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      Captured by her sworn enemy…

      

      When Druid priestess Nimue is injured and enslaved by the hated Roman Legion she’s determined to escape and complete her covert mission for her beloved goddess, to eradicate the invaders from her land.

      

      A warrior tortured by his past…

      

      But the tough soldier who captures her is far from the brutal barbarian she expects. Instead, Tacitus turns all her prejudices inside out, and it’s hard to remember he’s her enemy when she craves his touch more than her next breath. Her first loyalty is to her goddess, and she can’t afford to forget it.

      

      A betrayal that will cost them everything…

      

      Tacitus is enchanted by the fiery beauty who shows no fear and challenges him at every turn. Though enslaving her goes against his heart, it’s the only way he can protect her. As a fragile trust grows between them, he believes they can have a future together. But when he discovers the depth of her betrayal, his loyalties are torn between his heritage and a woman who could destroy everything he’s ever believed in.
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          CYMRU, AD 51

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll find your daughter.” Nimue unsheathed her dagger and glanced over to Caratacus, where he stood glaring at his warriors. It was obvious the Briton king wanted to stay and fight the barbarous Romans, yet equally clear if he did, he would be captured. “Where are you heading?”

      “The land of the Brigantes,” one of the warriors said. Nimue gave a brief nod, turned and ran farther into the mountain, to where she had last seen Caratacus’ queen and daughter.

      She knew of the land of the Brigantes, even if she had never been there. It was in the north, one of the few places left in Britain that had not succumbed to Roman rule.

      Will my beloved Cymru succumb, now that the rebellion has failed?

      She wouldn’t think of it. Couldn’t think of it. The notion of Romans swarming over her land chilled her blood and sickened her stomach. She tightened her grip on her dagger, crouched low behind concealing rocks, and sent desperate prayers to her goddess, Arianrhod.

      Let me find the Briton queen before the enemy does.

      Battle cries split the blood-drenched air, the clash of sword and shield echoed through the mountain passes and the earth vibrated with the relentless march of the Legions. Nimue pushed back her sweaty hair and glanced over her shoulder. For the moment, she was alone. She leaped to her feet, sprinted across the trampled grass to the small stand of trees where, beyond, she hoped the queen remained along with other non-fighting women in the secluded hollow.

      “Choice is yours.” The coarse Latin accent punched through Nimue’s senses, and she froze. She was too late. The Romans had discovered the hiding place. “You or your daughter.”

      Heart thudding high in her breast, Nimue edged toward the source of the voice. If there were only one or two legionaries, she might stand a chance. The queen was no warrior and the princess scarcely more than a child, but Nimue’s aim with the arrow was unerring. Stealthily she sheathed her dagger and primed her bow. The trees thinned and relief scudded through her blood.

      Only one filthy legionary loomed over the queen who shielded her terrified daughter with her body. As the legionary shoved the queen to the ground and prepared to mount her, Nimue let fly with her arrow and bared her teeth in satisfaction as the poisoned tip ripped into the heathen’s vulnerable neck.

      His strangled scream ended with a gurgle before she even reached the queen’s side. There was no sign of the other women. Clearly, they had fled as the battle approached.

      “Where is the king?” The queen pushed herself to her feet and wound her arm around the princess. “We were about to follow the others farther up the mountain when that dog accosted us.”

      Thank the Goddess they hadn’t left this hollow. Nimue would never have found them otherwise.

      “I’m to take you to your king.” She slung her bow over her shoulder and glanced around to ensure they were still alone. But they would not be alone for much longer. “If we make haste, we might catch up with them before they leave the mountain.”

      “Is the battle over?” The princess, barely twelve summers old, looked at the fallen legionary and shivered.

      Nimue reined in her impatience to leave this cursed mountain and turned to the girl to offer what comfort she could.

      “No. The battle will never be over. Always remember that.”

      “The Druid speaks the truth.” The queen smoothed her daughter’s tangled hair back from her face. “Be brave for a little longer. When we rest, she can tend your wound.”

      Her wound? Only then did Nimue see the bloodied cloth tied around the girl’s calf and another wave of impatience rolled through her. If only she possessed a sturdier frame, instead of the slender build she had inherited from her mother. While she was fast and agile on her feet and trained brutally to strengthen her muscles, she knew the princess was too big for her to carry any distance. She hoped the injury wouldn’t slow them down.

      “We don’t have time to rest.” Her voice was harsh, in an effort to convey how grave the situation was. “Come quickly, before the barbarians smother this mountain.”

      Without waiting for a response, or to see if her blunt words caused offense—they were not, after all, her queen or princess—she turned and led the way back through the trees. To her right, farther down the mountain, she saw the Romans’ continued advance. No longer did they hold their shields over them in an impenetrable shell. There was no need. No Celt archers remained behind to rain death on their heads.

      There was no time for sorrow, but still the acidic pain clenched deep inside. As she gestured for the queen and princess to crouch low and follow her, she recalled how certain she had been of her people’s victory.

      This battle should have been decisive. It should have crushed the enemy underfoot. Caratacus had persuaded them with his vision of triumph to leave the safety of their magical enclave and follow him to this quagmire of devastation.

      They should never have left the enclave. They should have stayed and continued with the isolated attacks on the Legions. And she could have continued to unravel the mystery of the Source of Annwyn. The power the great High Druid, Aeron, had harnessed from the cradle of the gods themselves with the help of Gwydion, the greatest of the Magician Gods. The magic Aeron had used, through the sacred bluestones, to conceal his clan of Druids from the invaders.

      She ignored the labored breathing of the princess and the hushed encouragement of the queen to continue onward. Of course they had to continue onward. Just as she would continue onward with her quest.

      Her fingers instinctively curled around the small leather pouch attached to her belt. After Aeron’s heroic death, the immense bluestones that had protected his clan had shattered, catapulting precious shards across Cymru. From those shards, a second enclave had been created, a safe haven for the rebels in the midst of their enemy. And just before they had left their retreat, she’d stolen one of the shards and hidden it in her pouch.

      This defeat would not deter her. The shards of bluestone had protected and hidden the rebels from the Romans’ sight, but they were a faint echo of the original magic. Not even the wisest of the Druids had been able to comprehend how it worked. Only that it did. But she would discover how Aeron had manipulated the Source to his will. When she completed her mission, she would return to the enclave and pursue the sacred knowledge. Gwydion would not assist her, a lowly acolyte. But, as mighty as he was, he was not the greatest of the gods. Her beloved Arianrhod, the powerful Moon Goddess, surpassed him in wisdom and knowledge. And Arianrhod would assist Nimue so she could follow Aeron’s lead, and eliminate all Romans from the land of her foremothers.

      She heard a stumble from behind her, a pained gasp, and then the queen gripped her shoulder and forced her to turn around.

      “Druid, we must rest. My daughter is unable to travel any farther.”

      One glance at the princess confirmed the queen’s words. The girl was pale, sweaty, and biting her lip in an effort not to make any sound of discomfort.

      Nimue again silently cursed the fact that she didn’t possess the brute warrior strength she craved. They would go no farther this day until she had treated the princess’ wound.

      “Quickly.” She gestured to a rocky outcrop. The shallow crevasse it overhung could be easily concealed with the strategic repositioning of a couple of small bushes. As the queen helped her daughter inside, Nimue dragged over a couple of rocks and wedged greenery between them. The camouflage would withstand a cursory glance. She hoped.

      She crawled inside the makeshift shelter and made a quick examination of the gash on the princess’ leg. It looked clean enough but continued to seep blood. And the girl certainly needed something for the pain.

      What she really needed was to rest the leg, but since that was impossible, Nimue pulled her medicine bag over her head, dumped it on the ground and opened it. She could make a dressing for the wound to ensure it remained free of poison, and she could prepare a soothing tea with the last of her water to ease the pain.

      She took a calming breath. There was no use railing against fate. They would not catch up with Caratacus now so she might as well accept the fact she would be taking the queen and her daughter to the land of the Brigantes herself.

      “We will stay here until nightfall,” she told them. “The moon will guide our way.” She hadn’t anticipated an overnight journey but the wise Arianrhod, Goddess of the Moon and weaver of the fates, would ensure their safety.

      Swiftly, she prepared the pain-relieving tea. How shortsighted of her not to have filled her water skin before the battle began today.

      “I need to find a stream.”

      “You’re not leaving us?” The queen sounded incredulous.

      “I’ll be back directly.” Nimue glanced at the princess, to ensure she had finished the potion. At least now the girl’s discomfort would be dulled. She returned her attention to the queen. “Remain here. The Legions are advancing along another path.” At least that had been her impression when she’d seen them in the distance. Besides, Arianrhod wouldn’t have led them to this resting place if danger waited.

      Without waiting for further argument, she unsheathed her dagger and cautiously left the shelter. Arianrhod was watching over her, but it was always wise to take precautions.
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        * * *

      

      Eventually, Nimue found a stream and as she filled the water skin, her dagger lying across her knees, she looked into the distance, where majestic mountains dominated the far horizon. No sound of battle reached her. No stink of blood or churned earth to give a hint of the devastation that she’d witnessed earlier.

      She breathed in great lungfuls of the fresh mountain air, as if it might somehow cleanse the horror of her people’s defeat from her soul. They would rise again. They would rid the enemy from their land. And they would—

      An eerie chill trickled along her spine, causing the hair to rise on the back of her neck and arms. She leaped to her feet, dagger once again in her hand. But it wasn’t a lone legionary who had caught her so unawares. It was a mounted Roman officer, in a flowing scarlet cloak, with his shield in one hand and sword in the other.

      For a moment, all she could feel was the erratic thud of her heart in her ears, the uneven gasp of her breath in her throat. The sun dazzled her, glinting off the polished metal of his armor as he stared down at her, and obscurely, she noted his impressive biceps, his muscles flexing as he urged his horse forward.

      Flee. The command whispered in her mind, faint and insubstantial. The treacherous rocks on her right, the fast-flowing stream at her back, and the steep bank on the far side didn’t offer her a speedy escape. But somehow, she had to lead him farther away from the queen and princess. Except he had effectively trapped her by the edge of the stream.

      Yet even as the weight of her responsibility tormented her conscience, she couldn’t drag her fascinated gaze from the Roman. His face was hard, autocratic, unsmiling. The face of countless Romans, and yet like none she had ever seen before. His eyes were narrowed, his strong jaw shadowed. And the tip of his sword was a mere arm’s length from her face.

      “Surrender to the might of the Eagle,” he said in the ancient Celtic language of her people. His voice was deep, sensuous, and dark embers stirred as if she faced a brave warrior of Cymru instead of a cowardly barbarian of Rome. “And you shall remain unharmed.”

      Her palm was sweaty around her dagger, and she tightened her grip before it slipped from her grasp. She might not have a chance against this Roman, but she would never surrender to him. And she would never willingly give up her weapons, either.

      “I would sooner die fighting you than surrender my freedom to your filthy Emperor,” she said in Latin, just to show him she was no ignorant native of a fractured land. Her mother had taught her the language well.

      She had no freedom under Rome. As soon as they discovered she was a Druid, her life would be forfeit. Crucifixion was terrifying enough, but it was the torture she would doubtless endure beforehand that shriveled her soul.

      His black stallion whickered and pawed the ground, but the Roman didn’t break eye contact nor did his sword waver.

      “Brave words, little Celt.” Still he spoke in her language, and disbelief unfurled through her breast at the tone of his voice. Did he find her challenge amusing? “But I don’t fight women.”

      She ignored the threat of his sword and stepped forward, her dagger on clear display. He had no right to enter her land and then mock her prowess as a warrior. Just because she didn’t possess the brute strength of a full-grown male didn’t mean she lacked dexterity or speed. She glared up at him, wishing, obscurely, she could see the color of his eyes.

      “Why? Are you afraid I may unman you?” Why was she trying to raise his ire? Wouldn’t it make more sense to beg for freedom? Pretend to be a mere peasant, caught up in this revolt? Perhaps, then, he would allow her to escape without persecution?

      Even as the thought teased her mind, she knew the silver bracelets on her wrists, the torque at her throat and jewels in her ears plainly branded her as anything but a peasant.

      For one brief moment the corner of his lips quirked. Clearly he found her not only amusing, but highly entertaining.

      “I believe I’m more than man enough for you, Celt.” His voice was a seductive caress along the naked flesh of her arms.

      What little breath she retained in her lungs evaporated, scorched by the heat his words ignited in her blood. The danger of his sword, the reality of her dagger, faded, insubstantial as a distant dream. All she could see was this Roman as he looked down his aristocratic nose at her, as though she were a delectable morsel he wanted to purchase.

      She failed to summon righteous fury at such a thought. She didn’t have the strength. Because she needed all her wits to fight the overpowering urge to drag him from his horse and discover for herself whether he was man enough for her.

      Goddess, what was she thinking? She tightened her grip on her dagger and stood her ground by sheer force of her Druidic will. He was a Roman. She would rather die here, impaled on his sword, than give in to such despicable desire.

      For one sizzling moment, she imagined him impaling her, but it was not with his sword, and it was not through her heart.

      The ugly truth shamed the depths of her being, but it was the truth nevertheless. She wanted him.

      She would cut out her tongue before she ever admitted such to another living soul.

      “I believe I would need to be dead before you ever had the chance to find out.” Her voice was husky, seductive, and the tightening of his jaw told her that, despite her resolve, she had failed to hide her illicit interest.

      He didn’t lean toward her. He was too proud, too sure of his own superiority and yet he filled her vision. As if nothing else on this mountain existed, and everything beyond was nothing but a bloodied nightmare.

      “There would be little fun to be had if you were dead.”

      Her mouth dried, pulses hammered. It was inconceivable, unbelievable, but this Roman barbarian was flirting with her. He behaved as though they had met by chance in a marketplace, and not on the edges of a devastating battlefield.

      A vague thought fluttered through the outer reaches of her mind. Why did he not attempt to disarm her? One thrust of his sword would end this confrontation. Yet still she couldn’t back away from the danger. Still she couldn’t drag her mesmerized gaze from his compelling face.

      She fought the primitive need spiraling through her treacherous body.

      “I didn’t think Romans were so fastidious.” Why did she continue this conversation? Was she truly so desperate to hear his voice once again?

      “This Roman,” his voice dropped lower, “prefers his women to possess a heartbeat. At the very least.”

      “And I prefer my men to possess a heart, at the very least.” The words were out before she could stop them. As though she conversed with an equal, one worthy of her time. One worthy of her desire.

      She scarcely managed to prevent squirming with shame. Except it wasn’t shame that quivered through her breast or thundered against her skull. It was pure, unbridled lust.

      “I possess a heart,” he said. “As you will very soon discover when you lay naked in my arms.” There was no mistake this time. He was mocking her. Yet she remained rooted to the ground, held by an invisible enchantment. And then he angled his body toward her. A slight movement, but a movement nevertheless. “All you have to do is surrender into my custody.”

      She could throw her dagger at his throat. Except she knew she would never have time to aim the deadly thrust before he killed her with his sword. And what would become of the queen and princess then?

      “Beware, Roman.” Far from sounding like a threat, she sounded as if she wished her words to caress. “Give me the slightest opportunity and I will carve your corrupt heart from your chest.”

      “That sounds…” He paused, considering the matter. “Stimulating.”

      Her own heart thudded against her ribs, as if it wished to make its own unorthodox escape from her chest. Her breath tangled in her throat and again the image of him impaling her with his foreign cock flooded her scalding senses.

      She almost lost her tenuous grip on her dagger.

      “I would never willingly share your bed.” But who was she trying to convince? This Roman? Or herself?

      This time his lips curved into a smile of pure decadence. “I will greatly enjoy changing your mind, Celt.”

      She tried to drag her gaze from his lips, but failed. How would they taste? How would they feel? When it came to pleasuring the flesh, how talented with his mouth was this arrogant invader?

      “Then you are destined for grave disappointment.” But the response was hollow because it was she who was destined for disappointment. The knowledge disgusted her as much as it confused her. How could she want a Roman? She had despised their race her entire life. She always would. This heat in her blood was nothing more than the aftereffects from the battle. It had nothing to do with the man who looked at her as if he’d like to strip her naked and intimately examine every flushed particle of flesh she possessed.

      “I don’t intend to be disappointed in this matter.” He leaned a little farther over his horse, and yet his sword did not waver. One false move and he could cut her down in an instant. “You will share my bed, and you will enjoy every mindless, ecstatic orgasm I claim from your writhing body.”

      Her chest contracted, as if he had reached inside her and squeezed the air from her lungs. His words conjured up a vision so intense, so vivid, she could feel his hands on her body. Could feel the tension screaming through her blood. Could see, on the edges of her sanity, dark fulfillment that would curse her soul forevermore.

      She raised her arm, her dagger a poor defense against his Roman weapon. She didn’t know what she intended. But in that instant as he looked at her, she saw the color of his eyes. A strange shade of blue, violet, unusual… entrancing. Before she could fully comprehend why she was moving toward him, a blinding pain wrenched through her shoulder, catapulting her backward to the ground. In that fleeting moment, as incomprehension weaved through her stunned senses, she saw the arrow embedded in her shoulder before her head cracked against something hard and the world turned black.
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      Lucius Marius Tacitus saw the arrow impale the water sprite and saw her enchanting green eyes widen in shock, but before he managed to leap from his horse, she tumbled to the ground.

      White fury lanced through his chest as he sheathed his sword and knelt by her side. She still breathed. But she was not conscious.

      “Sir, are you harmed?” The mounted auxiliary rode to his side, his bow in his hand. Tacitus gave him a scathing glare.

      “Harmed?” Derision dripped from the word. “By the hand of a girl?”

      The foreign auxiliary glanced at the fallen Celt. “She’d drawn her dagger. I thought her about to attack you.”

      Tacitus’ fist clenched. By the gods, he’d string that Gallian auxiliary up by his balls if this Celt died from her injuries.

      “Whether she attacked or not, the danger was negligible.” Gingerly he lifted her honey-colored braid. It was surprisingly heavy.

      No blood seeped into the grass beneath her.

      With odd reluctance, he released her hair and frowned into her face. He knew he had never seen her before. He would never forget a face such as hers. And yet the eerie certainty that they had met in the past gnawed at the edges of his consciousness.

      The auxiliary had dismounted and now stood by his side. “She’s no peasant,” he said, stating the obvious as though it were a great revelation. “She’ll fetch a good price on the block.”

      Distaste for the Gallian mutated into cold loathing. Tacitus stood, and towered over the other man, using not only his superior height and strength but also his rank and, gods curse it, his formidable heritage to intimidate.

      Before the Gallian had time to do anything but stumble back in sudden alarm, another officer and several auxiliaries of the cavalry appeared. Tacitus transferred his glare to the tribune, Blandus, his own blood cousin, who had arrived with the Legion commanded by Ostorius Scapula the previous day.

      Raw frustration ripped through his chest. When he’d encountered the Celt kneeling by the stream, his interest had been caught. When she whirled around, dagger in hand, he’d been enchanted by the vision of the fragile water sprite in warrior maiden mode. And when she answered him back as if she was his equal and not in imminent danger from her deadliest enemy, he’d been captivated.

      There had been no doubt in his mind that this day would end with her in his bed.

      “Tacitus.” Blandus grinned, clearly well satisfied with the day’s events. Until moments ago, Tacitus had been feeling good about the day too. Until that fucking stupid Gallian had interfered. “Wondered where you’d disappeared to.” His gaze shifted to the ground, to where the Celt lay. “Not dead is she?”

      “No.” Tacitus forced the word between his teeth. A few moments longer was all he had needed to secure her surrender. Then he could have protected her as a casualty of war. Now if she survived, she risked the fate of all captured insurgents.

      And looking as she did, her fate would not be crucifixion.

      Blandus dismounted and strolled to the fallen woman. “Gods, she’s a beauty.” He crouched down to get a closer look. Tacitus only just prevented himself from shoving his cousin onto his arse. “Clean her up, get rid of the blood and filth.” Blandus reached out and brushed tendrils of her hair from her face. If any other man had dared to touch her so, Tacitus would smash his fist into their face. But Blandus was his cousin, and this woman—this girl—did not even belong to him to warrant such protection.

      “And the arrow.” Tacitus’ voice was scathing. “Or didn’t you notice that?”

      Blandus grunted. “Whoever is responsible for that should be gutted.” His hand curved over her uninjured shoulder and along her arm, before cradling her breasts.

      Tacitus crouched on the other side of the Celt and glowered at Blandus. “She’s not a fucking horse. Take your hands off her.”

      Blandus shot him a salacious grin before sliding his fingers across her belly toward the apex of her thighs. Tacitus knocked his hand away. It turned his stomach to see Blandus treat her as if she wasn’t even human.

      “I see the way your mind is working.” Blandus’ voice was low, although dark amusement glinted in his eyes. “She’s damaged goods. We could get her for a bargain if we offered to attend her injuries ourselves. And I’ve no doubt we could make a good profit on resale by the time we tired of her.”

      Tacitus looked back at her face and a jolt shot through him. Her eyes were open, staring up at him, but they were glazed as though she could not truly see him. Without thinking, he cupped her jaw and rubbed his thumb across her cheek. As much as he wished to take issue with his cousin’s offensive remarks, if he didn’t get this Celt back to civilization soon, the chances were high she wouldn’t survive the night.

      With a deep breath, he gripped the arrow in her shoulder and snapped the shaft. She gasped and then her eyes rolled back, and she descended once more into oblivion.

      “Ten lashes?” Blandus said as Tacitus gently lifted the Celt into his arms. He hoped she remained unconscious until the physician managed to remove the rest of the arrow from her shoulder.

      “What?” He glared at Blandus. The girl weighed next to nothing. So light, she could easily be a water sprite. What the fuck had she been doing, wandering alone in the aftermath of battle? She had wielded a dagger, but there had been no danger to his life. She was too small, too fragile to cause harm to anyone, let alone a warrior.

      Blandus nodded at the girl. “The one who damaged her. Ten lashes?”

      Tacitus stood, his attention on the pale face of his Celt. “He’s from your Legion. Your responsibility.”

      Blandus jerked his head in confirmation, then reached out for the girl. It took a moment for Tacitus to realize his cousin was merely offering assistance while he mounted his horse. With grim reluctance he handed his charge over and then lifted her limp body and positioned her against his armored chest.

      One arm wrapped around her, he angled his jaw in an attempt to keep her head upright. Her hair was soft against his throat and the faint scent of wild berries teased his senses.

      He gritted his teeth and urged his horse forward. The Celt was soft and vulnerable and unconscious. It was depraved that he still found her not only intriguing but impossibly desirable.

      Blandus drew alongside. “We’ll have to make our intentions known directly,” he said. “Even injured, this one will attract plenty of attention. I for one don’t want to lose out to your beloved commander.”

      Tacitus shot his cousin a black glare. His commander was Blandus’ uncle, although no blood relation to Tacitus. He was, however, a lifelong friend of Tacitus’ father.

      The thought of the commander touching this Celt was repugnant. But too easily imagined. The older man had an insatiable penchant for young girls, especially those with blonde hair. Already Tacitus could see the lust in the commander’s eyes. There was no doubt that, if he saw her, he would buy her before she even reached the market.

      Blandus made a sound of impatience. “She’s an enemy of Rome, Tacitus. She was captured in battle. Her fate is sealed. Now are you interested or not?”

      Tacitus tightened his hold around the Celt. Her breasts pressed against his bare arm, full and tempting, and the extent of her vulnerability was acid through his gut.

      In the eyes of his countrymen, she was already a slave. It was inevitable and another wave of fury against the Gallian scalded his blood. She could have remained free. He would have ensured she remained free.

      Now all he could do was ensure she remained out of the clutches of his commander.

      “I’m interested.” The words seared his throat and he glared ahead, not able to trust himself to look at his cousin in case he followed with physical violence. It wouldn’t help the situation and it wasn’t as if Blandus was to blame.

      Blandus punched his arm and Tacitus shot him a grim look. His cousin, who knew as much about him as anyone, and more than most, had an odd expression on his face. He knew of Tacitus’ reluctance—of course he fucking knew—but Tacitus was aware he still found it hard to comprehend.

      “You need to get over this aversion.” Blandus’ voice was low, for Tacitus’ ears only. “It’s unnatural. I’m not saying you have to fuck every female slave you own but gods, Tacitus. It’s better than solitary relief.”

      “I’m more than capable of finding women to serve my needs.” That had never been a problem. The only difficulty he had was taking a slave. Despite how many his father had offered him from the age of fourteen.

      “True. But you won’t always have that opportunity. It’s not as if you’d have to take any of them against their will. Some of them are more than eager to share their master’s bed.”

      “Shut up, Blandus.” Irritation spiked through him that he couldn’t gallop away from his cousin. The terrain was too uncertain, and he didn’t want to risk injuring the Celt any more than she had been already. “Tell me. What would you do if one of your slave girls refused your advances? Reward her with a few coins, a pretty ribbon for her hair? Or relegate her to the foulest tasks on your estate?”

      From the corner of his eye he saw Blandus recoil, clearly offended. And even through the fog that clouded his mind, Tacitus knew his accusation was unfounded.

      Blandus might enjoy the favors of slave girls, but he never took what was not willingly offered. The trouble was, Blandus couldn’t appreciate the irony. How could a slave ever truly have the choice?

      “It’s as well I know you,” Blandus said. “I trust you don’t speak of such things in general conversation. Your loyalty to Rome would be in serious danger of being questioned.”

      Tacitus grunted. “The Emperor has my loyalty.” He imagined the Celt being shipped off to Rome and instinctively pulled her closer. Her exotic beauty would ensure she was bought for pleasure. They had spoken for only a few moments, but he doubted she’d hold her tongue when faced with the prospect of slavery. She could end up beaten, branded. Forced to work in the fields. And end up being used by any man who so much as looked at her.

      Two legionaries emerged up ahead and with an impatient hiss, Tacitus reined in his mount. They were from his Legion, and addressed him as their senior officer.

      “Sir, we believe we’ve found Caratacus’ queen and daughter. The Primus is with them now.”

      He forced his mind away from his Celt’s bleak future. A future he had no intention of her ever enduring.

      “Good.” He turned to Blandus. “Would you take my stead? I’ll continue back with our captive.”

      Blandus gave a sharp nod, but his eyes gleamed with appreciation. He had instantly caught Tacitus’ meaning. The argument was over.

      “Secure a good enough price,” Blandus said as he prepared to follow the legionaries, “and when we’re done, I’ll sell my share back to you at cost. Then you can salve your conscience by granting her manumission.” He paused for a moment. “If they allow you such favor.”
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        * * *

      

      Tacitus took her to the makeshift valetudinarium in the camp situated at the base of the mountain, not far from the river. But it was only a temporary camp, swiftly constructed before they’d marched on the enemy that morning. As soon as circumstances allowed, they would return to their permanent garrison, to the southeast of Cambria.

      Once they returned to the garrison, the slave traders would arrive, and those captured during this battle would be sold.

      He shouldered his way into the medical tent. Until they had breached the Celts’ roughly constructed ramparts, Romans had fallen beneath the missiles rained upon them. But once the ramparts had been demolished, his countrymen’s superior training and equipment had decimated the enemy without mercy. Tacitus knew that, considering the scale of the battle, Roman casualties hadn’t been harsh but enough needed treatment for their injuries that would ensure an unconscious Celt wouldn’t be seen until the morning.

      “Marcellus.” He caught sight of the physician he sought. The man he’d known from childhood and the only one here he would trust with the Celt.

      Marcellus, only a year older than Tacitus, strolled over, wiping his hands on a cloth. He eyed the girl with interest.

      “Since when do Tribunes bring in the injured?”

      Tacitus ignored the taunt. “She hit her head on a rock after the arrow impaled her.”

      Marcellus studied her face. “Leave her over there.” He jerked his thumb to the left, where a regimented line of the injured lay on pallets. “We’ll get to her shortly.”

      “No. You’ll treat her now.”

      Marcellus finally tore his gaze from the girl’s face and looked at Tacitus.

      “Why? Is she someone of import?”

      “Yes. She’s mine.” But not officially.

      Marcellus raised his eyebrows. “Your slave?” He sounded skeptical.

      “Yes.” They both knew it was a lie. But Tacitus would pay well for the special treatment. They both knew that too.

      “If you say so.” Marcellus indicated that Tacitus should follow him. “The conditions here are primitive but I’ll do my best.” He opened a flap in the side of the tent that led into what Tacitus assumed had to be an operating room. Except it wasn’t a room, it was another fucking tent.

      With reluctance, he laid the Celt on the operating table, positioning her on a pile of cloths to reduce unnecessary pressure on her injured shoulder. Then he folded his arms and swept a condemning glance around. Primitive was putting it mildly. Barbaric was the term he’d use to describe the conditions.

      Marcellus hitched open the flap and Tacitus heard him order for assistance, instruments and whatever else he needed. Then the physician turned back to him.

      “You can go now,” Marcellus said. He went to the Celt’s side and sliced through the sleeveless leather waist tunic she wore over her pale green woolen gown. The leather had stopped the arrow from going right through her shoulder, which was a relief. Had she not been wearing the short tunic, her injury would be far worse. “I’ll send a messenger to inform you of the outcome.”

      “I’m staying.”

      Marcellus looked up, a frown darkening his brow. “This is my area of expertise, Tacitus. I don’t want or need you here.”

      An auxiliary medic entered, bringing the requisites Marcellus had ordered. Tacitus’ lip curled. Did Marcellus really think he’d leave his vulnerable water sprite alone with two men?

      “Just get on with it.”

      Marcellus swore under his breath, but obviously decided this was a battle he was doomed to lose. He turned back to his patient and began to peel her stained gown over her breast.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Tacitus snatched the material and pulled it roughly over her breast. And tried not to think about the tantalizing glimpse of pale, luscious flesh or rosy nipple Marcellus had so callously exposed to view.

      Marcellus jabbed his scalpel in Tacitus’ face.

      “Shut up or get out.” He sounded irritated. “I’m a physician. I’ve seen naked women before without experiencing the animalistic urge to rut with them. Now do you want me to try to save this slave of yours or not?”

      Tacitus gritted his teeth, clenched his fists, and refolded his arms.

      And managed to keep his mouth shut for the rest of the procedure.
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      Nimue was back in the forest of her childhood, in the sacred oak grove, watching her mother give sacrifice to the most powerful goddess of them all.

      She looked up into the night sky. The full moon, as bright as if it were illuminated by a thousand candles, dominated her vision and awe filled her soul at the breathtaking beauty.

      Arianrhod, let me be worthy.

      Her mother beckoned Nimue to join her in the center of the glade where all the women of their clan waited. Heart pounding with a combination of fear and pride, Nimue obeyed. Instantly, the other women encircled her and removed her gown until she was as naked as them.

      They raised their arms, chanted the ancient rites to their foremothers and gave thanks for the goddess’ blessing upon Nimue.

      Today, her first moon time had occurred. A great blessing indeed, to take the first step on the path of womanhood when the full moon glowed in a cloudless sky. A sign that Nimue had, without doubt, been accepted and chosen by the goddess she adored.

      This was the happiest day of her life. The proudest moment she had yet experienced. But something—something was wrong. Something had happened that had taken this moment and shattered it, destroyed it, and tarnished its beauty and wonder forevermore.

      Something that had changed the course of her life and twisted the future she had always believed her birthright. Just as surely as my destined path has been irrevocably altered today.

      Jagged pain lanced through her body and the sacred grove shimmered, as if it had been plunged into a bottomless pool of glimmering water. She struggled for air, clawing through the grasping tendrils of fog that wrapped around her. For one tangled moment, she thought she saw a tough warrior above her, his hypnotic eyes gazing at her intently, trying to infuse her with additional strength.

      Without knowing why, she tried to reach for him, but her limbs were heavy and uncoordinated. Desperately she thrashed her head from side to side, trying to escape from unseen restraints. Then, from the dark corners in her mind, a shadow walked unerringly toward her. And then it was no longer a shadow as, from nowhere, a shaft of sunlight surrounded the figure. Disbelief speared through her as, without knowing how she knew, she recognized him as one of the most powerful gods of her people.

      Gwydion, warrior magician, in all his youthful glory, smiled down at her. Terror froze her to the spot, but the god did not appear to mind her lack of reverence.

      What does Gwydion want with me? She had always given him due reverence when she worshipped the gods of Annwyn on their sacred days. But he had never shown her any preference before. She had never experienced any special affinity with him, the Greatest of the Enchanters. To her knowledge, Gwydion had never bestowed his benevolence on a female Druid nor taken one as his blessed acolyte. That he had appeared to her now was utterly terrifying.

      “Nimue, acolyte of my sister goddess Arianrhod, you are truly a chosen one.” His voice echoed in her mind, vibrating with power. She fell to her knees, holding her head, fearful her mind might collapse under the unwanted invasion. “The High Druid Aeron comes to you. Return what you have taken.”

      Nimue forced her eyes open and peered up at the magnificent, glowing god. He extended his hand to her, uncurled his fingers and showed her what he held.

      Mesmerized, she stared at his palm. He held the shard of sacred bluestone she had taken from the magical enclave.
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        * * *

      

      Nimue wondered at the lethargy that clung to her limbs and clouded her mind. A dull throbbing encased her shoulder and arm, and her head was oddly light, as though it did not quite belong to her body.

      Where am I? Crimson and black flickered across her vision and it was simply too much effort to open her eyes.

      And then a pinprick of awareness glowed in the welcoming embrace of oblivion.

      I must protect the Briton queen. The memory was jagged, bright as a Druid’s blade, and sliced through her languor with a deadly knowledge. Goddess, where’s the queen?

      Unease stirred as fragmented recollections jarred her mind before coalescing into one shocking, indisputable fact.

      She had been captured.

      White fury steamed through her blood, once again obliterating the physical pain. Her body didn’t want to cooperate, but she dragged open her eyes. And saw the face of the one who had caught her so unforgivably unawares.

      Her tongue felt swollen, her throat parched. But she focused on him, drawing on what little reserves she possessed and finally, while he continued to frown down at her in apparent incomprehension, she managed to locate her voice.

      “Spineless Roman.” The words were little more than a wheeze, but she knew he heard. Knew he understood. Because his frown intensified, and he looked as if he might take issue with her accusation. But she hadn’t finished yet. “How dare you drug me?” She hitched in a harsh gasp of air. “I’ll kill you for dishonoring me so.”

      He continued to glare down at her. “Why has she awoken? Can she feel anything?”

      She reached for his throat, but only her right arm appeared to belong to her, and even that did not fully obey her commands. Instead, the Roman took her hand in his, and if he had been anyone else, his touch might have been considered comforting.

      “She’s not fully conscious.” The other voice sounded unconcerned. “She won’t recall a thing, Tacitus.”

      The Roman’s large hand still held hers. A maelstrom of pain and humiliation disoriented her senses. But still she was aware of the strange tingle that attacked her trapped fingers.

      A muted sense of alarm washed through her. She attempted to pull from his clasp, but all she managed to achieve was for him to tighten his grip. But it wasn’t his arrogant possessiveness that caused her pulses to flutter or her heart to hammer against her ribs. It was the realization that his touch did not repel her.

      Raw panic kicked deep in her gut, sloughing off the lingering remnants of whatever foreign drugs they had forced into her body. What else have they forced into my body? While she had been oblivious, how many of the enemy had raped her?
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        * * *

      

      “Can’t you give her more?” Tacitus shot Marcellus a black glare. “She’s having a seizure.”

      “No, she isn’t. She’s slipping back into unconsciousness. All she needs is some rest and then she’s all yours.”

      “Filthy…coward,” the Celt gasped, her glazed eyes locked with his. “Taking me when I could not…couldn’t defend myself…”

      “Go back to sleep.” He didn’t know if she could hear him or not. Despite Marcellus’ assurances that she spoke through the opium and neither understood the words she uttered or would recall them afterward, he had his doubts. She appeared lucid enough.

      “Slice your balls from your maggot infested crotch… Putrefy your…rancid cock…”

      With his free hand, he brushed her hair back from her face. Her eyes were losing focus and her nails were no longer gouging into his hand. There was no longer any doubt in his mind.

      She spoke through the poppy. Not because her coarse language did not befit her evident status. But because had she been fully aware of her surroundings, she would never have uttered such threats to her perceived captor.

      For all she knew, it would be suicide.

      “How soon can she be moved?” He had only a tent in this temporary camp but at least it was private. And he could set a legionary on guard to ensure her continued safety. Here, in the valetudinarium, he could ensure no such thing.

      “Not before morning.”

      Tacitus finally dragged his gaze from the Celt’s unnaturally pale face and looked at his friend.

      “She’s not staying in here overnight.” And he needed to get to the quaestorium. There was no doubt in his mind he could negotiate the purchase of this Celt with the administrator. With his connections and the price he was prepared to offer, along with the fact the slave in question was injured and therefore damaged goods, the administrator would have no cause to refuse.

      Only then would she be safe from the fate that awaited every other female slave rounded up this day.

      She would also be safe from his cousin. And his commander.

      “I don’t run a brothel.” Irritation soured Marcellus’ words. “Any man found abusing one of my patients goes under the lash.”

      Not if the abuser was a fellow officer. But it was irrelevant. She was not going to stay here overnight.

      “I need to report in.” But not until he’d settled this matter. Only when the Celt legally belonged to him would he report to the commander of his Legion.

      “I’m sure you do.” It was obvious Marcellus knew exactly what Tacitus had in mind. “And in the meantime, you expect me to ensure your concubine remains inviolate.”

      “She’s not my concubine.” The words were a growl. Because if she hadn’t been injured, if he had persuaded her to surrender into his protection, he had the feeling he might well have made her his concubine for the duration of their affair.

      Of course he would. It would have been the only way to ensure no other man took what he had already claimed.

      Marcellus stared at him. “You risk opening the wound if you have her tonight.”

      Tacitus had no intention of having her tonight. Irked that Marcellus felt the need to even state such an obvious warning he merely maintained eye contact until the other man shrugged in obvious irritation.

      “Go and conduct your business. I’ll ensure it’s known the slave belongs to you, and should any harm befall her, the mighty Lucius Marius Tacitus will not allow it to go unpunished.”

      The words were caustic but the pledge satisfactory. With one last fleeting glance at his Celt, Tacitus left the tent to face the unsavory task of buying her.
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      Nimue hitched in a harsh breath and blackness engulfed her. A dream. A memory.

      A vision?

      Already the details were fading, becoming obscure and fluttering through her mind like petals in a summer breeze. Strong arms held her against a solid chest and now she became aware of moving.

      She was being carried. Instantly her eyes flew open, only to be confronted by an expanse of white tunic stretched across impressive shoulders. The Roman. Jumbled images cascaded across her mind. They had spoken by the stream. She had been shot. And then…

      Then what? The uncanny sensation of urgency, of needing to accomplish something of utmost importance gnawed the edges of her mind. She could almost recall and yet the details eluded her. And what was worse, she almost did not care. Her senses were pleasantly numbed.

      She shifted and tried to see his face, but his hold on her was so secure she could scarcely move at all.

      “Be still.” His deep voice rumbled in his chest and caused tremors to flutter deep inside. “We’re almost at my quarters. Then you can rest.”

      “Rest.” Her voice sounded strange to her ears. Only then did she realize his hand grazed the curve of her breast as he held her against his body. She should have been enraged. But instead, heat radiated from the contact, spreading across her skin until the ache consumed her entire body.

      She groaned, eyelids fluttering. She wanted his hand cradling her breast, his thumb circling her throbbing nipple. It was more than a want. It was an overriding need.

      Her left arm was immobilized, and so she dragged her right arm up from where it nestled between the length of her body and the Roman’s. Goddess, if she didn’t know better, she would imagine he was a fearless warrior. For surely only a warrior could possess a body so irresistibly hard and sculpted.

      She flattened her knuckles against the soft linen of his tunic, uncaring of the fabric. Wanting only to caress the heat of his naked flesh. Vaguely she wondered at his lack of armor. Not that it mattered. She didn’t want his armor coming between them.

      With a sigh, she nuzzled her face against his shoulder and ripples of lust rolled low in her belly. Pleasurable and somehow illicit although she couldn’t quite fathom why that should be so.

      “Will you be resting with me?” Her voice still sounded odd, as if her tongue could not quite articulate the words. The back of her hand grazed his throat and she felt him swallow, the action impossibly arousing.

      “No.”

      Languidly she brushed her fingers over the uncompromising line of his jaw. He was rough and chafed her skin. Entranced, she rubbed her hand along his jaw again, and again the roughness caused tingles of desire to dance through her blood.

      “Why not?” If only she could see his face properly. From recollection, his face was worth looking at. She was sure his body was too.

      “Because I’m on duty.” For a fleeting moment, he glanced down at her, and the blatant lust glowing in his eyes caused raw need to bloom deep between her thighs.

      Her lips parted, but it didn’t help her deprived lungs because every jagged breath held a subtle hint of foreign spices that fogged her reason and heightened her desire. Tendrils of fire wove through her blood, curled around her nipples, and flickered with sensuous intent through her quivering sheath. He wouldn’t choose duty above her when she craved his touch on her burning skin. When she ached to be filled by his tongue and his cock.

      The image pounded against her temples and again she moaned. She imagined him spreading her thighs and impaling his length inside her wet folds. If he didn’t take her soon, she would shatter from unfulfilled need.

      “Are you in pain?” Once again, he was looking straight ahead. She turned her wrist and dug her nails into his face, and satisfaction spiked when once again his gaze clashed with hers.

      “Yes.”

      His gaze didn’t waver. “When you’re settled, I will administer more opium.”

      Opium. The word drifted through her mind, but failed to grasp hold. It was unimportant. All that mattered was that this hard, rough-jawed warrior stripped her naked and took her until the raw, primitive need hammering through her veins was sated.

      “When we’re settled,” she dragged in a rasping breath as he paused, “you will administer to me.”
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        * * *

      

      Jaw rigid, Tacitus entered his tent. The flap remained open to give him light, but unfortunately, it also ensured little privacy. Not that the legionary stationed outside would dare breathe a word of what he might overhear, but right now that didn’t give Tacitus much comfort.

      “I’m going to lay you down.” But instead of following through, he remained staring at her upturned face, at her drug-hazed eyes and her seductive smile. Her left arm, wrapped in a sling, rested across her waist. Her right hand, that had been pressed between their bodies, now cradled his jaw and her tempting body curved against him, as if she didn’t find him repulsive in the least.





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/enslaved_hr.jpg
v i (@) s
THE DRUID @/ CHRONIGLES
S %" -

“A hot, beautiful romance. 1’
—Samantha Holt, | USA Today BmlhrgAuthor

CHRIS TfNA

DT »\TTT“

Ay RU'R






