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Chapter 1: The Artifact and the Fall
The rain didn’t wash this city; it just turned the grime into a slick, oily sludge. Mona stood in the shadow of a rusted dumpster, her back pressed against cold brick. Every muscle stayed coiled. She counted heartbeats—mine, not the city's. Six. Seven. Eight. A pair of headlights cut through the mouth of the alley, splashing yellow light across the puddles before vanishing. She didn't move.
Ten paces away, a heavy metal door creaked. Sal stepped out. He looked like unwashed laundry and bad intentions. He held a small, vacuum-sealed pouch. Mona’s hand went to the small of her back, fingers brushing the grip of her knife. Just a reminder.
"You're late, Sal," she said. Her voice was a low rasp, steady despite the adrenaline humming in her ears.
Sal spat a glob of phlegm onto the pavement. "Traffic's a bitch. You got the coin?"
Mona didn't reach for her pocket. Instead, she scanned the rooftops. A flicker of movement? No, just a pigeon. She shifted her weight. "Show me the product first. I’m not paying for oregano and dreams."
He held the bag up. Inside, the dried, greyish stalks of the modified silphium looked like dead spiders. To anyone else, it was garbage. To an Omega whose biology was a ticking time bomb, it was oxygen. If she didn't get these suppressants into her system, the scent would start. The musk. The chemical beacon that turned every man into a predator.
"It's the high-grade stuff," Sal grunted. "Straight from the lab in Jersey. No fillers."
Mona stepped forward, her boots making no sound on the wet asphalt. She took the bag, her nose twitching. Even through the plastic, she caught the faint, bitter tang of the herb. It smelled like safety. She handed over the envelope of crumpled twenties.
"Count it fast," she muttered. "We’re not the only ones awake tonight."
Sal flipped through the bills with practiced greed. He didn't see the way she adjusted her stance, ready to bolt if a siren wailed or a shadow deepened. This was the dance. Buy, verify, vanish. She didn't trust the world to give her anything more than a five-minute lead. Maybe she was paranoid, or maybe that was why she was still breathing. The alley felt tighter than usual. The brick walls seemed to lean in, heavy with the weight of a thousand secrets. She needed to get back to the apartment. She needed to grind these stalks and swallow the bitterness before her skin started to burn with the heat she could feel simmering at the base of her spine.
"Good doing business, Mona," Sal said, but his eyes drifted toward the alley entrance. He wasn't looking for his car. He was looking for a signal.
Cold iron settled in Mona's gut. She didn't wait for the reveal. She lunged. Her shoulder caught Sal in the sternum, sending him sprawling backward. As he hit the ground, two shadows detached themselves from the darkness near the street. They didn't have badges. They had iron pipes and the heavy, rhythmic tread of professional muscle.
"Sal, you snake!" Mona hissed.
"They paid double!" Sal yelled from the ground. "Nothing personal, sweetheart!"
Mona turned and bolted. She didn't head for the street; she headed for the maze. She scaled a chain-link fence, the metal groaning under her weight. Her fingers caught on a jagged wire, slicing into her palm, but she didn't feel the sting yet. She hit the ground on the other side and sprinted.
Behind her, a heavy thud signaled the first pursuer clearing the fence. "Stop her! Don't let her reach the main road!"
Lungs burning. Feet pounding. The city was a blur of neon signs and stinking garbage. She took a sharp left, then a right, trying to break their line of sight. Her mind mapped the neighborhood. The docks were too open. The residential blocks were too slow. She needed cover.
One of them was fast. She could hear his breathing, a ragged staccato behind her. He swung a pipe. It whistled past her ear, shattering a glass bottle on a nearby crate. Shards sprayed her face. She didn't flinch. She ducked under a low-hanging fire escape and kicked out a stack of wooden pallets, hoping to trip him up.
"I’m going to break your legs, girl!" the man roared.
Mona didn't answer. To speak was to waste breath. She turned into a narrow passage between two warehouses. Dead end? No, there was a loading dock with a cracked door. She threw her weight against it. It held. She threw herself again, her shoulder screaming in protest. The bolt snapped. She tumbled into the dark, the smell of dust and old cedar hitting her like a physical blow.
The warehouse was a graveyard of things that shouldn't be here. Crates labeled in Arabic and Latin stacked toward the rafters. Mona scrambled deeper into the rows, her breath coming in jagged hitches. The wound on her palm was weeping now, hot and sticky. She gripped her knife.
A shadow blocked the light from the door. "I know you're in here. You got nowhere to go."
He was big. Too big to fight head-on. Mona slid behind a marble statue of some faceless god. She watched his feet. He moved with a limp. That was her opening. When he passed her row, she didn't scream. She didn't make a sound. She drove the knife toward his thigh.
He grunted, swinging a massive fist that caught her side. Mona flew backward, crashing into a table draped in velvet. Objects tumbled—gold coins, clay jars, and a heavy, bronze disk etched with soaring hawks and strange, swirling symbols.
She tried to stand, but her vision swam. The man was over her now, his face a mask of rage. He grabbed her throat, his thumb pressing into her windpipe. "Little bitch. You're gonna pay for that."
Mona thrashed, her injured hand clawing at the table for leverage. Her palm slammed onto the bronze disk. The blood from her cut smeared across the ancient metal, seeping into the grooves of the hawks' wings.
The room didn't just go quiet; the sound died. The air seemed to turn to liquid. A low hum vibrated through the floor, rising in pitch until it wasn't a sound anymore—it was a needle pressing against her brain.
"What is..." the man started, but his voice distorted, stretching like pulled taffy.
The disk beneath Mona’s hand began to glow. Not a soft light, but a violent, piercing blue that burned through her eyelids. The symbols on the metal began to spin. She felt a tugging sensation at the center of her chest, as if a hook had caught her soul and was reeling it in. The warehouse walls began to peel away into a white void. The man holding her throat disappeared, his scream silenced by the roar of a wind that wasn't there.
Pain wasn't the right word. It was a total sensory betrayal. Mona felt her skin being stripped away, layer by layer, only to be stitched back together with threads of ice. She tried to scream, but her lungs were filled with the smell of ozone and burnt honey.
Colors she didn't have names for exploded behind her eyes. She saw the city—her city—collapse into a pile of rust and then rise again as a forest, then vanish into a sea of sand. Time was a physical weight, crushing her bones into dust. She was a speck of grit in a hurricane.
I’m dying, she thought. This is what it is. The brain firing its last neurons.
But the sensation was too sharp for death. She felt the texture of a thousand different winds—hot desert gales, salt-heavy mists, the dry breath of a tomb. She saw faces. Thousands of them. Men in iron, women in silk, shadows with golden eyes. They all looked at her, or through her, as she tumbled through the abyss.
The bronze disk was still there, a ghost of a shape burned into her palm. It was the anchor. It was the only thing keeping her from shattering into a million pieces of light. The humming grew louder, a thundering roar now that shook her very atoms.
Then, the pressure changed. The vacuum of the vortex suddenly spat her out. The white light turned to a blinding, relentless gold. The smell of ozone was replaced by something sharp and old—dust, horse sweat, and the heavy, intoxicating scent of crushed lilies.
She hit something hard. Not concrete. Sand. Hot, unforgiving sand that filled her mouth and eyes. The roar in her ears faded into a distant murmur of a crowded city.
Mona tried to lift her head. Her limbs felt like lead. The sun above was too bright, a cruel eye staring down at her. She saw the hem of a white tunic, the sandals of a soldier, and then the world went black.

Chapter 2: The Stench of the Ancient
Mona's eyes snapped open to a sky that wasn't a sky. Just a jagged, bruised ribbon of grey-blue squeezed between leaning timber frames that seemed to groan under their own weight. Her head throbbed—a dull, rhythmic drumming against her skull. A splash of something warm and wet hit her cheek. She rolled onto her side, her hand sinking into a slurry of vegetable waste and unidentifiable offal. The reek hit her then. It was a physical blow to the solar plexus, forcing a jagged gag from her throat. It wasn't just the odor of decay; it was a concentrated essence of a thousand unwashed bodies, open gutters, and the heavy, metallic tang of slaughterhouse runoff. This was raw humanity, stripped of every modern filter.
She scrambled to her knees, her boots slipping on the slick, uneven cobbles. The noise was a roar—a chaotic symphony of iron-rimmed wheels screeching against stone, the frantic bleating of goats, and a cacophony of voices shouting in a language that sounded like Latin but felt like a serrated blade. Panic flared, hot and sharp, in her chest. She checked her wrists; the bronze disk was gone. The warehouse in New Jersey felt like a fever dream, a ghost of a life she’d been ripped from by a splash of her own blood. Her tactical jacket was smeared with filth, the reinforced fabric a jarring contrast to the rough-spun wool and dirty linen of the people surging past her. Nobody stopped. Nobody offered a hand. In this district, she was just another piece of debris washed up by the tide of the city.
Every sense was on high alert, scanning for threats. She was a silhouette of obsidian skin and coily hair in a sea of olive and tan. To them, she was an exotic anomaly; to herself, she was a target. Her internal map was spinning, looking for a landmark, a street sign, a familiar LED glow. Instead, she found only the shadows of the insulae—high-rise slums that blocked the sun. The air tasted of woodsmoke and old sweat. She needed to move. Standing still in the Subura was an invitation to predators, and she could already feel the weight of a dozen different gazes cataloging her gear, her features, and her vulnerability.
"Look at this one," a voice rasped, the vowels warped and guttural. "Found ourselves a little crow lost in the mud."
Mona froze, her hand sliding instinctively toward the empty holster at her hip. Three men blocked the mouth of the alley. They wore tunics of stained wool, cinched with frayed cords. The leader had a scar that bifurcated his lip, giving him a permanent, jagged sneer. He stepped forward, his eyes raking over her dark skin and the strange, sleek fabric of her clothes.
"Back off," Mona warned, her voice tight. "I don't have anything you want."
"She speaks like a barbarian, but she's dressed like a prince's plaything," the scarred one said, spitting a glob of yellow phlegm onto the cobbles. "Those boots alone would buy a cask of the best Falernian."
"I'm nobody's plaything," Mona snapped. She shifted her weight, balls of her feet digging into the grime. "Walk away. This is your only warning."
"Or what?" the skinny one mocked, pulling a short, ugly blade from a hide sheath. It wasn't a knife from a kitchen; it was a gladius, the steel pitted but sharp. "You'll scold us?"
He lunged. Mona didn't think. Her training took over. She stepped inside his reach, her palm connecting with his chin in a sharp, rising arc. His teeth slammed together with a sickening crack. Before he could reel back, she drove a knee into his solar plexus, collapsing him into the filth.
"By the gods!" the bruiser roared, drawing his own weapon. "She’s a wild one!"
"Drop the stance, girl," the leader growled, circling her while the first man wheezed on the ground. "You're outnumbered. Your skin says you're worth a mountain of sestertii. Kushite? Egyptian? Doesn't matter. You're gold in a gutter, and we're the ones cashing in."
"You'll have to kill me first," Mona whispered, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. She tracked the two remaining men, her mind calculating angles and exits, but the alley was a trap, and the cold reality of the steel in their hands was beginning to outweigh her adrenaline.
Mona lunged for the bruiser, but her boots slipped. The world didn't just tilt; it dissolved. A heavy, musk-like pressure descended upon the alley, coating the back of her tongue with the taste of copper and burnt sugar. It was a scent she recognized from the most dangerous corners of her own time, but here it was amplified—unfiltered, raw, and terrifying. Alpha pheromones.
"Wait," the bruiser paused, his nostrils flaring wide. He stopped his advance, his eyes glazing with a sudden, dark intensity. "Do you smell that?"
"Sweet," the leader whispered, a predatory grin widening across his scarred face. "Like honey and rot. She’s... she’s not just a captive. She’s an Omega."
Inside Mona, something vital buckled. The high-grade silphium she’d taken back in the New Jersey lab was a modern synthesis, designed for a world of sterile offices and filtered air. Faced with the concentrated, aggressive ruts of the ancient city, the chemicals failed. Heat bloomed in her gut—a sudden, sickening fire that turned her knees to water and her vision to a hazy red.
"Don't... touch me," Mona gasped. Her voice was a ragged shadow of itself. She tried to raise her fists, but her muscles felt heavy, saturated with a sudden, desperate urge to submit that her mind screamed against.
"She’s in heat," the leader laughed, wiping blood from his mouth where she'd struck him. "The gods have dropped a fortune right into our laps. An unclaimed Omega from the south? The slave markets in the Forum will bleed gold for this."
"I'll kill you," she tried to say, but it came out as a whimper. The bruiser stepped closer, his scent hitting her like a physical wave of heat. It was aggressive, dominant, and it demanded a response her biology was hard-wired to provide. Her spine hit the rough stone of the wall. She was trapped between the cold rock and the burning proximity of the men. Her vision blurred, the world narrowing down to the sharp point of a gladius and the overwhelming, terrifying evidence of her own biological betrayal. She wasn't a fighter anymore; she was a prize.

Chapter 3: The Magister of the Aventine
The iron grip on her upper arms didn't slacken even as she kicked at a shin. These men weren't the desperate scavengers of the Subura; they were professional muscle, wearing boiled leather and carrying the stench of old sweat and competence. Mona’s heels skidded over uneven basalt. Every jolt sent a spike of heat through her bruised ribs. She tried to catch her breath, but the Roman humidity felt like a wet wool blanket over her face.
They didn't lead her through the main streets. They hauled her through narrow cracks between insulae, where the runoff from laundry and latrines pooled in stagnant gutters. The sunlight vanished. They shoved her through a narrow archway, descending a flight of stone stairs that slicked with green moss. The temperature plummeted. The roar of the city above faded into a low, rhythmic drip of water hitting stone.
She counted the steps. Forty-two. They reached a heavy oak door reinforced with rusted iron bands. One of the brutes hammered a code. The door creaked open, revealing a cavernous space where the dampness of the earth met the sharp tang of woodsmoke. It was a ruin, a subterranean bathhouse repurposed into a fortress. Pillars of stained marble supported a vaulted ceiling blackened by soot. In the shadows, she saw the glint of sharpened blades and the movement of men who didn't look like they belonged in a civilized society.
They didn't stop until they reached a raised dais in what had once been the frigidarium. The man sitting there didn't look up from the wax tablet in his lap. He was an Alpha; the pressure of his presence hit Mona like a change in atmospheric pressure. Her skin prickled. The silphium in her system was failing, a thin dam against the rising tide of her own biology. She forced her knees to stay locked, refusing to collapse even when the enforcers kicked the backs of her legs.
Cassius tossed the stylus onto the table. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his gaze a blade. "You caused a stir in the Subura. Who sent you?"
Mona spat toward his sandals. "Go to hell."
Gaius stepped forward, his hand twitching toward his belt. "She speaks a mangled tongue, Magister. Sounds like the filth from the southern ports. I can break her jaw; that usually helps them find their manners."
"Stay your hand, Gaius," Cassius said, his voice a low vibration that made the hair on Mona’s neck stand up. He looked at her again. "You aren't a common street urchin. Look at your hands. No calluses from the loom. No scars from the fields. Where did you come from?"
"Somewhere you'll never reach," Mona said, her voice steady despite the hammer of her heart. She focused on his eyes—dark, calculating, and dangerously intelligent. "Kill me or let me go. I don't have time for your games."
Cassius rose. He walked a slow circle around her. He stopped just behind her left shoulder. Mona felt the warmth of his body. He inhaled sharply. "Your scent is strange. Bitter. Like herbs and iron. But underneath..."
"Underneath is none of your business," Mona snapped, spinning to face him, ignoring the warning growl from Gaius.
"You're hiding something," Cassius whispered, his eyes narrowing as he leaned into her space. "Something that would get you killed in the Forum within the hour. Is that it? Are you a runaway? A gift from the Kushite queen meant for someone else's bed?"
"I belong to no one," Mona said. She kept her chin up, projecting a strength she wasn't sure she possessed. "And I’m not a gift."
"Every soul in Rome belongs to someone," Cassius replied, a smirk ghosting across his lips. "Usually, they belong to me if they breathe my air."
Gaius paced the edge of the dais, his sandals clicking rhythmically against the stone. "She’s trouble, Magister. The Lanista at the Ludus Magnus is looking for exotic stock. A Nubian with that much venom in her veins would fetch a high price in the pits. Let the lions deal with her."
"The pits?" Cassius didn't look at his lieutenant. He kept his eyes fixed on Mona’s face, tracing the line of her jaw and the texture of her hair. "You see a carcass, Gaius. I see a lever. Look at her skin. Look at those features. She isn't just Nubian."
"She's a slave who doesn't know her place," Gaius countered, his lip curling. "The longer we keep her, the more she’ll incite the others. She already cracked three of our men's ribs. It's pragmatic to turn a profit and rid ourselves of the headache."
"Your pragmatism is why you'll always be a soldier, and I will be a Magister," Cassius said, his voice turning cold. "The war with Amanirenas is draining the treasury. The Emperor wants Kushite royalty or their kin to parade through the streets. If she is who I think she is, she’s worth more than every gladiator in Rome combined."
"You think she's a pawn for the Palace?" Gaius asked, his tone shifting from aggression to greed.
"I think she is the board itself," Cassius said. He stepped closer to Mona, his Alpha pheromones intensifying, testing her. "She has the eyes of someone who has seen the inside of a palace, even if she's currently wearing the rags of a beggar."
Mona stayed silent, her mind racing. She didn't know who Amanirenas was, but she knew what happened to political pawns. They were used until they broke, then discarded. She had to find a way out before they sold her to the highest bidder or delivered her to a Caesar she only knew from history books.
Cassius turned back to the enforcers. "Take her to the upper quarters. Not the cells. The rooms overlooking the atrium. Put a guard at the door, but do not touch her. If she has a scratch on her tomorrow, I’ll have your fingers."
Mona felt the shift in the room. The air didn't get lighter, but the immediate threat of the lash receded, replaced by a more suffocating kind of control. "A ward? Is that what you call a prisoner in this century?"
"You are under my protection," Cassius said, his voice dropping to a private murmur. "The Subura is a slaughterhouse for someone like you. Here, you are safe. For now."
"I was safe enough until your dogs grabbed me," Mona shot back. She let the enforcers take her arms again, but this time she didn't struggle. It was useless to waste energy now. She needed to observe. She needed to map this labyrinth.
As they led her away, she didn't look back at him. She focused on the shadows, the layout of the corridors, and the position of the guards. She was an Omega in a city of predators, but she was a survivor first. If Cassius thought he had captured a pet, he was about to learn that some things were better left in the wild.
Inside her chest, the dull ache of her heat pulsed—a ticking clock she couldn't stop. She had maybe two days before the scent became undeniable, before the silphium failed completely. She had to be gone before then. Rome wasn't a city; it was a cage. And she was already looking for the latch.

Chapter 4: The Gilded Cage
The room smelled of cedar and old, stale wax. Expensive. My hands roved over the limestone walls, searching for a loose block, a crack, anything. Nothing. The construction was solid Roman engineering. I paced the floor. Sixteen strides from the door to the far window. The window was a joke—a narrow slit high up the wall, barely wide enough for a bird, let alone a woman. I looked at the woven hangings. They were heavy, dyed in deep ochres and reds, depicting some hunt. I wasn't the hunter here.
Scrape. Step. Scrape. Step. I froze. That was the guard. I counted the beats of my heart between his passes. One hundred and twenty. He was consistent. He walked the length of the corridor, paused at the stairs, then returned. I pressed my ear to the oak door. It was three inches thick, reinforced with iron straps that felt cold against my skin. No keyhole on this side. I was a guest only by the most polite of definitions.
My skin felt tight. The silphium from the lab back home was failing. I could feel the low-level hum in my blood, a warmth that shouldn't be there. The modern chemicals were losing the war against the raw, Alpha-heavy environment of this city. I had forty-eight hours, maybe less, before my scent became a beacon for every predator in the Aventine. I needed a weapon. I needed a way out. I checked the small table. A bronze pitcher, a ceramic bowl. Heavy. I could break the bowl and use a shard. I could use the pitcher as a bludgeon. Crude, but effective.
I sat on the edge of the bed. The wool was rough against my thighs. I forced my breathing to slow. Panic is a luxury I can't afford. I mapped the compound in my head based on what I’d seen during my capture. Courtyard to the north. Main gate to the east. The Magister’s study was likely on the lower floor. Knowledge was the only leverage I had. I waited for the next rotation. One hundred and nineteen beats. He was getting faster. Impatience or boredom? I needed to know which.
The heavy bolt slid back with a metallic thud. A girl entered. She was small, with the drab clothes of a servant and the wary eyes of a beaten dog. She carried a tray. Bread, a small bowl of oil, and a cup of watered-down wine. She didn't look at me. She kept her chin tucked, her shoulders hunched. I recognized that posture. It was the stance of someone who had learned that being seen was dangerous.
I stepped into her path. She gasped, the tray wobbling. I grabbed the edge of it to steady it. I pointed to the bread. "What?" I demanded. My voice sounded like dry leaves.
She blinked, her gaze flickering to my face and then away. "Panis," she whispered. Her voice was thin.
I repeated it, tasting the word. Panis. I pointed to the wine. "Aqua?" I asked, guessing.
She shook her head slightly. "Vinum. Hoc est vinum."
I nodded. I pointed to her. She hesitated, her fingers twisting in her tunic. "Livia," she said.
I touched my own chest. "Mona." I needed more. I pointed toward the door, then to the streets I knew were beyond these walls. "Go? Exit?"
She looked terrified. "Exire? Non. Prohibitus." She made a locking motion with her hands. I understood. No exit. Forbidden.
I pointed to the hallway. "Who?" I asked, making my voice deeper, mimicking the Alpha who held me.
"Magister," she said. She looked toward the door as if he might appear. "Cassius. Dominus." Master. I didn't like the word, but I stored it.
I drew a rough map in the dust on the table. I pointed to the room we were in, then drew a line toward where I thought the gate was. "Guard?" I asked.
She watched my finger move. She seemed to realize I wasn't just hungry for bread. She pointed to a spot on my drawing. "Custodes," she said. Many guards. She looked at me with a sudden, sharp pity. "Kush?" she asked, touching her own skin then pointing to mine. I nodded. If they thought I was royalty, I’d use it. I needed her to keep talking.
Cassius stood in the doorway. He didn't come in at first. He just loomed, his Alpha presence hitting me like a wave of heat. I felt the hair on my arms stand up. My body was reacting to him, betraying me, recognizing a dominant force even as my mind screamed for distance. He closed the door. The click of the latch sounded like a gunshot.
"You haven't eaten," he observed, his voice a low rumble in the confined space.
"I’m not hungry for prison rations," I replied.
"It is the best the Aventine offers," he countered smoothly. "Most in the Subura would kill for that bread."
"Then give it to them. Let me go, and I'll find my own food."
"You wouldn't make it to the end of the block." He studied me, his expression unreadable. "You have no idea what you are, do you?"
"I know exactly what I am," I shot back. "A woman you’ve kidnapped."
"You are a Kushite prize in a city that is currently at war with your people," Cassius said, the gravity in his tone absolute. "You are an Omega whose scent is starting to override that foul-smelling herb you use. You are a fortune on two legs."
"Is that all I am to you? A fortune?"
"To me, you are a complication." He took a step further into the room. "My men are already restless. They can smell you through the wood of that door. If I weren't the one holding the key, they would have torn this room apart by noon."
"You expect me to thank you for locking me in a cage?"
"I expect you to be smart

