in my wake as I stalked across the triclinium toward the open archway that led into Valerius’s house.

To the right, there were voices and the smell of food coming from what must be the kitchen. There was another hallway near the entrance that must lead to the slaves’ quarters. I stalked across the open entrance area and down the hallway to the left, leading deeper into his home.

There were a few small parlors where the hallway ended. To the left there was a large archway, and I could see curtains billowing in the breeze that led out to a terrace. That must be his bedchamber. I took a step toward it, needing to discover the layout and the entrances from the outside garden, when a sound to the right stopped me.

In the opposite direction of his bedchamber, there was a long hall. I couldn’t see where it led or who was making that sound. I walked along the hallway, the oil lamps along the wall flickering as I drew closer. Someone was singing softly.

Around a corner, there was some sort of atrium at the very end of the corridor, far from the center of the house. There were tall, leafy plants surrounding the area, along with decorative white columns in a circular, domed chamber. The sculpture of the goddess Diana on a pedestal at its center marked it as a temple, secluded from the rest of the house. Some Romans built them in their homes, specifically to a patron goddess of their house or family.

But it wasn’t the goddess that drew me closer. It was the siren-like song—a haunting, plaintive melody—that had me treading quietly closer.

When I stepped through the tall palms at the entrance, I found a woman sitting in a kneeling position, rocking back and forth as she sang.

It was Lela. Her voice was uncommonly beautiful. The golden bridle she’d been wearing at dinner lay discarded at her side, a small key still in the lock.

She hadn’t heard me as I approached. She was hunched in on herself, still singing a haunting melody. I didn’t know the Dacian words she sang, but they struck me to the heart. A painful sort of loss pierced my chest, leaving me hollow and bereft. This wasn’t a song simply of sadness, but of longing . . . for family or home or freedom, I imagined. Perhaps all three. I clenched my fists at the sorrow weaving around her.

One of her hands slid from her lap and fell to the stone floor beside her. I homed in on the metallic tang in the air, my senses sharpening, nostrils flaring. Then the torchlight caught the glistening smear of red on her fingertips.

On instinct, I lunged for her, grabbing hold of her wrist and shoulder. She didn’t resist, listless in my grip. Between her spread knees, her green stola was bunched and stained with another smear of blood.

“What happened?” I demanded roughly.

She’d lapsed from singing to humming, her eyes closed as if in a trance. Her wrists weren’t cut, which was what I’d feared the most at the first sight of blood. My inner dragon rumbled deep in my chest, a constant vibrating growl that tightened my muscles. My senses were heightened, and I couldn’t stop myself from sliding the fabric covering her lap higher. There was a long thin slash along the inside of her right thigh, blood dripping from the open wound. But it was the line of raised, silvery slashes filed neatly in a long row on both her inner left and right thighs that made my chest ache. Healed scars. She’d done this many times before.

“What have you done?”

I fisted the fabric to try to bunch it higher to see if she’d gone too deep this time and might need sutures. When my hand brushed her skin, she instantly flinched and twisted, swiping a blade toward my face.

I gripped her wrist and she dropped the knife, the blade skittering across the stone. She launched onto her knees and jerked her arm away. I let go quickly.

“Don’t touch me,” she snapped in a hostile rush, her blue eyes blown wide and fully dilated.

“I apologize.” I raised my hands, palms out. “I was only trying to see if you were harmed.”

She scoffed in disgust. “Harmed?”

I kept still while she gripped me hard, her full lips pulling thinner as she went on.

“I am always harmed. Near it, recovering from it, watching it bestowed on others, swimming in it.” She shook her head, her silky dark waves more disheveled than when she was on display at Valerius’s party.

“I live in a world of hurt and injury and pain.”

Her eyes were glassy and glazed with it. “I see that.” Something pinched at my sternum, hearing the despair in her voice.

Not only could I see the pain, but I saw how these injuries she gave herself made her intoxicated in a way. I’d seen this look on opium enthusiasts. Inhaling deeply, I smelled no sign of opium or another drug, only the sweet tang of her own blood.

She blinked quickly, rousing from her trancelike state. “What are you doing in here, Senator?” Hatred dripped from her tongue.

“Why do you cut yourself, Lela?”

She winced. I wasn’t sure if it was the question that made her flinch or something else. She reached out and gripped my wrist, staring where she held on to me, her thumb brushing along my skin. I realized she was rubbing the blood from her fingers onto the skin of my inner wrist.

My pulse quickened, my breath becoming labored. I wasn’t sure why until I felt the distinct presence of mystical power. The gods’ power.

I thought Valerius may have fabricated his little story about her, only to make himself seem more daring and brave to keep a witch in his house. But it appeared I was wrong. It felt similar to the god-touched magic pouring through my veins when I shifted into the dragon. Only this felt slightly different. More . . . feminine.

There wasn’t the roar of a beast surging through my body and consciousness to break free, but the rush of scintillating, hypnotic power encircling me where I still knelt on the stone floor.

“It is true,” I said softly. “You are touched by the gods.”

She stared dazedly where she continued to brush her thumb and rub her blood in a circle over my pulse throbbing in my wrist. I didn’t understand what she was doing, but I couldn’t seem to stop her.

“By a goddess. Not a god,” she stated clearly, even though her voice remained dreamlike. “I see you, Trajan.”

I gulped at the sound of my name on her lips, having no idea why it affected me so deeply. It was as if by saying my name, she had ensnared me somehow, able to cut me open and see all my secrets. Even so, my heart pumped harder, not because she might actually know the darkest depths of me, but because I suddenly wanted her to.

She lifted her gaze to mine, her pupils slowly shrinking, her irises a deep blue like the Tyrrhenian Sea far away from shore. I was caught in their midnight depths and the stunning beauty of her face. She was the most striking woman I had ever seen.

“You are going to protect me,” she whispered softly, her magic compressing the room—a command, not an observation. “I can see it so clearly.”

I could say nothing at first, bewildered by this strange sensation winding tighter around me.

“So you are a witch,” I confirmed.

Then she smiled and caught my very soul. It wasn’t a smile meant to be beguiling or sweetly alluring. Still, I felt trapped and slain all at the same time.

“Yes, Trajan,” she assured me, sorrow creeping into her eyes again. “A witch with no power.” She finally let me go and sat back on her heels, looking around the small temple. “Not in this depth of hell.”

“I don’t think that’s true.”

Her head snapped back to me, features sharp and focused.

“I believe,” I told her gently, “that you have a great deal of power. Even in this hell you live in.”

“As if you could possibly know anything about my world,” she bit out furiously.

Suddenly, I heard footsteps coming up the hallway behind us. I launched to my feet, quickly thinking of an excuse as to why I’d be in this part of the house.

Lela didn’t even bother to move or hide her bridle and the knife on the ground. When the male slave who’d been serving us wine stepped into the temple, he quickly surveyed Lela then swung his attention to me.

“I heard someone in distress, so I came to find out who it was,” I explained pathetically.

“Lie,” said Lela, her gaze on the other man while she still knelt.

He ignored me, scooped the bridle and the knife in one hand, then knelt and gathered Lela into his arms.

“There now, darling. I’ve got you.”

Lela wrapped her arms around his neck and let her head fall to his shoulders, eyes slipping closed.

“She injured herself,” I told him.

He’d turned to leave but stopped and looked at me, anger tightening his face into a scowl.

“No, dominus,” he said, though the moniker used to show respect to noble-born dragons was laced with loathing. “She has given herself some relief. That is all. I’ll take care of her. You should return to the party now.”

Then he gave me a swift bow of the head, dismissing me with as much reverence he could while holding the limp Lela in his arms.

I followed slowly down the central hallway that led back to the main part of the house. He pressed a kiss to her temple, and my gut tightened.

“You can rest now tonight,” he told her tenderly.

“He may call for me,” she murmured with aching sorrow in her voice.

“No, sweetheart. If he needs someone, I’ll be sure it’s me. Sleep now.”

Then they turned the corner and were out of sight. With a heaviness I’d not felt since I’d sent my sisters away from Rome for their own safety, I wandered back to the triclinium. I made a quick excuse to leave, saying my stomach was unsettled, not caring that Quintus smirked at me and said, “I didn’t upset you by mentioning General Drussus’s victory where you had failed, did I?”

I didn’t give a fuck what Quintus thought. I needed to get out of that house. My blood burned as it pumped hotly through my veins, the dragon needing to burst free, to fly.

When I stepped outside and looked up, there were a half dozen deathriders circling the skies over Rome. The newest edict whispered into the ear of Valerius by Caesar, put forth to the senate, and ratified into law. No one could leave Rome without direct permission from the emperor, not plebeians or patricians. The deathriders circled, not to keep enemies out, but to keep citizens in.

I waved to the stable boy to bring my horse. He fetched him quickly. I mounted and spurred him into a gallop, needing the wind on my face.

It wasn’t the tyrant Igniculus, the foul sycophant Valerius, or his lackey Quintus who churned the acid in my belly at the moment.

It was the mystifying beauty who found solace in cutting herself, who was muzzled like a fucking dog, and who likely had to hide her feelings for her lover, the male slave who’d carried her away to tuck her into bed. They were both undoubtedly used most foully by Valerius.

As I wound higher up Palatine Hill to my home, I realized that wasn’t the only reason anger had pierced me so hard tonight. It was the slave man’s gentle kiss and soft words to Lela that stirred my dragon awake. His growl vibrated in my chest, my beast disliking it.

It was fucking ludicrous.

I should be happy that the poor woman found some loving affection in that prison. But even as I trotted into my courtyard, dismounted, and then retreated into the familiar comfort of my home, I felt wholly disturbed. Completely distraught. And it was all because of Lela.
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I neared the pharmakopoles, Mitko and Grigor shadowing behind me. Valerius’s beefy Macedonian slaves served as litter-bearers and bodyguards. And always my watchdogs if I needed to leave the house.

As usual, I garnered stares and pitying looks from passersby. A plebeian woman clutched her son and moved to the far side of the street. I ignored them, keeping my head high as I walked the familiar route through the backstreets of the Aventine.

One reason I hated Valerius’s parties was that he forced me to wear the suffocating bridle that completely covered my mouth, keeping me utterly mute. It drove me mad to not be able to even open my mouth or say a single word. Today, I wore a bridle made of cheaper metals that he allowed me to wear during the day.

This one was made of iron. It was ugliest in appearance, looking more like a monster’s jaws, with thin chains draping over the mouthpiece. People could hear my voice through the loose chains. Because of its unnaturally fierce design, it made people look away more quickly, as if I must’ve done something hideous indeed to be muzzled by my master in such a way.

Of course, I had. I’d nearly killed him. Nearly.

When I woke this morning, I found my thigh wrapped in a bandage. I remembered Andreas carrying me from the temple to my room. I must’ve fallen asleep before he tended to me, as he always did. I remembered speaking to the senator Trajan as well and everything that transpired between us, but my mind and body floated like in a dream.

The sensation I felt when my blood seeped into his skin gave me a shiver. I snapped that memory closed and focused on the task at hand as I stepped into the medicine woman’s shop, leaving Mitko and Grigor at the door.

The scent of spices and burning incense welcomed me. Rows of shelves lined the three walls, full of jars and canisters. Swaths of dried herbs hung on the back wall and from the ceiling, scenting the air with a pungent aroma. To many, it was overwhelming to the senses, but I found it pleasing to the spirit. Perhaps that was because Euphemia reminded me of the kind of woman I could’ve been. Headstrong and outspoken and . . . free.

“Greetings, Thea,” I said upon entering.

The sweet-faced blonde who’d begun working in Euphemia’s shop a few months ago looked up from the bar where she ground herbs with a pestle and mortar.

“Salve, Lela.” She set the pestle down and wiped her hands on an apron. “How may I help you today?”

I liked Thea. She didn’t grimace or curl her lip in disgust at the obscene bridle I was forced to wear.

“Actually, I wondered if Euphemia might be available.”

Thea nodded with a smile and didn’t ask why I wanted to speak to her. It was known that Euphemia could and would get the kinds of herbs a woman wanted for nefarious reasons.

“Of course, Lela. Let me get her for you.”

Thea walked to the curtain of shimmering scarves that separated the front of the shop from the back and spread it open. Her husband—a large, quiet man—worked on something at a table.

“Love, tell Euphemia to come to the front. A customer would like a word.”

He nodded and turned toward the corridor.

Euphemia was the first person who recognized why I wore the bridle. When I first came into her shop, she’d arched a brow at me, and without a proper greeting, she’d said, “You must have a great deal of power for him to cage you in that thing.”

She was right. I had immense power. I’d never believed my bunica, who’d told me my gift would arrive when I needed it most. She’d been right. But after I’d tried to use it that first and only time, Valerius had beaten me so severely that I’d been too afraid to try again. What if I failed a second time? He’d kill me for certain. I’d tried to run away twice after that. And those punishments were worse than the beatings.

So yes, I had power within me. But Valerius had stolen it all away with violence and fear.

Thea returned to me. “Is there something I can help you with while you wait? Perhaps an herbal tea to help you rest at night, calm the nerves?”

“I could always use that, Thea. If I could have a few leaves to take with me for later.”

She smiled and lifted a stone jar from the shelf behind her. She scooped some of the brown tea leaves into a piece of muslin.

“I made this one myself,” she said proudly.

She appeared to be close to my age, but I felt like I’d been on this earth a hundred years. She didn’t wear her troubles on her brow or even in her eyes. Not like me.

“You’re learning your mentor’s trade quickly, aren’t you?”

She looked up, smiling as she tied the muslin with a string. “There is much to learn. And I am hungry for her knowledge. Bless the gods, she is eager to share it. She keeps threatening to die any day now, but I tell Euphemia all the time she will live forever.”

“Ha!” said the elderly woman striding through the curtain of gossamer fabric. “Nonsense, girl. No one can live forever.”

Her gray-black hair was wound in a knot on her head, her eyes lined with kohl. She wore a cream top—stained with soot or dirt—and a colorful skirt. The skirt reminded me of the fustă my sisters and I used to wear when we danced onstage. A piercing ache stabbed me in the heart.

“If anyone could live forever,” I said mildly, “it would be you, Euphemia.”

“That’s for certain,” she agreed with a wink. “Now, what can I get you, my dear? Silphium?”

“Of course, yes.” But that wasn’t what I’d come for.

She recognized my hesitancy. “Why don’t you come to the back with me? Thea, prepare a vial of silphium powder.”

I glanced over my shoulder. Mitko and Grigor still stood outside, sentinels at the entrance. They knew there was no back exit for me to escape the shop if I’d dare to do so, and they didn’t like Euphemia. They thought her a witch. I thought so too, which was why I liked her so much. Their dislike of her was a boon, giving me privacy with her inside the shop. As long as I didn’t take too long.

“Don’t worry. If they come in asking where you are, Thea will take care of them. She flirts so prettily, men forget what they were even doing.”

“Hush, Euphemia. You’ll upset my husband.”

But when I followed Euphemia through the curtain, Thea’s large husband was nowhere to be found. The workroom was empty, with a number of tools and odd mechanical things lying about, a sheet covering part of the table. There were several doorways leading elsewhere from the room.

“Come. I was working in my garden when you arrived.”

She led me down a narrow hallway and opened a door to the right that appeared to be part of the wall. If she hadn’t opened the hidden latch, I might never have seen it. Her home was much like her—unusual, secretive, and useful.

I ducked through the narrow doorway and stepped out into an enclosed courtyard. There were stone walls on every side, but no windows from the buildings looking down onto it. To one side, there was a wild garden with many rows of heady-scented plants. Pretty purple-leafed stems of lavender merged with a thick thatch of hyssop, then also violet, cinnamon, verbena, and the bright yellow flowers of charlock. A few of these, Valerius’s cook, Chava, grew in the garden behind the house. I liked to escape there and help her harvest most days.

At the center of the courtyard garden, a pump and small well stood. Fat pots of plants lined every wall with different herbs I recognized—fennel, sage, lemon balm, and silphium. The last was difficult to grow—one we didn’t have in Valerius’s garden—but its black stems and yellow blooms were easily recognizable. It was the plant whose leaves could be ground and consumed for women wanting to prevent pregnancy—certainly a valued plant by many women in Rome. Like myself.

To the other side stood a covered worktable where clippings of dried flowers and herbs were cast about. In one corner, a pen of chickens clucked peacefully, pecking in the straw.

“A secret garden, Euphemia. How lovely.”

She cackled as she waved me over to the worktable. “And my own well right at the center.”

“How did you manage that?”

The wells in the city were for public use or were in bathhouses.

“Magic,” she said, looking over her shoulder with a wink.

Shaking my head, I followed her over to the table.

“So you need my special leaves to keep his root soft, eh? Keep that bastard away from you?”

When she looked up, I shook my head. That wasn’t why I came today.

I’d used her special leaves many times, fearing that he’d begin to make the connection that he only lost desire on the nights he drank the overly aromatic tea I made for him. But he hadn’t come to me in many months, thank the gods. Not since he bought Roza. And some nights, his appetite leaned toward Andreas.

I’d become numb for so long—accepting my fate—that I wondered what had awakened inside me to do something like this. It wasn’t long after I’d heard about the woman flying out of Rome on the back of her dragon lover that this compulsion overcame me. It was then that the thought of Valerius touching me became so abhorrent I’d become physically ill.

And last night. Something about meeting that senator.

You are going to protect me.

I’d told him that, but it had felt like another creature entirely whispering those words in the dark. I didn’t know where they’d come from or why I’d said them. But they felt real. They felt true—in that moment. This morning, the pain felt sharp, my heart tender, my soul hollow. I simply couldn’t bear it any longer.

“Actually,” I started hesitantly, “I was hoping for something stronger. Like belladonna or hemlock.”

“I have hellebore,” she said slowly, “which works the same way.” She studied me, seeming to see right through my facade. Her face hardened, eyes narrowed. “Is this for him? Or for you?”

My brief pause was enough of an answer. I couldn’t lie to her, but I couldn’t seem to admit the truth.

“No,” she snapped. “You will not give up.”

I heaved a sigh, my breath steaming the chain-link bridle draped over my mouth. “I can’t do this anymore, Euphemia,” I pleaded. “Please.”

“Yes, you can.” She clutched my wrist. “You must.” She snapped her attention down to where she held me. “What’s this?”

I looked down, wondering what she meant, but she was staring into my eyes. “You’re going on a long journey, are you?”

I huffed a mirthless laugh. “Are you torturing me now?” My gut twisted. “That’s unkind. You know I can’t go anywhere.”

“Hush, girl. I sense something heavy. We must know more. Sit down.” And though she was much smaller than me, she pushed me onto a stool beside the worktable.

Her brow furrowed as she scrambled quickly, grabbing a white, flat clay plate with a rim around the rectangular edges. She hurried to the chicken pen, opened it, snatched one up, and returned, pulling a knife from somewhere in her skirts.

“What are you doing?” I asked, suddenly nervous.

“Pshht. I’m not going to kill Cassiopeia here.” She heaved the chicken under one arm tightly. “Just a small sacrifice to see what’s going on.”

Without any more explanation than that, she nicked the bird beneath her breast where there were several feathers missing. Cassiopeia gave a squawk as Euphemia gathered a few drops of blood on the flat of her blade then set the blade on the clay plate. After smearing salve from a jar onto the small wound, setting Cassiopeia down, and then tossing a handful of grain from a bucket to her, she returned.

Carefully, she tapped the point of the blade. Three drops pooled into a tiny circle. Scurrying to a cupboard against the wall, she opened a drawer, rummaged around.

“There it is,” she grumbled and returned to the worktable. Beaming mischievously, she opened her fingers to show me what lay in her palm. A silver-gray triangle I recognized at once.

“Dragon scale?” I asked, my heart tripping faster.

“Indeed. From a noble dragon who fought a warrior’s death. Blessed by the gods.”

She took the coin-sized scale and dragged it through the blood, pulling a line of red this way and that.

“Hmm,” she said, still spreading the blood in tiny crisscrossing lines across the white plate.

“What do you see?”

I knew from past experiences with Euphemia that she had the sight. Perhaps not as clear as my bunica, but she was given the gift to know things before they happened. How she devised anything from a few drops of chicken’s blood, I had no idea, but I wasn’t going to argue. There was a distant whisper growing in the back of my mind, a call to listen from the magic that lived in my blood.

“Yes. I wasn’t mistaken. A journey for you, my dear.”

“To the afterlife?” For that was the only journey I could imagine taking.

She drew a circle around the center and lifted the dragon scale from the plate, staring intently. “There is death, most certain. I am not so sure it is yours. Hmm.”

She lifted a clear vial of oil on the table, uncorked it, and let three drops hit the blood-smeared plate. The oil spread in a nebulous pool and strange shape, tinged pink around the edges.

“Can you see if it is me now?” I asked impatiently.

“It is not yours.” She met my gaze, expression grave. “The most important thing I see is your freedom.”

“I will be free?” I asked in earnest disbelief.

She nodded definitively, her dark eyes pinched with pain. I slumped back and watched Cassiopeia pecking at the grain. Her pain was for me. A death, a long journey, and then my freedom.

“So I must die,” I whispered.

“Nonsense,” she snapped. “But possibly,” she said just as sharply. “A part of you must die, I think.”

I blinked in confusion. That made no sense at all.

“Heed what I tell you.” She leaned in and pointed a bony finger at me. “You must live and watch for the opportunity. It is coming. I see it. Trust Euphemia.”

She was likely simply distracting me from taking my own life, and yet, I couldn’t help but grasp onto the smallest hope it could be true.

“Come. Those behemoths out front will think I’ve ferried you away somewhere.”

“If only you could,” I murmured, following her back through her house.

There were voices in the main shop. Thea said something, then a male with a deep voice replied. I readied myself to meet Grigor’s ire for disappearing from sight, knowing he would report it to Valerius, when we stepped through the curtain of scarves.

I froze just on the other side, taking in the tall, gallant figure of the young senator from last night. He wasn’t dressed in the fine blue toga of the night before but a shorter, simple white tunic with a blue sash around his waist. Somehow, he looked more attractive now than in his finery. His eyes widened at the sight of me, seeming to be equally surprised.

“Lela,” he said softly.

A shiver trembled down my frame. I liked the sound of my name on his lips.

“What are
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