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        Between a warrior and a princess comes an all-consuming love that transcends the hatred between their warring worlds…
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      Carys held her breath as her secret lover entered the sparkling waterfall, buried deep within the leafy shadows of the forest.

      She pressed her fingers against the rough bark of the tree and inched a little farther along the branch where she lay hidden from his sight.

      From this angle she had a perfect view of his magnificent naked body. Even from this distance she could see the numerous battle scars that marred his tawny skin, but they marked him as a warrior. A hero who faced death without reservation and emerged triumphant.

      He was the enemy of her people. And yet she couldn’t tear her fascinated gaze from him.

      They had never met. They would never meet. Such a catastrophe didn’t bear thinking about. Yet she thought of this tough, brutal warrior constantly. Ever since she had first stumbled across his irregular bathing ritual three moons ago.

      He turned within the shimmering rainbows of the waterfall, fingers raking through his short black hair. Carys released her breath in a shaky gasp and her body moved restlessly against her perilous ledge. The men of Cymru had long, flowing hair. How would it feel to touch such severely cropped hair? Sharp, like the points of reeds? Or—not? She couldn’t imagine. And yet she imagined endlessly.

      His hands massaged his broad shoulders, and Carys’ fingers dug into woody crevices as she fantasized rubbing her own fingers over his knotted muscles. It had been fifteen days since he had last been to the waterfall. She knew because she had waited here, each morning.

      But the wait had been worth it, and her imagination hadn’t enhanced his powerful muscles, his commanding height or his dark, exotic beauty. Her breath shortened as her heart rate accelerated, and her thighs tightened around the branch in reaction.

      Slowly his hands slid over wet skin, fingers trailing through the sprinkling of dark hair that dusted his impressive chest. Lightning flickered in the pit of her stomach, and instinctively she shifted against the abrasive bark.

      Her only lover, whose possessive grip she had finally escaped three years ago, possessed no body hair aside from on his head. How would it feel to press against a masculine form so unlike any she had previously seen?

      The tip of her tongue slid over her lips as her secret lover sluiced water over his rigid stomach. And then his fingers curled around his semi-aroused cock.

      Carys stretched to the very edge of her branch, risking safety and the threat of discovery, but temptation was too great. She had seen naked men without number in her life, knew how insanely proud males were of their treasures, but she had never been impressed by that part of the human body before.

      Not even her ex-lover’s. Especially not her ex-lover’s. And yet this man’s cock, this man who would murder her without compunction if he knew who she was, held fascination beyond reason.

      His fingers slid over his cock, squeezing the dark head, and without conscious thought Carys’ hand slipped between her thighs. Sweet Cerridwen, she had never wanted a man so much as she wanted this one. But she knew better than to ask her goddess to intervene, for intervention would cause untold suffering to her people.

      But still, she wanted this man. With all that she was.

      Even through the soft wool of her gown, her throbbing clit reacted instantly to the pressure of her finger. She sighed, and her eyelashes flickered as her hips ground against her finger, against the roughness of the tree. She imagined her Roman conqueror touching her there, spearing his finger into her wet slit, and tremors burned through her, tightening her muscles and spiraling through her innermost channel.

      She rubbed her breasts, heavy with arousal, against the bark, and imagined his hands cupped her. Squeezed her. Pinched her nipples between his calloused fingers. Rough, battle-forged fingers. How different would they feel from the smooth hands of her previous lover?

      She imagined him ripping her gown from her body, until she was naked before him. Could feel the heat of him as he loomed over her. See his eyes—she longed to see the color of his eyes—and if she lifted her hand, she could run her fingers through his short, military hair.

      Her heart pummeled against her crushed ribs, blood pounded against her throbbing temples, and her wet clit ached for release against her massaging finger.

      He would spread her legs. And then surge into her with his magnificent, massive cock, and she would come, as the great goddess decreed, until the stars in the heavens cascaded through her sated soul, leaving a shimmering waterfall of rainbow lights forevermore.

      Hot, liquid heat flooded her, and she bit down hard on her lower lip to stop from crying out. Her fantasy lover satisfied her in ways she had barely before envisaged. As her heart gradually eased its frantic beat and her breath slowed, she knew it was best he remained merely a fantasy. Reality could never compare to the joy she experienced in his arms, while safely cocooned within her mind. In her fantasy, she could orgasm. In reality, with a man, she never could.

      She became aware of the sharp edges of the bark scratching her face and struggled to raise her head. A stab of disappointment, as sharp as a Druid’s blade, pierced her heart.

      Her secret lover had vanished from beneath the waterfall.

      She inched back along the branch until she was once again safely against the trunk of the tree. It was of no matter. Perhaps he would bathe again tomorrow, and she would be here waiting for him. Or perhaps she would have to wait another moon. There was no method to his visits as far as she could discern, and for all she knew he might never pass this way again. But she didn’t want to think about that.

      She was simply going to enjoy every illicit moment she could.

      Carefully she climbed back to the ground, her limbs still shaky and filled with remnants of desire. But as her feet touched the leaf-strewn ground, trepidation raced along her spine, crawled across the back of her neck, and sent shivers coursing along her arms.

      She was no longer alone.

      The trepidation mutated into stark terror. She had trespassed into occupied territory, and the enemy had found her. Stealthily she wrapped her fingers around the dagger strapped to her waist.

      She might be imagining it. But she wasn’t an acolyte of the wise goddess Cerridwen for nothing. The Roman stood behind her, and was moments from slaughtering her.

      And it was her own fault for not being more careful.

      But she wouldn’t show any fear. Wouldn’t divulge any information, no matter how he tortured her. And besides, it was always possible her dagger would pierce his corrupt heart with her first thrust. She knew she wouldn’t be given the chance of a second.

      She drew in a breath—her last? —gathered her fleeing courage and turned to face the conqueror.
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        * * *

      

      Tiberius Valerius Maximus stopped dead in his tracks as the woman slowly turned around. The adrenaline pumping through him in anticipation of the chase spiked into raw sexual energy, as he stared at the one who had been spying on him for Mars knew how long.

      Pure reflex kept his gladius raised, and his soldier’s senses remained alert for others hidden among the trees. But his gut told him she was alone. Vulnerable. At his mercy.

      He took a step toward her, emerging from the shadows into the dappled sunlight. He expected her to flee, but she remained where she was, looking directly at him as if she had every right to be there and he, none.

      Slowly he lowered his gladius. He’d not imagined the spy would be so small or slender or without apparent means of defense. He glanced at the gem-encrusted dagger she clutched to her side, and dismissed it. She possessed neither the strength nor ability to injure him.

      Her pale lemon gown, with its square neckline, skimmed the tops of her breasts and hugged her tiny waist before falling in soft folds to just below her knee. The sunlight bathed her in a radiant glow, but her hair needed no such enhancement. Loosely pulled back from her face, it was braided into a long golden plait that trailed over her shoulder to her waist.

      He took another step, barely aware he did so. Many of the local girls tied their hair in such a fashion. But threaded through this golden rope were tiny clusters of amethyst and jade, their polished edges glittering, momentarily dazzling him.

      And then she moved from the sunlight into the shade. But not away from him. Toward him. And for the first time he saw her face.

      For one eternal heartbeat he remained transfixed by her delicate, ethereal beauty. Golden tendrils escaped her braid and caressed her pale cheeks, yet not a hint of fear emanated.

      Her serenity unnerved him. And then he looked into her wide, beautiful eyes, and primal panic whipped through him, knotting his guts and tightening his muscles. Instinctively he raised his gladius, but still he couldn’t tear his gaze from her strange, unnatural eyes. One amethyst, one jade. Was she one of the Celts’ barbaric goddesses, come to take vengeance for her people?

      She flinched. Barely discernible, but his trained eye saw. Saw how she tried to hide her reaction. Saw, suddenly, the uneven rise and fall of her breasts beneath her woolen gown, a certain sign that despite the calm she displayed, in truth she feared him.

      He didn’t want her to fear him. He was a soldier, not a tyrant. Her conqueror and master, but he didn’t need another slave.

      With deliberation he once again lowered his gladius and pressed its tip against his thigh. Bizarrely, relief streaked through him at his foresight in wrapping a length of linen around his waist before hunting the spy. He cared not who saw his body, but conversely didn’t want her to see how much she affected him.

      And she did affect him. Despite his early-morning ritual of self-gratification, already another erection caused discomfort. He sucked in a deep breath and struggled to articulate the Celtic tongue.

      “I mean you no harm.”

      Her glance flashed to his gladius, then back to him. He didn’t need an oracle to decipher that response and without intending to he took another step toward her. “What’s your name?”

      She pressed her lips together and tilted her head very slightly.

      Maximus gave a reluctant smile. Her courage was strangely fascinating, since she had to know he could snap her slender neck with one hand if he so desired.

      “So you’re giving me the silent treatment?” He lapsed into the familiarity of his own language. “That makes a change, a beautiful woman holding her tongue.”

      Again, she tilted her head and this time he laughed at the haughty glare she directed his way. “Although I’m sure there are plenty of things you’d like to say to me, if only we could understand each other.” With his free hand he reached out and gently brushed a strand of golden hair from her face. The silk of her hair and the unexpected heat from her soft skin sent molten darts of animal lust from the tips of his fingers directly to his throbbing cock.

      Gods. His fingers stilled against her face. She didn’t try to escape. His breath burned his lungs and closed his windpipe. Why didn’t she try to escape?

      “You haven’t been seen in any of the villages.” He’d seen countless girls and women as the legionaries had vanquished one primitive village after another. Had even sampled a few of the prettiest himself, those who were willing to fraternize with their enemy.

      Had this golden-haired vision been found, she would have been brought to him personally. The best prizes always were.

      “You’re no peasant.” His gaze raked over her, only now recognizing the fine weave to the gown, and the intricate, vibrant embroidery that decorated its neckline, sleeves and hem. And the semiprecious jewels threaded through her hair were repeated in her long earrings that brushed her shoulders, the delicate necklace that clasped the base of her throat and the bracelets around her fragile-looking wrists.

      Another step and he was close enough to breathe in her evocative scent of spring flowers and summer breezes. A clean, pure scent, one infinitely elevated from the stink of the masses or the claw of poverty. Or the mindless slaughter of the blood-soaked quagmires.

      “Where do you come from?” He used her language although he didn’t expect her to answer. This girl, whose air of fragility reminded him of a wood nymph, was from the chieftain class. Of that much he was certain. He trailed his knuckles across her cheek and gently grasped her jaw between thumb and forefinger, forcing her to look at him although she had shown no sign of dropping her gaze. “Where is your father’s settlement?”

      Her eyes darkened, dilated pupils almost obliterating her mystical, bicolored irises. Lust burned deep in his groin. Hot. Painful. He traced his thumb across her soft lower lip and felt the heat of her breath scorch his flesh. “Your husband’s?” His voice rasped, as if he had been lost in the desert for days without liquid sustenance. As if the thought of this girl belonging to another man grazed his soul.

      It made no difference if she were married or not. If he wanted her, he would have her, and to Tartarus with her entire family if they attempted to deny his desire.

      The tip of her tongue moistened the seam of her lips, and he imagined that tongue slipping between his own lips, invading his mouth, and his fingers tightened around her jaw.

      “I belong to no man.” Her words were low, breathless, yet clear and melodic to his ears.

      “You belong to me.”

      Her eyes never left his. “Do you take everything by force, Roman?” Her words were slow, deliberate, as if she wanted him to understand everything she said. She made an expressive gesture with her hand, encompassing the virgin forest. “My land. My people.” She paused for a heartbeat. “Me?”

      He rammed his gladius into the ground and cradled her face with both hands. “I don’t need to take you by force, my lady. But I’ll use force against any who try to keep you from me.”

      Her hand came between them, and the tips of her fingers touched his naked skin over the heavy beat of his heart. Her pressure was so slight he could scarcely feel her at all, and yet her touch branded him, reached deep inside, and twisted his gut.

      He didn’t know her name. Didn’t know which noble claimed her. But none of that mattered. Because he had conquered their land for the mighty Caesar and everything and everyone was now owned by Rome.

      And here, he was Rome.

      Her fingers grazed over his chest, as if the texture of his flesh and hair fascinated her. His hands slid from her face to her throat, and the rapid beat of her pulse against his fingers sank into his blood, an erotic echo.

      “Aren’t you going to kill me?” Her whisper flickered through his brain, making no sense. Had he misunderstood? His grasp of her language was far from comprehensive. An oversight he intended to remedy forthwith.

      “Were you sent to spy on me?” Inconceivable anyone should send this fragile female on such an assignment, especially with only an ornamental dagger for defense. And yet the Celts were not Roman. Their women were rumored to be as ruthless as their men in battle.

      He’d witnessed such himself, from those villages whose inhabitants hadn’t surrendered voluntarily beneath the might of the Eagle.

      She looked up at him, fearless and silent. While he couldn’t imagine her engaged in bloody battle, she still had the courage of a warrior to stand up to him.

      He lowered his head as his hands slid over her shoulders. “If you weren’t sent to spy on me, then why should I kill you?”

      Her hand flattened against his chest, as if she meant to push him away but the touch became an irresistible caress as her palm rubbed over his erect nipple. His cock throbbed at her gentle touch, and the soft linen did nothing to hide the extent of his erection. Curling his fingers around her upper arms, he pulled her against his hard body, wanting her to feel how much she aroused him, wanting to feel the softness of her skin against him.

      Her lips parted in a startled gasp as his shaft pressed against her stomach. Sliding one hand down her back, he cupped her round buttock and anchored her securely against his rigid heat.

      He wanted more. But for now, this sufficed.

      “My beautiful, fearless Celt,” he said in his own language. He squeezed her firm buttock, and she sucked in a shocked breath, even as she squirmed against him. “Would you look at me with such misplaced trust if you knew how much I wanted to rip this gown from your body?” He slid a finger between the crease of her tight little bottom, and her fingernails dug into his chest as she jerked toward him.

      He wound his arm around her waist to keep her from any thought of retreat. His finger delved deeper into her hot crevice, and she gave a low moan. “Do you know how much I want you, my little Celtic lady? How I want to bury my cock inside your body until I feel you writhe around my shaft? Would you let me, if I asked?”

      She pulled, perhaps unconsciously, at his chest hair, and the stabbing pain shot straight to his straining erection. Gods, he needed her. But every word of her barbaric language had fled his mind, to be replaced by images of her naked beneath him as he filled every tight channel she possessed with his hot seed.

      Amethyst and jade eyes stared up at him, dark with passion, devoid of fear. A man could lose his mind and soul looking into such mystical eyes. “Thank the gods you don’t speak my tongue.” He abandoned her tempting buttocks, and his palm molded the curve of her hip. “You’d spit in my face.”

      Her fingers stilled in their tentative exploration of his battle-scarred chest.

      “Roman barbarian.” The words were whispered in Celtic, yet he understood them perfectly.

      His arm tightened around her slender waist, and he wound the end of her plait around his other hand. Silken strands caressed his palm, and he barely noticed the sharp edges of the jewelry embedding into his skin.

      “Rome can teach you much, my lady.” And he would start the lessons here. Now. And when his lust was sated he would take her back to the settlement, so she was always readily available.

      “Rome is barbaric.” Her voice was breathless, and she shifted against him, over his engorged cock. Again her language failed him, but that was of no consequence. He would show her how much Rome could teach her, and, by the time he finished, she would never wish to return to her primitive life.

      He brushed his mouth against hers. She was so soft. So sweet. His tongue traced the seam of her lips, teasing for entry, pressing against the barrier of her teeth. When she finally opened to him he plunged inside, invading her heat, exploring every secret corner, and tangling his tongue around hers, stroking and stoking the scorching embers.

      She moaned inside his mouth, and the sound vibrated against his flesh, sizzled along his blood, and sent waves of fire coursing through his agonized shaft. Still bound by her braid he clasped her head, holding her still for his pleasure as he plundered her mouth as a ravenous man plundered the fields of Elysian.

      Crushed against him he could feel the firm muscles of her thighs, and the exquisite damp heat of her pussy burned through her gown, through his linen robe, and tortured his last remnants of restraint.

      Maximus tore his mouth from her and captured her bottom lip between his teeth. She panted into his face, her eyes glazed with passion, and with a growl of possession he released her lip and nibbled kisses across her face before sucking her earlobe into his searching mouth.

      Her nails dug into his chest, and her earring scraped along his tongue. His hand slid up from her waist and cupped her breast, and he curled his fingers around the tempting fullness and imagined suckling her erect, rosy nipple until she screamed for release.

      He flicked the tip of his tongue into the hollow of her ear, felt her shudder in his embrace, and slid his hand between their tightly meshed bodies. Her arousal shimmered all around, tantalizing and frustrating, edging his lust to unbearable heights.

      He needed to touch her feminine folds, her swollen clitoris, the wet heat of her slit. As his finger grazed over her through the cursed barrier of her gown, he rasped in Latin, “You deserve more than a quick fuck in the forest, my lady. I promise once we’re back at the settlement I’ll see to your every comfort.”

      She tensed, as if his touch had shocked. Surely he hadn’t hurt her? He stilled his finger, although every impulse urged him to explore further, to seek her hidden treasures. “Don’t fear me, lady.” His voice was husky, but he couldn’t help that. She knew he wanted her. “I won’t allow any other to touch you but me.”

      The very thought of another man touching her boiled his brain. She was his. She would always be his. If a husband came searching for her, the choice was plain. Surrender his wife to Maximus or die.

      Her hand flattened against his chest and this time there was no pretense in the way she pushed him.

      “Please.” Her voice was low, yet he clearly detected the panic clinging to that one word.

      He dragged his hand from the apex of her thighs, although the action went against every screaming nerve in his body. Frustrated desire shredded his mind and wiped every word of her language into oblivion.

      “Come with me.” If only she understood him. “You know that sooner or later we’ll find your kinsfolk. With me, you’ll be safe.” They had obviously fled to the hills to escape the invasion, but that act of cowardice had gained them, at most, only a few months of extended freedom.

      And this girl was no coward. She didn’t deserve to be hunted down like a rabid dog and either slaughtered in the rage of battle or taken as a spoil of war.

      But she couldn’t understand him, and his words didn’t soothe. Instead she pulled from his arms and her braid slithered around his hand before escaping.

      She stood before him. It would take no physical effort to simply sweep her into his arms, toss her over his horse and take her back to the settlement. Once there, he could imprison her as an insurgent. Could have her whenever the urge gripped him.

      The image churned his stomach and made bile rise in his throat. He wanted this golden wood nymph, but not at any cost. What pleasure would he derive from her total subjugation?
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      The fear that had previously been absent now clouded her fantastical eyes. Incomprehension tore through him, melding with fiery frustration and creating a maelstrom of fury against a foe unknown. Why did she fear him now? What had he done to make her so afraid?

      He fisted his hands but still she didn’t move. Why didn’t she run from him, if that was what she wanted? He wouldn’t follow. Wouldn’t take her captive. While he’d have no compunction in slaughtering anyone who attempted to take her from him, she had to go with him willingly.

      “You shouldn’t wander the countryside unattended.” His throat was raw. His voice didn’t sound like his own. He searched for the right words to tell her to be careful, to remain safe. To avoid the scouting parties systematically searching the hills for renegades.

      But her Celtic eluded him. “Stay with your menfolk,” he said instead. Perhaps they would be able to protect her. But no man could protect her as he could.

      Maybe he should take her with him despite her reluctance. She would come around to his way of thinking eventually, when she saw the futility of resisting the might that was Rome.

      He searched her face, unwittingly memorizing the proud angle of her jaw, her high cheekbones and her strange, captivating eyes. If he was Rome, she was Cambria, and if he took her against her will, everything that she was would die.

      “Farewell, my Celtic lady.” His voice was hollow, an echo of the void filling his chest and seeping through his heavy limbs. He pulled his gladius from the earth, took two backward paces, then turned and marched from her.
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        * * *

      

      Carys watched the Roman disappear into the forest. Her breath stuttered in her chest, and she curled her hand around her throat, the erratic pound of her pulse against her fingers echoing along every traumatized nerve.

      Moths fluttered within the hollowness of her legs, and she stumbled against a tree for support. What had just happened?

      The Roman had left her. She had seen it with her own eyes and still could scarcely believe it.

      She closed her eyes and sucked in long, calming breaths, attempting to regulate her heartbeat, center her psyche. Her fingers ached around the handle of her dagger, and she loosened her grip, horrifically aware that not once during the encounter had she even thought to gut her sworn enemy.

      Finally her pulse slowed and, with a shiver, she glanced around but he had long gone from sight.

      She leaned back against the tree, sheathed her dagger at her waist and gazed into the leafy canopy above. Her Roman was more magnificent up close than anything her imagination had conjured. She had never before encountered anyone with eyes as blue as the clearest summer day.

      He had told her exactly what he wanted to do with her. And when she had resisted, he had left her. Perhaps, after all, Romans did have a sense of honor.

      A low cry escaped and she grasped her head, digging her fingers into her scalp. She had expected death at his hands. Perhaps brutal violation. But she hadn’t expected to be kissed the way he had kissed her. Hadn’t expected the touch of his hands to ignite flames in her blood or send tremors through her limbs.

      He affected her more profoundly than she had dared to dream. And instead of fulfilling every fantasy she harbored, fantasies she knew he shared by the dark passion in his eyes, his erratic breath, and the hard, glorious erection she had felt beneath his scrap of linen, he had left her.

      She forced herself upright. Her selfish desires had almost cost her people everything. If the Roman enslaved her, the blood shed in her rescue would haunt her forever. He had set her free and, while she knew if he’d had the slightest inkling she was a Druid—or whose blood she shared—he would have slit her throat, releasing her elevated his status from barbarian to her equal.

      Did she dare spy on him again? It was a dangerous game. And yet one that sent dark thrills of excitement spinning through her senses despite, or perhaps because of, the risk of recapture.

      But she wouldn’t be recaptured. And even if she was, and they shared another breath-stealing kiss, she would still somehow retain her freedom.

      Because this Roman possessed honor.

      She retrieved her tightly woven bag from the tangled tree roots and turned and hastened through the forest, taking hidden paths known only to a select few, her sense of direction unerring as she delved deeper into the untamed wilds. Every few moments she paused, ears attuned to the slightest crack of a twig or misplaced scurry of woodland creatures. But aside from the beat of her heart, the breeze shivering through the leaves and the expected rustlings from the undergrowth, the forest was silent. She wasn’t being followed, either by Roman or random villager.

      Finally reassured she was truly alone, she doubled back on herself and took the direct route to the enchanted enclave of the Druids. The sacred spiral, a magical veil created by the combined power of all their gods and goddesses that pulsed from the spiritual core of the hallowed bluestones, had been their haven and hidden them from the enemy for these last seven moons.
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        * * *

      

      Aeron dy Ehangwen, High Druid, stood in the center of the holy cromlech, at the heart of the protective spiral invoked during the Feast of the Dead. The fingers of his right hand drummed impatiently on the polished stone altar. Yet again, Carys had disobeyed his decree and left the security of the sanctified circle.

      Rage bubbled through his veins, pounded against his temples, and threatened to incinerate his brain. Did she have so little regard for her own safety? For the safety of her people? Did she not realize that if caught by the enemy, the barbarous Romans would rape her senseless before ripping her limb from bloodied limb?

      Through a gap in the outer ring of the immense bluestones, he saw her emerge from the forest into the sacred oak glade. Relief tempered his anger, but not enough to quell the fire in his blood. But then, nothing could ever quell the fire in his blood when he saw Carys.

      She paused beyond the inner circle of megaliths and looked his way. He doubted she could see him, deep in the shadows cast by the flat capstone roof, but he had learned years ago never to underestimate his little Carys. She had formidable powers, powers she was scarcely aware existed, but that didn’t excuse her behavior.

      When it became clear she wasn’t going to enter the heart of the cromlech, Aeron fought against the compunction to go to her. His fist clenched on the altar, and flames licked through his chest. She never came to him.

      He grasped the hazel rod with his left hand and stepped from the inner sanctum into the sunlight. Carys neither moved nor looked surprised to see him suddenly appear.

      “So you’ve returned.” He allowed an ember of emotion to heat his words, to show his condemnation.

      “Yes.” Just that one word. No hint of apology or attempt at denial. The hazel rod burned his palm, such was the pressure he exerted.

      “Which village?” It didn’t matter which village she had visited. They were all occupied by Roman scum. Only here, where the sacred spiral pulsed, were they safe from the invasion.

      She took a step toward him. “I don’t go to the villages, Aeron. I’m not that much of a fool.”

      She wasn’t a fool at all. Except for the way she denied him.

      But she wouldn’t deny him for much longer. Destiny shimmered on the precipice and soon all their futures would alter irreversibly.

      He held the knowledge close. She had no reason to know what he planned. None of them had reason to know.

      “Then where have you been?” Against his will he strode toward her and then stopped dead as the scent of her arousal, as heady and intoxicating as the most potent of hallucinatory elixirs, drifted on a sensual breeze.

      Disbelief ripped through his brain as betrayal thundered through his blood and collided with brutal force along the length of his cock. Desire and disgust warred for supremacy, but desire always simmered beneath the surface whenever Carys was near. Disgust simply fed his hunger and gave it an ugly, jagged edge.

      His fingers ached to grip her shoulders, shake her till her hair tumbled free of its restraints. How dare she fuck another? For one incandescent moment a haze of red mist clouded his view, clouded his mind. Clouded his entire purpose. Carys had opened her thighs to another man.

      Before he could stop himself he grabbed her wrist and jerked her toward him. Her feminine scent washed through him, musky, mysterious. Unfulfilled.

      His senses expanded, explored. And could detect no corresponding scent of rutting male, no obscene stink of lingering masculine seed.

      “You’re hurting me.” Her voice was calm, as if she knew he would never truly hurt her. And fuck the bitch for being right. No matter how much she insulted him, he could never raise his hand to her.

      Yet.

      He loosened his fingers from her tender flesh. She had not been with a man. Only with herself. The thought of Carys caressing her own nipples, rubbing her own clit and spreading her juices over her pussy caused his engorged cock to throb with painful frustration.

      Still holding her wrist, he pulled her hand to his mouth and drew in a deep breath. Knowledge flared in her magical eyes, but she didn’t look away.

      “Is there anything you want from me, Carys?” His voice betrayed his need. If he pulled her just a little closer, she would feel how great that need was.

      “No.”

      The single word enraged him more than if she had given him a rambling, obscure monologue as to why she no longer allowed him access to her luscious body.

      No. Was that all the explanation he deserved? When he could smell the evidence of her denied desires with every breath he took?

      He pulled her close despite it all. “The world is changing. To defeat the Romans we must survive and prosper, Carys.” He released her wrist and curled his fingers around her vulnerable neck. Her pulse beat against the palm of his hand. “Now, more than ever before, it’s essential you allow my seed to grow within your womb.”

      She sighed, and her fingers clasped his wrist as, gently but with firm purpose, she removed his hand from her throat. “I’m not ready for any man’s seed to grow within me, Aeron. Please, let’s not have this conversation again. My answer remains the same as it has for these last three years.”

      He inclined his head in a show of acceptance. But only so she didn’t see the fury burn in his eyes. Any other woman would weep with gratitude for the honor he wished to bestow upon Carys. Any woman but Carys herself.

      “I respect your decision.” The fuck he did. But the time was not yet ripe to take what rightfully belonged to him. “But remember this. When you are ready, be sure to choose your mate wisely. Our future depends upon it.”
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        * * *

      

      Carys only half listened to Aeron’s lecture. She had met only one man who enticed her to consider the possibility of pregnancy, and she didn’t even know his name.

      Would a child of her body mixed with the blood of a certain Roman warrior possess his enchanting blue eyes?

      It was an intoxicating notion, outrageous. Yet strangely thrilling. Had her mother, upon first seeing her father, known instantly he was the man she wished to sire her daughter?

      A stab of regret pierced her. It had been an age since she’d last had the chance to talk with her mother. How much longer would they be kept separated by the cursed Roman occupation?

      “Carys,” Aeron said, and she blinked away the image of one particular cursed Roman to frown up into Aeron’s strange silver eyes. “I fear I must expressly forbid you to set foot outside the sacred spiral.”

      She stiffened. “You forbid me?”

      Aeron smiled but as always the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “These are barbaric times. I know you wish to help the unfortunates held captive by the Romans, but the fate of the villagers is nothing compared to what the enemy would do to you, Carys.”

      “The enemy would never capture me.” But the enemy had captured her earlier. Yet that had been her own fault, for losing concentration. Indulging her lust. Had she been fully alert, the Roman would never have been able to discover her hiding place. “I won’t abandon my people. If they come to Cerridwen’s Cauldron, then I’m duty bound to assist.”

      But for the first time in almost seven moons, she hadn’t made it to the sacred spring this morning. She had become distracted. Suppose someone had risked great personal danger to see her today? Suppose, by her actions, someone didn’t receive essential medicines and died?

      Aeron gave a dismissive wave of his hand, as if the suffering of their people was of no consequence. How could he turn his back on them? She understood the need for the Druids to escape the occupation, for the invaders would never allow them to live. Proof of that, bloodied and personal, had soaked into Carys’ existence long ago.

      But did that mean they turned their back on the general populace? Allowed them to struggle without any recourse to their spiritual and medical advisors? Why else had they fled, if not to remain free to assist their people?

      “Your duty lies here,” Aeron said. “What good will you be to our people if you allow yourself to be sacrificed as an example to all?” He paused for one telling heartbeat. “Don’t forget how the Romans execute their enemies, Carys.”

      Despite the heat from the sun, a shiver chilled her. Rumors from Britain of brutal crucifixions had circulated for years before the invasion of Cymru. And then reports reached them of the horrifying slaughter of their fellow Druids just inside their borders. The invaders had massacred them without mercy.

      She thought of her Roman warrior, tried to envisage him sanctioning such callousness. And knew, without knowing how, that when it came to Rome, he would do whatever was required.

      Another shiver rippled through her, this time chilling her heart.

      Her Roman possessed honor. But if confronted with the choice between saving her and serving his country, she knew where his loyalties would lie.

      It pained her heart to admit Aeron was right. The people of Cymru were strong and proud, and had been vanquished only because of the superior strength of the invaders. But if the Romans publicly executed a Druid of her standing, she knew only too well the devastating effect that would have on the morale of her beloved people.

      She inclined her head. “I understand.” She would still visit the Cauldron. Before fleeing, she had given her solemn vow to continue aiding those in need.

      But she would no longer pass by the waterfall. To do so would only invite danger of the most reckless kind. Regret speared her soul and caused a strange aching desolation deep in the most hidden recesses of her spirit.

      At least she’d experienced the sensation of her Roman’s large, roughened hands on her body. The feel of his sensual lips on hers. And now she knew, beyond doubt, that with the right man she could feel pleasure as the great goddess, the Morrigan, required from her children. All she had to do was find another such man.

      A man who wasn’t the sworn enemy of her people.
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        * * *

      

      Maximus negotiated the sprawling civilian settlement that over the last few months had grown up around the military base, and entered the gates set in the stone wall. Once on the main street, he leaped from his horse, handed the reins to an auxiliary and then marched toward the barracks. His groin throbbed incessantly, as if a horse had kicked him between the legs and then trampled over him for good measure.

      It even hurt to walk, but not as much as riding from the waterfall had. What had possessed him to leave the golden wood nymph behind? She should be here with him now, accompanying him to one of the civilian taverns.

      For one glazed moment he imagined he could feel her hand around him, guiding him into her hot, wet mouth. He barely prevented a groan from escaping.

      This was madness. He’d join the legionaries on the campus and put in a few hours’ hard training. Sweat and blood would rid him of this unbearable ache.

      “Primus.”

      He pulled his attention back to the present and focused on the centurion saluting him. “Aquila.”

      Aquila lowered his arm. “The surveyors have returned from the border. The architects are working on the next stage of development now.”

      He grunted acknowledgment. How the people of these savage lands coped without decent roads never ceased to astound him.

      “Maximus.”

      Maximus suppressed a sigh. Though Aquila was second in rank to himself, they had been friends since the age of twelve, and thus was Aquila permitted to use his personal name. It wasn’t that which caused Maximus to sigh. It was the speculative gleam in Aquila’s eye.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re on edge.”

      That was one way of looking at it. Fucking frustrated was another. “We’re still subduing the natives. Of course I’m on full alert, Aquila.”

      Aquila didn’t look convinced. “The skirmishes have virtually ceased. They’ll soon learn that life under Rome is far pleasanter than their previous savage existence.”

      Maximus grunted. Would his golden wood nymph also come to that conclusion?

      “And I wasn’t referring to the natives. I was referring to your unnatural state of extended celibacy.”

      Had any other centurion dared make such a comment, he would already be crippled at Maximus’ feet. But no other centurion would dare.

      “I’m no longer a raw sixteen-year-old who thinks with his cock.” Even as he said the words, Maximus was fully aware that barely an hour earlier his cock was the only part of him functioning at optimum capacity.

      Aquila didn’t need to know that.

      “But you are a man,” Aquila said as they made their way to the barracks. “And you’ve been without the soft comfort of a woman for far too many weeks.”

      “How did you reach that conclusion?” Maximus shot his friend an irritated glance. It was bad enough his only relief recently came from his hand. Far worse that Aquila had guessed such a thing.

      “Because you have an aversion to visiting the brothels. Even on your supposed day off.” Aquila shot him a barely disguised smirk.

      Maximus ripped off his helmet and continued marching. It was true he preferred not to visit the prostitutes who plied their trade in the civilian settlement, but he had nothing against the women earning a few coins on their backs or knees, nor the legionaries who used their services. “I have no need to visit the brothels.”

      “You’ve found a mistress?’ Aquila sounded skeptical.

      Bicolored eyes shimmered through Maximus’ mind, haunting him with everything he had allowed to slip through his fingers. “When the fuck have I had time to acquire a mistress?’ He stamped into his quarters, placed his helmet on the desk and turned to face his friend.
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      Aquila grunted as if in approval, which served only to raise Maximus’ ire further. If he hadn’t such a cursed sense of honor when it came to brave women, his proud little Celt would be with him now. And although she might have been unwilling at first, he could soon have changed her mind. Seduced her into giving him her body. Into becoming his mistress.

      Having such an encumbrance had never appealed to him before. But now the thought more than appealed. It wrapped around his brain, branding him with erotic images of a golden wood nymph waiting for him at the end of a long day, of him teaching her about the civilized world, of them entertaining each other in bed, night after delirious night.

      His training forbade him to groan at the graphic visions filling his mind, or to move a single muscle to release the unbearable pressure whipping through his blood. But his training couldn’t prevent the pounding at his temples, or the accelerated beat of his heart, or the way his balls tightened with excruciating tension at the base of his engorged shaft.

      “Then I have just the thing you need,” Aquila said, and Maximus didn’t have the first idea what the other man was talking about. Unless he knew where to find a certain Celtic lady. “Just before you arrived, the Eques Legionis returned.”

      Maximus jerked his head to indicate Aquila should continue. The scouting party had been gone for almost two weeks, checking the local area for renegades. It was an inevitable fact that wherever they conquered, there would always be some locals who attempted rebellion.

      “They rounded up a couple of dozen peasants hiding in the hills.”

      “I’ll interrogate the leaders immediately.” It would make an excellent diversion from the current agony between his legs. And there was always the possibility these insurgents knew the whereabouts of their missing nobles. If such information was to be divulged, it was imperative he heard first. He wanted no other cohort but his own to discover his wood nymph.

      “Of course. But there’s someone else you might like to”—Aquila paused for a fleeting moment— “interrogate first.”

      His senses went on red alert at the gleam in Aquila’s eye. “Someone else?” His voice was harsh as implausible possibilities snaked through his mind. Surely the scouts hadn’t found her during the short time he had left her?

      Despite the way every inch of his tormented flesh ached to see his golden-haired Celt again, he hoped to all the gods it wasn’t her. He trusted no man to keep his hands to himself when faced with such haunting loveliness. “Explain yourself.”

      Aquila shrugged. “They came across a vision of Venus sheltering by a stream as they returned this morning.” He gave an appreciative grin that Maximus didn’t appreciate at all. It was all he could do to keep himself from throttling the life from the centurion. Vile images flooded his brain of his wood nymph being violated by rutting soldiers. No matter how disciplined every legionary was under his command, the possibility always remained that lust would conquer training.

      His guts knotted and again he questioned why he hadn’t simply taken her while he’d had the chance. Here she would be under his protection, and none would dare even to look at her for fear of displeasing him. Instinctively his hand fisted around his gladius. Any man who took her would feel the merciless slice of Maximus’ blade castrate him.

      “Unless you wish me to question her?”

      “Where is she?” His voice betrayed nothing, and yet Aquila shot him a sharp glance as if something in his tone alerted him.

      “I’ll fetch her.”

      As the door closed behind the centurion, Maximus glanced toward his bunk. In keeping with his rank, his quarters were double sized, and he shared with no other. When his men gathered here in the evenings, he’d have ample time to visit his golden Celt.

      He’d find her lodgings in the civilian settlement, perhaps sharing with the young mistress of Faustus, the Tribunus Laticlavius.

      There was a rap on the door. Anticipation heated his blood and heightened his senses.

      “Enter.”

      Aquila brought in the reluctant captive, gently ushering her through the door. Maximus stared at her, disappointment crashing through him although logically he’d known the chances of this girl being his wood nymph were slender.

      But the disappointment curdled his guts nevertheless.

      “Primus.” Aquila caught his eye and raised a brow. His message was clear. The poor girl was on the verge of passing out in terror.

      Maximus smothered an impatient sigh. He was a warrior, not a cursed babysitter. If the girl wanted to linger by a stream, why had the scouts not left her there? It was obvious she posed no threat to Rome.

      But the scouts had captured her. Therefore, it was his duty to interrogate her and ascertain she was as harmless as she appeared.

      “I mean you no harm.” It was the second time he’d said that to a woman this morn. Except this one looked as if she would collapse if he so much as frowned at her, whereas the other—

      The other had faced him with astounding courage, even when she had thought him about to end her life.

      He scowled, just as this female raised her head. Pale blue eyes widened in apparent dread and her lips trembled in soundless entreaty.

      Maximus flashed Aquila a dark glare, but Aquila’s attention was focused on the fragile brunette in her threadbare garments. And suddenly Maximus knew why Aquila had offered to question the girl in his stead.

      He curbed his irritation. It was too late to take up that offer now.

      “Sit.” He jerked his head toward the chair, and then watched Aquila bring it to the girl and gently press her shoulder until she did as commanded. Maximus leaned against the front of his desk and folded his arms. “What’s your name?” Was he destined to repeat himself all day? Surely as the Primus Pilus, he had better things to do with his time than terrify a native?

      “Branwen.” Her voice was so soft he barely heard her, but at least she had answered him. That was more than the other had done.

      “Branwen.” He pushed the golden wood nymph from his mind. Time enough to think of her later. In bed. To his disgust his body hardened once again.

      He gritted his teeth, took a controlled breath and focused his attention on the trembling girl before him. “What were you doing at the stream, Branwen?”

      Collecting water? his brain supplied with a sneer. Bathing? Washing her family’s clothing? Or perhaps organizing the overthrow of Rome?

      Gods, he was going to have something to say to the scouts when he caught up with them.

      “N-nothing.” Her blue eyes darted from him to Aquila, then down at her clenched hands. “I was just—nothing.”

      “Just what?”

      She twisted her fingers together and shot Aquila another fleeting glance. “My grandfather isn’t well. I was just—looking for something to help him.”

      “At the stream?” Maximus knew there was something she wasn’t telling him, but he also knew it was hardly a matter of state importance. But, important or not, it was his responsibility to find the truth.

      He hoped the girl would tell him without any histrionics. He had the renegades to interrogate before he could think of breaking his fast.

      “Sp-special herbs for his heart.” She still didn’t make eye contact. He shifted against the edge of the desk, and attempted to curb his growing impatience.

      “Which herbs?” Aquila said, and Maximus shot him a sharp look. Aquila missed it, since he was still staring at Branwen as if she truly was the goddess Venus.

      Maximus frowned down at her. She was attractive enough and no doubt would satisfy a man’s needs. But she didn’t possess the mystical quality of his golden nymph.

      His mood degenerated further when he recalled why she most certainly wasn’t his nymph—because he had allowed her to walk free.

      “I can’t—can’t remember.”

      Gods, the creature was a half-wit. How could her grandfather hope to survive when the girl couldn’t even remember which herbs were meant to save him?

      “Do you live here?” Aquila said. When Branwen gave a nervous nod, he continued. “I may be able to assist.” He looked at Maximus, as if just remembering his presence. “If the Primus has no objection?”

      Inexplicably, a cold rage slithered through Maximus’ chest and wrapped around the region of his heart. It was common practice to offer assistance in return for sexual favors. In the distant past, he’d done it himself. He couldn’t understand why now the thought sickened him.

      Was it because he’d been unable to find something the golden wood nymph had needed—something she needed so desperately he could have bargained her freedom with? Hypocrisy left a bitter taste in his mouth.

      “The Primus has no objection.” If Aquila wanted to take this insipid scrap, in exchange for a few herbs from the Valetudinarium, it was nothing to Maximus.

      Branwen’s fidgeting fingers stilled on her lap, and she gave Aquila a startled glance, as if unsure as to his meaning.

      Maximus jerked his head at Aquila to indicate this farce of an interrogation was finished. The girl would soon understand the terms of the bargain. It was up to her whether she wanted to fulfill them or not.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later Maximus led his elite Centuria on their regular training session of a twenty-mile route march. They’d left two hours ago, all of them carrying full equipment, and still the exertion wasn’t enough to alleviate the dull ache between his legs.

      He increased the pace, despite the unrelenting heat from the sun and the steep incline of the terrain. This situation was intolerable. Tonight he’d hang his principles and seek relief in one of the local brothels.

      As he crested the hill, he paused for a moment to scan the area. Far in the distance sprawled a massive forest, and beyond he could just discern yet another mountain. There was nothing here to warrant further scrutiny, but as he turned to make tracks toward the nearby river, a furtive movement from the valley below caught his attention. Instinctively he raised his hand, demanding silence, and his troops became stone.

      Maximus narrowed his eyes and focused. There was no mistake. The girl slipping into the sparse wood that hugged the valley was Branwen.

      Senses on full alert, he turned to his troops. “Make camp,” he commanded. It wasn’t usual to break a routine march but that was of no consequence. A legionary had to be ready for any contingency and his men were already obeying his order.

      He dropped his pack and watched them for a moment. “I’ll reconnaissance the area.” With that he turned and marched into the valley, not knowing why he followed the girl, aware only that he must.

      She was making her way to the stream where the scouts had encountered her two days ago. Why? They had reported nothing untoward with the area. In fact they’d picked her up only for his viewing pleasure.

      But she was here. And to have arrived before his men meant she must have left the settlement at dawn. Again, why would she return to the place where she had previously been captured?

      The renegades he’d interrogated had not been connected with Branwen. They had, however, eventually admitted to plotting a full-scale rebellion, and, while he admired their courage, such treason couldn’t be allowed to go unpunished.

      But Branwen didn’t have the backbone for such activities. Although he’d been mildly surprised that, as yet, Aquila hadn’t managed to persuade her to share his bed in exchange for medical assistance for her grandfather.

      He entered the wood, mentally recalled the map of the area the scouts had detailed, and stealthily made his way to the hidden glade.

      Maximus saw her at the exact moment the glinting stream became visible. He sucked in a shocked breath, heart pounding in his throat, and instinctively retreated behind the nearest tree.

      It was impossible she could have seen him. Swiftly he removed his helmet with its distinctive, eye-catching plumage, and once again caught her in his line of vision.

      Branwen was on her knees before his golden wood nymph, her fingers fluttering over the nymph’s feet as if she were worshipping her goddess.

      “Forgive me, my lady.” Branwen’s voice came to him clearly, but his focus was on the other. He hadn’t imagined that haunting beauty. In reality, she was even fairer than he recalled. Lust, hot and heavy, roiled through his arteries, thickening his shaft, splintering any hopes he’d harbored of a cheap whore being able to cool the fever steaming his blood. There was only one who could quench the unnatural flames consuming him, who could satisfy the craving that clawed through every particle of his being. And she stood barely twenty feet from him.

      She crouched, grasped Branwen’s hands and pulled her to her feet. “It wasn’t your fault.” Her voice was as soft and musical as he remembered, and sent darts of sharp pleasure coursing through his body.

      “The soldiers polluted the holy Cauldron with their presence.” Branwen sounded on the verge of tears. “It’s my fault they found her.”

      “Cerridwen is not found,” his Celt said. “Her Cauldron’s not polluted. Any fault in this is mine, not yours. I should have been here for you. I’m sorry.” She took a deep breath, and Maximus watched her breasts swell above the square cut of her gown. “Did the soldiers hurt you?”

      Branwen shook her head and sniffled. “But the centurion frightens me.”

      His Celt frowned. “The centurion?”

      “He wants to help.” Branwen sounded confused. “But how can the Roman understand what ails my grandfather? I trust only you with his health, my lady.”

      His Celt handed Branwen a leather package. “The barbarians don’t have our knowledge, Branwen. Continue administering this to your grandfather. I’ll be here if you ever need to return.”

      A smile twisted Maximus’ lips. So his lady was a healer. He decided that pleased him. But not as much as he intended she please him in the not-too-distant future.

      He’d let her go once. He had no intention of allowing her to escape again. Not until he’d tasted the sweet nectar of her lips once more, or speared his fingers through her long hair, pulling it loose from its restraints and feeling the silky softness envelope him in a halo of gold.

      “Go now.” His Celt held a note of command in her tone. “But not the way you came. Roman soldiers swarm upon the hill. Take the long route home.”

      His breath stilled, caught mid-chest at the significance of her words. How did she know where his men were? Did she have spies posted about the countryside?

      Branwen bowed her head, clasped his Celt’s hand and bestowed a reverential kiss. She then scurried away in the opposite direction.

      His heart thudded against his ribs and echoed through his brain. His golden nymph continued to stand by the edge of the sparkling spring as it bubbled from a cluster of rocks, her attention focused on the direction Branwen had fled. He could emerge and capture her. She could do nothing to deny him. And yet he remained rooted to the spot, captivated by her serene profile, unable to deny her mystical hold.

      She turned toward his hiding place. Stared through the trees at him. He knew she couldn’t see him through the shadows of the trees and yet he felt exposed. Naked.

      Intolerable. No man made him feel that way, much less a mere woman. Even a woman as beautiful as his golden wood nymph.

      He saw an enigmatic smile touch her lips, as if a thought had amused her. And then she spoke. “You can come out now, Roman barbarian.”
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      Anticipation sizzled through Carys’ blood as she waited for her Roman to emerge from the wood. She couldn’t see him, but he was there. Somehow, she could feel him, deep in the most sacred recess of her soul, the same way she could feel when the wise Cerridwen merged with her spirit.

      Flee. The command shivered through her mind, sharp with the acrid scent of fear. She had escaped the enemy once. To tempt fate twice was foolish in the extreme.

      Except she hadn’t tempted fate by returning to the waterfall. She was at the Cauldron, in the holy glade of her beloved goddess. And her Roman had discovered her there.

      He marched from the shadowed depths, magnificent and terrifying in the strange, exotic uniform of his conquering race. The sun glinted on his polished breastplate and enhanced the rich scarlet of his cloak, but Carys focused on his short black hair, on his hard, unsmiling face, and finally on his unblinking blue gaze.

      “We meet again.” She spoke in her mother tongue, for some reason unwilling to let him know she was fluent in Latin. She clasped her fingers together so he couldn’t see how they trembled. And yet despite the shrill voice that shrieked through her mind, commanding her to turn and flee before it was too late, she wasn’t afraid of what this Roman might do to her.

      Only of what the consequences to her people might be.

      That should be enough reason for her to seek instant escape. And yet she remained where she was, allowing him to close the distance between them, allowing her lingering chances of freedom to slip into nothingness.

      “It seems the gods wish our paths to cross, my lady.” His tone was sardonic, but as rich and sensual as she recalled. As erotic as any of the dreams she’d enjoyed over the last two nights.

      “My gods or yours?” Her breath was tight in her chest, constricting her lungs and squeezing her vocal cords. She hoped he couldn’t hear the catch in her voice, or the way her heart pounded against her ribs. She didn’t want this Roman to know just how fundamentally he affected her.

      He paused before her. So close she could reach out her hand and touch his battle-scarred armor. “Perhaps our gods work in harmony.”

      “Our gods?” Had she misheard? She jerked her gaze from the sensual outline of his lips and stared into his eyes. Despite her covert Latin education, she agreed with the general consensus that Romans were barbarous heathens who acknowledged no true gods—not even the all-seeing, most divine goddess of all, the Morrigan—only their own craven idols.

      But if that was so, how could this Roman even suggest he acknowledged the existence of her gods?

      He reached out, almost as if he couldn’t help himself, and lifted the end of her braid. “Perhaps,” he said, as the unbound strands of her hair slid through his fingers, “the same gods answer to different names.”

      He only touched her hair. And yet she could feel his touch lighting her soul. And his words ignited her brain.

      “Different names,” she breathed. A revolutionary concept. Almost blasphemous. And yet—strangely intoxicating, the way she felt when Cerridwen imparted a sliver of knowledge so illuminating as to be for her mind only.

      His hand fisted around her hair. “Will you tell me your name now, my lady?”

      It would be so easy. And yet there was power in her name. She might desire this Roman with every breath she took, but she couldn’t trust him.

      “Not yet.” The words slipped out before she could prevent them. Before she realized what they were, what they could mean. Not yet? Would she, then, be able to trust him at some point?

      The corner of his mouth lifted in a brief smile. “Then you intend to tell me another time?” He wound a length of her braided hair around his fist, and she stumbled forward until there was barely a breath between them. “In that case I won’t demand your compliance now.”

      She drew in a deep breath. The earthy aroma of woods and leaves and sacred water diminished beneath the tantalizing scent of virile male, scrambling her mind. What remained of it. “I will never comply with your demands, Roman.”

      His blue eyes ensnared her. Surely they were the eyes of a god.

      “Not yet.” And then he smiled, the smile of a man supremely confident in the outcome of his prediction.

      Entranced by his wordplay, she smiled back. “Not ever. I comply with no man’s demands.”

      His teeth flashed as if he found her comment humorous. “You must have driven your father to distraction.” And then his smile vanished, and the effect was as profound as if storm clouds covered the sun. “Do you defy your husband also, my lady?”

      He had mentioned a husband before. Did the thought of her owning a husband irk him that much?

      It shouldn’t matter. And yet a thrill chased along her spine at the knowledge this proud Roman disliked the thought of her being bound to another.

      “If I possessed a husband, he would know better than to issue me such demands.”

      His eyes darkened and his grasp on her hair tightened, but she refused to stumble before him again. Instead she resisted the pressure he exerted and embraced the needles of pain dancing across her skull.

      Because the pain held a twisted element of pleasure, that spun through her mind and ignited strange tremors along the back of her neck, over her shoulders and across the exposed swells of her breasts.

      “You’re widowed?” His voice held no softness. Just a raw demand to know.

      His smoldering gaze stoked her arousal and the tremors wrapped around her nipples in a sensual caress, tightening the sensitive peaks, straining against the fabric of her gown with unbearable need.

      “I’m not widowed. I’m my own mistress, Roman.”

      Something flashed in his eyes, something dark and dangerous, as if her words held unknown meaning to him. He took a step toward her, loosened his hold on her hair and slipped his hand around the nape of her neck.

      Calloused fingers curled around her vulnerable flesh. Strong. Demanding. Possessive. She tipped back her head so she could look into his face, but also to show him his predatory action didn’t intimidate her.

      He fascinated her. Intrigued her. Drew her as inexorably as a moth was drawn to the deadly flame. Like the moth, she would be burned. Unlike the moth, she knew her fate in advance.

      And still she had no desire to flee.

      “Under whose protection are you?” His voice was low, smoky, and wrapped its erotic spell around her senses.

      “Cerridwen protects me.” As she whispered the words, her fingers trailed along his strong, uncompromising jaw, and shivers chased from the tips of her fingers, along her arms, and to the throbbing peaks of her nipples.

      His jaw clenched. Barely discernible stubble grazed her flesh, and she cupped her palm around him delighting in the evocative scent of his utter maleness, the texture of his roughened skin and the hard, unyielding planes of his bronzed face.

      “Do you live out here alone?” His eyes never left hers. His fingers scorched her nape. And the vibrant feathers upon his helmet brushed her breasts.

      As if in a dream, Carys rose onto her toes, allowing her fingers to trace over his high cheekbone and across his temple. Her breath caught in her throat as she tentatively caressed his short black hair.

      Sensation sizzled through her fingertips. Softness of the red squirrel’s fur yet abrasive, like his jaw. Intoxicating. She ran her palm over his head again, delighting in the strange combination of textures.

      “If I don’t have you soon, I fear for my sanity.” His voice was raw with need. For her. Thrills shivered through her, and her need matched his.

      He gave a mirthless laugh and pulled her roughly against him. His armor dug into her soft flesh, and she curled her free hand around his forearm. Such primal power in his arms. And yet he made her feel safe.

      “You’d do more than tremble if you understood me,” he said grimly, and only then, with a rush of awareness, did she realize he was speaking Latin. “Gods. You could do nothing to stop me from taking you. Right here. Where you stand.”

      She wouldn’t want to stop him. She scraped her nails over his nape. Curse his foreign armor. She couldn’t feel his body at all, and she wanted to feel his body. Wanted to see it, touch it. Taste and lick it. Do everything in reality that she had been practicing in her dreams for the last three moons.

      He snaked his arm around her waist, and the edge of his helmet dug against her buttock before tumbling to the ground. His lips brushed against hers, hot breath mingling, and the tip of his tongue slid sensuously along the seam of her lips.

      “I want to thrust my cock into your luscious mouth,” he said, and sudden, shocking heat speared Carys low in her womb, painful in its erotic intensity. “I want to see you take me in, watch you suck on me. Feel your tongue stroke my length, until I pump my hot seed down your slender, tempting throat.”

      Vivid images flooded her mind of her on her knees before him in this sacred glade. Of her taking his rigid shaft in her hand and guiding him into her open mouth.

      She had never tried such a thing before. Had never wanted to contemplate such an activity with Aeron, despite his constant demands, and yet with this Roman—whose name she still didn’t know—the notion captivated her.

      His tongue teased, and she opened her mouth and sucked him inside. And imagined something hotter, thicker. She stroked him with her tongue, dug her nails into the back of his neck and clasped her fingers around his forearm.

      But it wasn’t enough. His armor was an impenetrable barrier. She needed naked flesh. Satisfaction. Orgasm.

      He dragged his mouth free and panted against her swollen lips. “You can’t survive out here alone, my lady. Without a man to protect you, you have no chance.” He kissed her again, a deep, plundering kiss that turned her lungs inside out. Sweet agony.

      Again he pulled free. “You’re coming with me.”

      Of course she was coming with him. They would come together. She had heard of such delights. It was a magical experience, a supreme gift from the goddess, and one she desperately wished to share with this hard, tough centurion.

      His hand slipped from her nape, as if reluctant to relinquish his possession. But soon he would possess her in a far more intimate manner. And she would possess him. And then they would come. Her swollen clit throbbed with anticipation and liquid heat dampened her at the realization that soon—very soon—this Roman would be hers.

      The tip of his finger trailed over her parted lips. “So tempting,” he ground out, still speaking in his native Latin as if her language somehow eluded him. “But it’s better we wait. Later I’ll have all the time I need to explore every beautiful curve of your perfect body.”

      She licked the tip of his finger. Salty. She caught him with her teeth and drew him into her mouth. She didn’t want later. She wanted now.

      He gave a ragged laugh and stroked her head, clasped her plait, and let her braid slide along his palm.

      “That’s right, my little Celtic lady. Gods, you’ll milk me dry.” He closed his eyes and clenched his jaw, as if she caused him pain. “We need to go. Now.” He spoke in Celtic and focused on her, eyes almost black with desire. And through the hot, swirling fog of arousal that clouded her reason, Carys suddenly understood.

      She jerked back, panting, and stared at him. He sighed heavily as if he had expected her to pull away.

      “You’re not my captive,” he said. “I want to offer you my protection. With me you’ll have everything you wish.”

      He was wrong. She wouldn’t have her freedom, no matter how much the Roman believed otherwise. “You want to offer me protection in exchange for”—she hesitated for a heartbeat, because saying the words out loud tarnished everything— “use of my body.”

      A pained frown crawled across his brow, as if he didn’t much care for her analysis. “I hope you might use my body also.”

      She wasn’t in the mood to play word games. “But I don’t require your protection, Roman. I offer you myself because I want to. Not because I need something from you in return.”

      “I didn’t mean to cause offense, my lady.” Still frowning, he reached out and brushed stray strands of hair from her heated cheek. “But if you’re going to be mine, then I want you where I can look after you.”

      Something deep inside her melted at his words. What would it be like to have a man such as this truly care for her? Look after her, in the way he so clearly meant?

      But she wasn’t a Roman woman who, rumor said, was incapable of making any decision for herself. Carys was not only a Celt. She was a Druid, and to willingly relinquish any of her power to another—let alone a man from the enemy—was unthinkable.

      She threaded her fingers through his as he gently cradled her face. His hand was large beneath hers, yet his touch was light as thistledown.

      “I can look after myself.”

      Something shifted in those mesmerizing blue eyes. “The scouts combed this entire area. They discovered no trace of habitation.” His fingers tightened, but not enough to cause discomfort. “Where are you living?” It was no idle question. It was a demand.

      Carys bowed only to the demands of her goddess.

      “You know I can’t tell you. I have my kin to protect against your wrath.” And how great his wrath would be, should he ever discover her truth. Even crucifixion was considered too easy a death for a Druid. Aeron had seen the Roman invaders decimate her people in visions, visions that had ultimately saved all their lives.

      The suspicion in his eyes faded, and his hand gentled once more. “Your kin is safe with me, my lady. None of your blood could raise my wrath.” He paused for a heartbeat. “But they must surrender to the might of Rome. You know this.”

      She stretched up and once again stroked his short black hair. Back and forth. As if he was a harmless puppy. Entranced by the sensations skittering over her fingertips, and the mesmeric quality of his intense gaze, she offered him a wondering smile.

      “You know I can never surrender, Roman.”

      His calloused thumb caressed her cheek. “You, my lady, need only surrender to me.”

      Flame licked through her and caused the muscles in her damp channel to contract with need. She wanted to surrender to this exotic warrior. But she could never betray her people by accompanying him to his fortification.

      She caressed the curve of his ear. So strange for a man to have not even one piercing in his lobe. “And yet I remain here.”

      He cupped her nape once again and the warmth from his hand branded her. “You would defy me?” The words were threatening, and yet she didn’t feel threatened. She felt exhilarated.

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t need your permission to take you, lady. How would you prevent me from carrying out my desire?” His grip became possessive, and tension radiated from him, as if it were a living entity, coiled and ready to spring.

      “If all you want is a slave, then there’s nothing I can do to prevent it.” Sweet Cerridwen, she didn’t want to prevent him from carrying out his desire. Only his arrogant wish to enchain her. Her pulse throbbed erratically against his imprisoning hold, stirring her blood and heating her brain.

      Time suspended in a shimmering haze as she returned his unwavering gaze. No breeze stirred in the sacred glade, no call of bird, nor rustle of woodland creature.

      Her Roman was the only man in the world, and her future rested on his response.

      His hand slid around her throat, across her collarbone, and deliberately grazed the naked swells of her breasts. She gasped involuntarily, arching toward him, begging for more. But his hand dropped from her.

      “A slave?” His voice was deceptively calm, yet she could feel the hum of anger in his tone, as if her accusation offended his honor. “Is that the only way you would come with me, Celt?”

      She dragged in a lungful of air and tried to rein in her cantering lust. But her mind wanted release just as much as her body. “You could come to me.”

      Silence, so deep, so profound, it echoed in her bones and shattered through the stars. His eyes narrowed and brow creased, as if such a notion were astonishing, unbelievable.

      As if the thought of a centurion bowing to the wishes of a Celt were beyond comprehension.

      Eternity whispered with each frantic beat of her heart. And then he retreated one step. “You would meet with me illicitly?”

      Her breath tangled, constricting her throat. “Yes.” It was the only word she could manage. She hoped it would be enough. Already she had said too much, given him too much, and yet she couldn’t help herself.

      Surely she wasn’t a traitor if she never divulged who she truly was? Where her people hid?

      This was purely for her. To satisfy her dreams and fulfill her frustrated desires. Nothing more. There could never be anything more. The Roman would satisfy her craving for mutual orgasmic knowledge, and when they had both sated their lust she could quietly vanish within the sacred spiral.

      “Why?” His voice was hard, unyielding.

      “Because that is what I wish.”

      Incredulity washed over his features. Had he never been crossed before? “And I should acquiesce to this, simply because it’s what you wish?”

      Carys resisted the overwhelming urge thundering through her blood to reach out and touch his arm or run her fingers through his irresistible hair once again. He had stepped back from her. It was up to him to make the first move forward.

      “Yes.” There was no other answer she could give.

      Another silence vibrated through the glade, scraping along every nerve she possessed. Once again his inscrutable warrior mask shielded his true emotions as he contemplated her, as if assessing her worth as a mere spoil of war.

      In his mind perhaps that was all she was.

      But deep in the fundamental essence of her being, Carys knew that wasn’t so. If it were, he would have taken her with him two days ago.

      “What would your family do to you, if they ever discovered you’d willingly fraternized with the enemy?”

      Startled by his question, she blinked at him in momentary confusion. Why would he care?

      And yet he had asked the one question she’d avoided thinking herself. Because she knew how violently her kin would react to such betrayal.

      “They’ll never discover it.” She wouldn’t ask Cerridwen to make this Roman hers, but she would ask her goddess to help conceal the illicit liaison. Because that wasn’t being selfish. It was putting her people’s safety first.

      Scorn whispered through her mind, but she turned from it. Her logic was sound. Her goddess would understand.

      The Roman’s blue eyes incinerated her, scorching the breath from her lungs. And then he spoke. “But what if they do?”
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      Carys tried to block his question from her mind, but in a cascading flood, the images poured through.

      Cold terror gripped her, ice shivering through her veins, as she recalled the fate of a Druid who had been caught spying for one of the savage Briton kings.

      Nine years ago, the eleven-year-old Carys had only recently entered the sacred fold, but that didn’t prevent her from bearing witness to the traitor’s doom.

      Spiritual isolation from the immortals would have been punishment enough for any Druid, but an example had to be made. As the sun sank behind the hills at the end of that blood-soaked day, the severed head of the ritualistically mutilated Druid was sent to her worthless lover.

      But I’m not a spy. Such a fate could never be hers. And yet the fear of being denied communion with her beloved Cerridwen twisted her soul.

      “Answer me.” His command was low. When had he stepped toward her? Carys struggled to keep her emotions contained, the terror of that long-ago day and the turmoil she always felt whenever the Roman was near.

      She dragged in a deep breath, but instead of clearing her head with the fresh scents of the sacred glade, her lungs filled with the masculine essence of raw sexuality.

      “What they might do to me is nothing to what they would do if they believed I was your captive.” It was true. A captive Druid was inconceivable. If rescue failed, the Druids would go to war, and blood would drench the valleys.

      And her blood would be first.

      “Do you think I fear a few barbarous Celts?” His tone was faintly mocking, but the hint of a smile touched his lips.

      “No.” Carys wondered if her Roman feared anything. “I fear.”

      His smile faded. A wood warbler’s haunting song shivered on the warm breeze. She saw his jaw tighten and eyes narrow. “It would never be my intention to harm your kin, my lady.”

      She understood what he was telling her. “I know.” If attacked, he would protect himself. She couldn’t blame him for that.

      But he didn’t know her kin were the spiritual core of this land and its people, the ones who had eluded his soldiers since their invasion of Cymru. If he knew that, his intention would be far more deadly toward her.

      The roughened pad of his forefinger grazed across the top of her breast, halting her thoughts and stalling her breath. His finger delved into her cleavage, and all the while his eyes remained locked with hers.

      “I accept your terms, my lady.” His finger slowly slid from her warm embrace, leaving her strangely chilled and bereft. And then his words settled in her mind, illuminating the darkness, and eradicating the lingering tendrils of terror.

      Speech was beyond her capabilities. Instead, she extended her right hand, and with only the merest hesitation, her Roman took it in his large, firm grasp. He raised her hand to his lips, without bowing his head toward her, and brushed a kiss across her fingers.

      “You will meet me here later?” It was more demand than request, but she nodded her acceptance. How could she do otherwise? Her mighty Roman warrior had agreed to her terms.

      Over her captured hand, his eyes smoldered. “There’s one question you haven’t asked of me, lady.” She heard the challenge in his tone, as if the fact somehow irked him.

      She tried to calm her racing pulses and incoherent thoughts. There was a question she hadn’t asked, because she hadn’t thought he would respond.

      “Would you tell me if I did?” Her voice was breathless.

      “You’d have to ask me first. Then you’d find out.”

      She darted the tip of her tongue over dry lips and saw the way his eyes followed the movement before once again locking with hers. “What is your name, Roman?”

      The breath stilled in her chest as she awaited his reply. A part of her was convinced he wouldn’t reveal such a personal detail, simply because she refused to share hers. But another part of her, the illogical part, wanted to know his name. Wanted to savor it on her lips, wrap it around her mind and hold it close within her heart.

      His mouth twisted into an enchanting lopsided smile, and for one shimmering moment Carys forgot he was a Roman, the enemy of her people, and saw only a man who had haunted every moment of her life for the last three moons. A man she feared could, too easily, haunt the remainder of her existence if she wasn’t careful.

      “Tiberius.” He kissed one knuckle. “Valerius.” Kissed a second knuckle. “Maximus.” He turned her hand and drifted his lips across her open palm.

      “Tiberius.” The foreign name sounded strange on her tongue. He smiled once again, released her hand, and stepped back.

      “Close friends call me Maximus, my lady.”

      And what did his lovers call him?

      The thought slithered through her mind. Strange, for until this moment she hadn’t considered he might have other lovers back at the settlement that she’d been told now surrounded the Roman fortification.

      And the thought grazed her senses, wounded her soul. Even though she knew she had no right to be so injured. What the Roman did—what Maximus did—when he wasn’t with her was none of her affair.

      “Then I shall call you Maximus.” She saw his eyes darken as she said his name, and banished her troublesome concerns. She would please Maximus so thoroughly this eve that he wouldn’t wish to have any other woman but her.

      “And I shall call you”—he paused for a telling heartbeat— “my lady.” And his firm, sensual lips twitched, as if he tried to prevent a smile.

      “Yes.” She was his lady. She would always be his lady, even after their paths diverged. But she wouldn’t think of that. Not now. Not when she had other, far more fascinating things to consider. Such as discovering before tonight the secrets of satisfying a man so thoroughly he would rather fry his eyes in boiling oil than look with lust upon another woman.

      “Meet me here at sunset.”

      Again it was a demand. From a man used to having his word accepted without question. But what did she have to question? She wanted this as much as he did. And sunset was the time she would have suggested herself.

      Had he thought to ask.

      “Very well.”

      Beneath her leather-clad feet the earth stirred, and discordant vibrations shivered through her soul. Maximus’ soldiers grew impatient by his absence.

      She couldn’t explain how she knew such things, or why the wise Cerridwen had chosen her as her acolyte. She knew only that the two were intrinsically connected, and to ignore the signs of the earth was to ignore her beloved goddess herself.

      With a soft sigh she bent to retrieve Maximus’ helmet. It was heavier than she expected. She brushed her fingers through the proud plumage before handing it to him.

      “My lady.” He inclined his head in thanks as he took his helmet. “Until tonight.” He paused and gave her a searching look, as if trying to see inside her mind and find her secrets. “Keep safe.” And then he turned and marched back into the shaded woods.
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        * * *

      

      Aeron bowed before the ancient Druid in the small oak grove at the outer edge of the sacred spiral’s protective perimeter. As always, he hoped she couldn’t see into his heart and discover the bubbling resentment that festered. But she never had before. He was a master of deception, and this Druid had no reason to suspect him of anything less than absolute devotion.

      “Aeron.” She held out her wrinkled hand, and he took it and kissed the fragile skin, even as his senses recoiled from the touch of her skeletal fingers. “My dearest child. Come, sit with me, and tell me what you see.”

      He sat beside her on the moss-covered log that once, long ago, had been a mighty oak. It reminded him how all great things could fall, no matter how powerful or revered.

      The old woman by his side was the most powerful and revered Druid in all Cymru. But her time was coming to an end. Aeron had seen her demise in a terrifying vision while still a child, a vision of such lucidity it had ensured his rapid elevation within the spiritual ranks.

      Yet even at the age of eight he had known better than to divulge the bloodied climax of that vision. The line between savior and murderer would have been too blurred to distinguish.

      “Druantia.” He extricated his fingers from her possessive hold under the pretext of clasping both hands around his hazel rod. “The situation beyond the sacred spiral grows more precarious by the day. Soon the invaders will have subdued all of Cymru in a fountain of blood.”

      Druantia didn’t answer and Aeron shot her a surreptitious glance from the corner of his eye. She often didn’t answer directly, a trait he found irritating when directed at him. He was no lowly acolyte. Nor even a highly respected Druid of distinction. His place in the hierarchy was second only to hers. As such, he deserved more respect from her.

      He deserved more respect from Carys.

      Her name scorched through his brain, temporarily obliterating the grove from his sight. Fucking Carys with her hypnotic eyes, hair spun from sunlight and impossibly independent nature.

      It was intolerable how she continued to refuse him. Blood pounded against his temples, threatening his outward composure, and his hands gripped the holy hazel rod with compressed rage.

      He knew that soon she would submit. His visions foretold such sweet victory, and in such visceral detail, his cock thickened with anticipation even now.

      “And yet we will survive, Aeron.” Druantia’s voice, as fragile as a decaying autumn leaf, invaded his personal world.

      Curse the hag for still clinging to this life. By rights he should possess her coveted position, for his power deserved nothing less.

      Just as he deserved Carys. And I will possess both.

      “We will always prevail.” He bowed his head. Yes. They would prevail, for he would never allow their beliefs to die at the hands of the heathen invaders. But they would survive on his terms. And there was no place in his new world for decrepit old women and their ancient goddesses.

      “And yet Carys still denies you.”

      Aeron ground his teeth together. Only Druantia would dare throw that in his face. “She’s still too young to know her own mind.”

      “On the contrary, my dearest child.” Druantia’s voice scraped along his raw nerve endings. “Carys knows her own mind very well. Don’t become disheartened, Aeron. The time will come when she sees you for what you truly are.”

      Her one and only master. The words drummed through his brain, pounded along his arteries and throbbed along the length of his erection. It took all of his considerable willpower to remain unmoving on the mossy log, when every particle wanted to roar his frustration to the heavens.

      “I trust you’re right, Druantia,” he said instead, bestowing a gracious smile as he imagined how easy it would be to snap her neck like the dried twig it was.

      Druantia stared at him from her age-glazed eyes. Eyes that always sent shivers of revulsion skittering along his spine. “The Morrigan is never wrong, my child,” she said softly. “She sees Carys is our future. And who better to share that future than you, Aeron? It is written in the stars. So shall it be.”

      Aeron only just prevented a sneer from escaping. He saw the future. And the Morrigan was no part of it.

      “I’m humbled the great goddess feels I am worthy.” The words choked him, but Druantia didn’t appear to notice. “Can she bestow advice as to how I might win Carys back to my bed?”

      Druantia considered him in silence, and he thought she wasn’t going to answer. Not that he needed advice from this bitch or her redundant goddess. Carys would be his because that was his desire. And when that time came, whether she submitted willingly or not was entirely up to her, but it made no difference to him.

      And then Druantia spoke. “Bring us fresh moon blood from Carys’ next cycle. This must be collected by your own hand, Aeron, to prevent any contamination from another.”

      Interest flared. The image of sequestering Carys’ blood aroused him and caused his shaft to thicken and balls to ache.

      “I understand.” Yet he had no intention of attempting any such thing. He had no need of the Morrigan’s help in this or any other matter. He took Druantia’s hand and bestowed another fleeting kiss. “Thank you, Great Queen.”
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        * * *

      

      It was late afternoon before Carys made her daily visit to Druantia. The wise Cerridwen had not been forthcoming as to how Carys could ensnare her Roman’s continued interest, but Carys knew that wasn’t a bad omen. It was simply because Cerridwen wasn’t overly interested in sexual liaisons.

      Besides, it wasn’t hard to bring the conversation around to sex with her fellow Druids. Sex was a topic they all discussed frequently, and in great detail. It was simply that before today, Carys hadn’t been especially interested in the specifics.

      “Carys.” Druantia rose from her moss-covered log and held out her arms. Carys embraced her great-grandmother’s sister, secretly sorrowing at the Druid’s fragility. She sometimes feared the faintest breeze might splinter her slight physical form. “My sweetest girl. Still you put yourself in danger for your people.” Pride laced the old lady’s tone.

      Carys helped Druantia resume her seat upon the log before sitting in her usual place at her feet.

      “There isn’t much danger. Cerridwen protects me, as she has always protected me.”

      Druantia began to unwind the ties binding Carys’ hair. “Alas, child. There is always danger. Only here within the spiral are we truly protected from the invaders.”

      Carys gave an impatient sigh. “But what good are we here, Druantia? How can we help our people if we aren’t with them?” She turned as Druantia began to gently tug her fingers through her still-damp hair. Hair she had washed with scented flowers for the pleasure of her Roman.

      She shivered and thrust the thought aside. She couldn’t think of Maximus now. Not when she was in the presence of Druantia, and in the sacred grove of the Morrigan herself. She forced her mind back to the present. “How much longer do we have to hide?”

      Druantia continued to unplait her hair. Normally Carys found the ritual soothing. But this afternoon she couldn’t be soothed. Because all she could see was an endless existence stretching before her, where she could never be allowed the true freedom her soul craved.

      “Darkness is descending.” Druantia’s voice was hushed with sorrow. “Everything we cherish is on the cusp of oblivion. How else can we protect our ways, Carys, except by shielding them from the Romans?”

      Carys turned to stare at the great Druid. “But for how long?”

      Maximus hadn’t derided her religion. Why couldn’t it be possible for the Druids to educate the Romans into the light? Was that truly such an impossible dream? That they might, someday, live in harmony with each other?

      Druantia sighed, a soft, wistful sound that sank into Carys’ soul and ached with everything they had lost. “I fear for us, Carys,” she said, and Carys held her hand, tracing her fingers across the delicate skin that barely covered the veins beneath. She didn’t want the great Druid to fear. Because if she did, what hope remained for them all? “I fear what will happen once I continue with my journey.”

      “There are still many steps for you to take before that happens.” Carys couldn’t imagine Druantia no longer being in the physical world. Didn’t want to imagine it.

      Druantia shook her head, and confusion creased her face. “My grandmother, your own foremother, Carys, had eyes the color of the sky and the earth. Just as you do. The great Morrigan chose her as her acolyte at the age of ten.”

      Carys knew that, had heard the family histories many times. But Druantia liked to tell her stories, and so she said nothing.

      “The eve you were conceived, the Morrigan herself came to me.”

      Carys’ breath stilled in her breast as shock ricocheted through her senses. This she hadn’t heard before. Was her mother aware? Yet she knew she wasn’t, for there were no secrets between them. Was anyone aware? Visions were not generally kept from those to whom they pertained. And unless she was deeply mistaken, this vision of Druantia’s had a great deal to do with her.

      Druantia stroked her drying hair. “She told me the child would have eyes from the sky and the earth. And that you would one day be the light in the darkness, the one who led us into the new future.”

      Shivers coursed over her arms, made the hair on her scalp rise. Even the wood warblers ceased their distinctive trilling, and the ensuing eerie silence screamed through her mind.

      “But I’m not a leader, Druantia. I’m a healer.” Surely that isn’t the reason why the Morrigan has never honored me with her presence? Because she was a healer?

      Druantia peered at her through her clouded vision. “I knew, in my heart, the Morrigan had chosen you for her acolyte from the moment of your conception. Our goddess is not one to give up what is rightfully hers. And yet upon your birth she allowed Cerridwen to claim you.” Druantia’s brow puckered. “Why? You were destined to lead our people, Carys. Why did the Morrigan turn from you?”
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      Maximus decided to indulge in the bathhouse before meeting his Celt. That she would be waiting for him he had no doubt, although logically his certainty made no sense.

      Besides, if she didn’t appear, he would simply tear the countryside apart until he discovered her whereabouts. It couldn’t be that hard to find her, not if she were living with her family. Some traces could be uncovered, and how his scouts had missed them astounded him. Twice he had encountered her within a five-mile radius. She had to be hiding somewhere in that vicinity.

      Aquila settled himself onto the neighboring bench in readiness of his own massage. “Are you intending a night in the town?”

      No. He was intending a night in his Celt. He grunted as the masseur kneaded his knotted muscles.

      “Possibly.”

      “Want some company? I know where there are some pretty girls who are more, uh, selective about those whom they favor.”

      Maximus eyed him. “What of the girl, Branwen? Is she still refusing you?”

      Aquila’s grin faded and a frown took its place. “Mars take her. I can’t work her out at all. She answers me if I speak to her, and appears not to be repulsed by my presence.” He shifted impatiently. “And yet if I attempt to touch her, she flees as if she believes I might ravish her.”

      Maximus snorted. “And nothing could be further from your mind, naturally.”

      Aquila scowled as if he didn’t appreciate Maximus’ humor. “I’ve no wish to hurt her. Gods, I’ve a good mind to give her whatever herbs her grandfather needs without any form of promise from her.” He paused for a moment. “That’s if she could remember what they are. She seems very vague at times.”

      “Perhaps she genuinely doesn’t know what they are.”

      “Then what was she doing by the spring?” Aquila’s gaze sharpened. “You think she was meeting someone there?”

      Fuck. He hadn’t meant to put that idea into Aquila’s head. He didn’t want any more searches of the area, not unless he decided his Celt needed to be flushed out for whatever reason. “I meant she doesn’t appear to be in full possession of all her senses. Perhaps she simply doesn’t know their names.”

      Aquila’s scowl deepened, as if Maximus had just insulted him. “I believe her senses are intact. She is merely traumatized by the events of the last year and still in mourning for the death of her sister in childbirth.”

      “So you’ve given up on her?” He rolled his shoulders in appreciation of the masseur’s ministrations and imagined his Celt giving him a full-body massage instead. Both of them oiled and naked. His lips curved. Somehow he would find a way to make that fantasy reality.

      Aquila raised himself up on one elbow. “Is the Primus interested in Branwen for himself?” There was a distinct undercurrent of hostility in his friend’s tone, and Maximus shot him a calculating glance.

      “Not in the slightest. She’s hardly my type, Aquila.”

      “Indeed.” Aquila’s tone was scathing. “And yet I’ve seen that look in your eye before, Maximus. If you wanted her, why didn’t you take her the other morning? They brought her back for you, after all.”

      Maximus waved his masseur back and sat up, remembering only just in time to cover his erection with the towel. If Aquila saw that, he would never believe Maximus couldn’t give a shit about his precious Branwen.

      “If she interested me, I would have taken her.” He rearranged the towel since it didn’t appear to be doing its job. “Although I doubt she would have accepted me had I offered, so you can take your vine stick from your arse and find better use for it.”

      Aquila rolled onto his back and clasped his hands behind his head. The length of his erection almost rivaled Maximus’ own.

      At least Maximus could anticipate slaking his desire this night with the one who haunted his thoughts. Aquila, poor bastard, would have to seek relief from a whore. That knowledge was enough to temper Maximus’ irritation with his friend’s banal accusation.

      “Go fuck a pretty girl,” he said, laying a hand on Aquila’s thigh. “It will help clear your thoughts. Then look at your Branwen again, and see if she still fills your loins with lust.”

      Aquila grunted, as if Maximus’ wise words didn’t much assist. Winding the towel around his hips, Maximus rose from the bench, only to come face-to-face with the Legatus, similarly disrobed.

      “Sir.” Maximus nodded in greeting at the imposing middle-aged man he had known his entire life, and hoped the commander wasn’t about to embark on an impromptu military discussion. It had been known to happen, and was one of the reasons the Legatus preferred using the communal baths to his private bathhouse, but this evening Maximus wasn’t in the mood for such distractions.

      Aquila struggled to sit up, but the Legatus waved him back and then sat upon Maximus’ recently abandoned bench.

      Fuck. Maximus reined in the impatience threatening to steam his blood and sat beside his commander.

      “I’ve just received word from the Senate,” the Legatus said, hands splayed on his knees. “They wanted to know whether we’ve eliminated all the cursed Druids in the area.”

      The Emperor was obsessed by the Druids, and Maximus agreed their ferocity in confronting the Legion had been unexpected. “We haven’t come across any since the border skirmishes.”

      The Legatus raised his eyebrow. “They were rather more than skirmishes, Maximus. Fucking Druids have a death wish.”

      Maximus conceded the point. Not only had they fought furiously, they had also rallied the villagers in the vicinity who appeared in thrall to them.

      “We’ve discovered no evidence of further Druid activity locally.” They’d found plenty of evidence that the Druids had fled the area before the Legion’s arrival, which was somewhat at odds with the behavior of the previous group of Druids they’d encountered.

      The Legatus grunted and hooked a finger at a pretty, dark-eyed masseur. “They’re long gone. I told the Senate in my last communication that they had doubtless scurried across the water to their heathen isle.”

      “It’s the logical conclusion.” Maximus agreed with his commander. Had the Druids attempted to escape over the border into Britannia, the legionaries would surely have captured them.

      “Of course it is. The Druids pose no immediate threat to us here.” The Legatus unwound his towel as the masseur approached with her oils. “Undoubtedly at some point we’ll need to crush their stranglehold across the strait, but we’re not at that strategic point as yet.”

      Maximus rose, and his commander arranged himself face down on the bench.

      “You informed the Senate of this?”

      The Legatus grunted as the girl began to oil his back. “I did.” Then he opened one eye and looked up at Maximus. “Meet with me after assembly tomorrow. We have matters of import to discuss.”

      It was both dismissal and permission to continue with his plans for the night. Maximus gave a sharp nod of respect and turned on his heel, instantly relegating the bloodthirsty Druids to the back of his mind.

      He had an assignation to keep.
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        * * *

      

      Carys peered through the arched entrance of the gigantic circular mound of earth, within which they all now lived, at the cromlech. Aeron, as always, prowled the perimeter of the monoliths as if he were their self-appointed gaoler.

      She ducked back inside and leaned against the smooth earthen wall. Her friend Morwyn, an acolyte of the Morrigan, clasped her hand in sympathy. “Aeron?”

      “He doesn’t usually stand guard until just before the sun sets.” And there were almost three hours until then. Plenty of time to ride to the Cauldron and undertake the necessary preparations.

      But only if she could slip past Aeron unnoticed.

      Morwyn squeezed her fingers. “I’ll distract him for you.” A knowing smile lit her face, which caused Carys to give her a searching glance. She had told the older woman she needed to see someone urgently, with the implication that it was a medical emergency.

      So why did Morwyn have that look of barely suppressed glee on her face? As if she guessed Carys was going to meet a secret lover?

      “Thank you.” Carys decided to give more credence to her deception. “Because I’ve given my word, Morwyn. It’s imperative I see this person.”

      “Of course it is,” Morwyn said, nodding far more vigorously than the situation warranted. “And Aeron will never let you leave if he sees you.” She stepped to the threshold before turning back. “I’ll lead him away from here,” she whispered. “But hurry. I don’t have what he requires to maintain his interest for more than a few moments at most.”

      Carys watched Morwyn saunter over to Aeron, and wondered why he had never shown any interest in her. Morwyn made no secret of the fact she wanted Aeron in her bed, and it was a source of much good-natured teasing among their fellow acolytes.

      Not that the dark-haired, vivacious beauty ever lacked for bed partners. And neither, until fleeing to this sacred place, had Aeron. But, since his tastes favored the young of either sex outside their spiritual circle, as far as Carys could gather, he’d been celibate for the last seven moons.

      That could, she supposed, be the reason why he had started to press his attentions on her again.

      She suppressed a shudder at the thought of once again becoming his lover. And wondered why, of all the acolytes, he had chosen her as the only Druid he’d ever fucked.

      “Aeron.” Morwyn’s voice interrupted her thoughts. She watched the other woman run her arm along Aeron’s, saw the way he imperiously brushed her touch aside. “I had a dream—a vision. I need your guidance.”

      “I’m not your mentor. Speak to Hywela.”

      “This is different. I need to show you something.”

      Pure reflex caused Carys to glance over her shoulder to ensure Hywela, the High Druid of the Morrigan, wasn’t within earshot. Hywela, the niece of Carys’ grandmother, most certainly wouldn’t approve of Morwyn assisting Carys in her deception.

      That she would disapprove of Carys’ meeting with a Roman in the first place went without saying.

      But the passage that led into the ancient underground chambers was empty. And Morwyn was leading a clearly reluctant Aeron in the opposite direction of the gateway to the outside world.

      Carys sucked in a quick breath, gathered up her embroidered bag, and hurried through the cromlech.
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        * * *

      

      Leading his horse, Maximus emerged into the glade and his heart slammed against his ribs at the ethereal scene. The gathering dusk swirled, but a dozen small lanterns were arranged in an oddly compressed cluster, the flickering golden flames and aromatic curling smoke enhancing the mystical creature who stood in the center.

      He tethered his horse, his eyes never leaving her face. Raw lust tightened his loins, lengthened his shaft, and without further hesitation he stepped toward her.

      For one dizzying moment the world undulated, as if suddenly plunged beneath clear water. The effect froze the breath in his lungs and sent eerie shivers chasing along the back of his neck, but before his brain could make sense of the phenomenon, it had passed and once again the world was steady, solid.

      And his Celt awaited him.

      She moved, but not to him. Instead she walked around the perimeter of the perfect circle formed by her delicate lanterns, a spacious circle, as if the land had expanded between one breath and the next—gods, I’m half-blinded by lust—until she paused before the gap through which he’d entered. She knelt, still keeping him within her line of vision, and placed a small rock on the ground between the two lanterns.

      His soldier’s mind sharpened at her action, an insistent dagger in his cortex, demanding answers. Instinctively feeling that something beyond his understanding was happening. And her lanterns had definitely clustered around her feet as I’d approached.

      But it was fleeting, instantly obliterated by the knowledge that the woman who had invaded his life two days ago and refused to leave was now within his power.

      Without a word he held out his hand. Was it his imagination or did she hesitate for a moment? But then her hand was in his, small, fragile. He curved his fingers around her, holding her captive.

      “My wood nymph.” In this setting, how could she be anything else? He kissed her fingers, his gaze meshed with hers, and the glow from the lanterns and the strange luminous smoke made it hard to distinguish the fantastical colors of her eyes.

      “My Roman invader.” Her voice was breathless, seductive, as if his slightest touch was enough to arouse. The knowledge pleased him. He pulled her forward.

      “I wish only to invade you in the most pleasurable of ways.” He watched her pupils expand, dark passion rising. For him. “Unbind your hair.” He wanted to see her hair falling loose over her shoulders. Needed to feel the silken curls slide through his fingers.

      “You unbind it.” Her whisper broke into his erotic fantasies. A smile curved his lips.

      “You argue with me, even now?”

      She looked up at him. He’d forgotten how diminutive she was. How infinitely dainty, as if she did indeed possess the blood of a nymph.

      “I think I’d like to feel you unbind my hair.” Her confession stirred his already heated blood, and his smile evolved into a grin.

      “Then how can I refuse?” He released her hand and turned her around, and tugged on the soft length of leather at the end of her braid.

      Dropping the leather to the ground, he slid a finger between her bound tresses and teased them free. There were no strands of jewels threaded through tonight. Her soft hair slipped over his fingers. Strangely sensuous. He continued up her braid, releasing each segment with slow deliberation until he reached her nape. Without warning, she shook her head, and her hair shimmered in the lantern light, a glowing river of living gold.

      He stepped back. Her hair skimmed the curve of her buttocks, longer than he had imagined. And infinitely more beautiful.

      She looked over her shoulder, her face framed by curling strands of exotic silk.

      “Did that please you, my lady?” His voice was husky with need. But he would play her games for a little longer, if that amused her.

      “Yes.” A simple word, and yet it possessed the power to spike unadulterated lust through his groin, painful in its suddenness, in its shredding intensity.

      Perhaps he wouldn’t be able to play her word games for much longer. He cupped her jaw, soft skin over fragile bone.

      “Come here.” He accompanied his words with pressure, forcing her to turn and face him. “Do you intend to talk all night?”

      “I’m not the one talking, Maximus.” Her fingers traced over his, as he held her face in the palm of his hand.

      He laughed, despite the throbbing agony between his legs. “Can you never open your mouth without contradicting me?”

      And then he imagined her open mouth enclosing him. Gods, that would still her incessant chatter. He resisted the instinctive urge to thrust her to her knees, to demand she satisfy his clawing need.

      There was time yet to satisfy both their needs.

      “Would you truly want me to agree with everything you say?” She trailed her fingers along his jaw, as if the texture of his skin intrigued her. And then she reached up onto her toes and repeated her actions over his head.

      He lowered his head for her, amused both by her words and her obvious fascination with his hair. Women had often run their fingers over his head, but never with such a look of awe on their faces.

      And although he couldn’t imagine why his hair so entranced her, he found her obvious fascination oddly erotic.

      “It makes life a lot simpler when a woman obeys her man without question.” He raised one eyebrow, waiting for her response. Knowing his proud Celt would never allow such a statement to pass by unchallenged.

      Her fingers stilled in his hair. He saw her struggle to keep the smile from her face. And then she trailed her finger over his brow, along the length of his nose and across the seam of his lips.

      “Are you my man, Maximus?” Her finger paused at the corner of his mouth. So temptingly close, he could almost taste her sweet flesh.

      “For tonight, my lady, I’m all yours.” His hand slid from her face to clasp her nape. “And you are mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Carys wrapped his words around her heart, savoring them, secreting them away in hidden corners of her mind. She knew he spoke in lust, but it didn’t matter. She could imagine he wanted more than raw sex tonight, could pretend he was driven by emotions more sacred than pure masculine need.

      “For tonight,” she whispered, just so he knew they were equal on that point. Although the truth was she wouldn’t mind being his for eternity. If only that wasn’t such an impossible dream.

      He gave a low laugh. “Always you must have the last word. Very well, we are each other’s for tonight, if that appeases you, my lady.”

      Before she could assure him it did, he captured her lips, as if anticipating her thoughts. But thoughts no longer mattered, not when her Roman held her in such a close embrace, or teased her willing mouth with his tongue and nipped her tender flesh with his teeth.

      Shivers skittered along her skin, hot shivers that mirrored the heat in her blood, the fire in her womb. She flattened her palm against his broad chest, delighting in the hard muscle beneath his linen tunic, the thunder of his heart against her fingers.

      She slid her arms around his body. Granite strength and primal power radiated from every pore, thrilling her feminine senses, making her feel safe. Protected.

      And yet she was the one who protected them both from untoward attack, here inside her own sacred circle.

      Her Roman could never discover such magic.

      She pushed it from her mind, concentrated on the moment, on having him in her arms, of feeling his hard body surround her.

      Concentrated on the spiraling sensations spinning at the juncture of her thighs. Such sweet, terrifying sensations, part pleasure, part pain. And wholly exhilarating.

      “I want you naked.” His breath was hot against her swollen lips. “Your naked flesh against my naked flesh.” He drew back, only far enough to stare into her eyes. “I want to strip you, my lady. Strip every garment from your body.”

      Liquid heat flooded her at the wild look in his eyes, at the passion in his words and the way his hands covered her buttocks in a hard, possessive hold.

      He hadn’t asked permission. And yet, in his way, he had. She drew in a shuddering breath, caught the strange scent of his foreign soap, so unlike the scent of flowers her people used, and yet shockingly arousing by its very difference.

      “I want to strip you too.” She could barely speak, her heart hammered so violently against her lungs, and yet he heard, for she saw his predatory smile.

      “No.” He covered her hand as she attempted to loosen his tunic, and his other hand molded the curve of her bottom. “Not yet.”

      He began to unthread the laces of her gown. For such a large man he managed such an intricate task with dexterity. She glanced down at his fingers as they loosened her clothing, then up into his face. He caught her eye and gave her a disarming smile that sank into her soul.

      His fingers slid to her shoulders and slowly eased her gown over her arms. The night was mild, but still she shivered as the air caressed her naked flesh. Another moment and he exposed her breasts to his view, and Carys hitched her breath, part with nerves, part anticipation.

      For an eternity he gazed at her, and the heat emanating from him warmed her skin, and the shivers became tremors of need.

      “Don’t fear me.” His voice was husky, and he trailed one finger across the swell of her breast, and gently circled her sensitive areola.

      She gasped and clenched her fists. How could so fleeting a touch ignite such fierce desire?

      “See how your nipples crave my touch?” He grazed the tip of his finger across her erect peak, and she dug her teeth into her lower lip to stop herself from crying out.

      She wanted to touch him. But she was bound by her own gown, her arms trapped by her sides. Sweet torture.

      Slowly he lowered his dark head. His lips brushed across her throbbing bud. Then retraced his sensual path, this time with the tip of his tongue. Hot. Wet. And when he looked up at her, abandoning her aching breast, the air skittered over her damp skin, and again her limbs quivered with reaction.

      “My lady.” Desire vibrated his voice, hummed in the space between them. He inched her gown over her arms, exposing her belly. She caught her breath as his hands skimmed her hips, and then her gown slithered without hindrance to the grass.

      Sweet Cerridwen. She was naked before him. Flame flared between her thighs as she saw him look at her there, at the place she wanted him to look. To touch and stroke and make her feel everything she had only ever experienced in the sanctuary of her own mind and familiarity of her own hands.

      He inhaled a ragged breath before tearing his gaze from her pussy. “You’re more beautiful than I imagined.”

      The tip of her tongue dampened her dry lips. Now was the time to pose provocatively, flutter her eyelashes and tease him by playing with her nipples and her clit.

      All this she knew. And yet she remained immobile before his scorching gaze, paralyzed by the intensity of the moment.

      He cradled her face. Had she imagined that slight tremble? Surely her Roman would never tremble before her. And yet he had. And the knowledge thrilled.
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      “You’ve haunted my thoughts since the first moment I saw you.” His voice was oddly hushed, and his thumb gently caressed her cheek. “I’ve wanted this. But I don’t want you to be afraid of me, lady.”

      She swallowed, so hard when her mouth was as dry as the leaves in autumn. Perhaps every drop of moisture in her body had gathered between her thighs.

      Instinctively she pressed her knees together, but that only increased pressure on her clit, and she gave another involuntary shudder.

      “I’m not afraid of you, Maximus.” Her voice didn’t sound like her own. So breathless. So aroused. She pressed her face against his hand, to show him how much she craved his touch, and was rewarded when he once again resumed gently stroking her heated skin.

      “And yet you tremble like a virgin on her wedding night.” His fingers stilled, as if a thought had just occurred to him. “You’re not a virgin, are you, my lady?”

      How could he think such of her? Despite her nakedness she drew herself up proudly.

      “I am not.” His insult stung, but perhaps he didn’t realize what his question implied. She took a deep breath and noticed how his attention slipped to watch her breasts. “Maximus.”

      When he didn’t immediately return his focus to her face, she cupped his jaw, until he once again looked at her.

      “I’m a Celtic woman,” she told him. “I worship the goddess and all her gifts she bestows upon us.”

      Just because she hadn’t enjoyed those gifts while Aeron grunted over her didn’t mean she had ignored the goddess. At least whenever she pleasured herself she never experienced discomfort or dull dissatisfaction. But Maximus didn’t need to know that.

      “The goddess?” Confusion briefly clouded his features, as if he didn’t know to whom or what she referred. She reminded herself he was Roman. His ways were different from hers.

      “I offered my virginity to the goddess six years ago,” she said, just to clarify that she was a woman and not a girl. He may not have intended to slight her. Her knowledgeable tutor had explained how Roman men idealized girls ignorant of the goddess’ delights, but the slight rankled, nevertheless. “I tremble with need for you, not from fear of you.”

      The tense expression hardening his features relaxed, and a smile of pure masculine pride curved his lips. Carys smiled back, relieved he had believed her. For as much as she wanted to take everything this Roman had to offer her, a part of her did fear.

      Feared that, even with him, she might be unable to attain the heights of pleasure for which she so longed.

      With great economy, Maximus shed his cloak and tunic. “Touch me,” he commanded, but his hand was gentle as he trailed his fingers along the line of her jaw.

      Touch him? She wanted to feast upon him. Greedily she devoured his well-defined muscles, the tawny gleam of his skin that the lanterns enhanced to a mystical glow, and traced her finger over one of his many battle scars.

      He made an odd sound in the back of his throat, and she glanced up at him, frowning.

      “Did I hurt?” She couldn’t decipher whether he had groaned from pain or—but surely not—stifled a laugh.

      His lips twitched and he appeared on the verge of saying something. But then he shook his head.

      She flattened her palm against his warm skin, thrilling to the masculine texture of flesh and hair. “I don’t wish to hurt you,” she said, knowing she wasn’t, knowing she could never hurt this Roman even if she wanted such a thing. But it felt strangely erotic to turn his words back on him.

      “Nothing you do could possibly hurt me.” His body was tense beneath her hand, as if he held his base male instincts under iron control. “You may well kill me, but you won’t hurt me.”

      Carys glided both hands over his chest, delighting in the way his hair tickled her palms. The sensations shimmered along her fingers, along her arm, and tightened her erect nipples still further.

      “I won’t kill you.” She reached up, caressed his shoulders, and then skimmed her hands along his firm biceps. “You have a beautiful body.” Even she could hear the awe in her voice, but she couldn’t help it. He had a body made for worship. And she was willing to pay homage.

      He gripped her arms and pulled her roughly to him. “My body is ready for yours.” Raw lust sprang from every syllable. “Play with me later, my lady. Allow us to slake our desire first.”

      Her breasts crushed against his chest. She gave an experimental wriggle, and her nipples chafed against his rough hair. “Yes.” She whispered the word against his shoulder and then looked up. “Yes.”

      Large hands roamed over her back, exploring every dip of her waist and swell of her buttocks. “I’ll fuck you as no man has ever fucked you before.”

      His hot promise sent darts of desire streaking through her swollen clit. She believed him. More truly than he would ever know.

      “And I’ll—” Her response tripped in her throat, and she stared at him mutely. How could she promise him something she had no way of knowing she could deliver?

      A smile of pure evil tipped his lips. “What will you do, little Celt? Tell me.” It was a demand. “Tell me now.” And then an entreaty.

      His softened tone was her undoing. “I’ll fuck you as no woman has ever fucked you before.” Her nails dug into his flesh as she whispered her promise, her desire mingled with rippled threads of trepidation at the thought of failure.

      Against her belly his rigid shaft grew even thicker, although she could not believe such a thing possible. And trepidation of another kind shimmered.

      “I know you will.” His hand covered her rounded cheek and squeezed her flesh possessively. “And by the time I’ve finished with you, you won’t even recall the names of your previous lovers, let alone how well their cocks satisfied you.”

      He spoke in Latin, as if he didn’t want her to know of his wish. But she heard and understood, and secretly thrilled at his pledge.

      “I want you now.” Once more in Celtic. He stroked her hair from her face and stared intently into her eyes. “Beautiful wood nymph.” Again he slipped into his mother tongue. “I wanted to savor every moment with you this first time. But I fear for my sanity if we wait much longer.”

      Every word he uttered sent new tremors of delight along her nerve endings. She slid her hand along his arm, threaded her fingers through his and attempted to tug him.

      He resisted her efforts to lead him to the blankets she’d arranged on the ground.

      “You’re not going anywhere.” His fingers tightened around hers and his body remained rooted to the spot. “And you still haven’t touched me, my lady.”

      She traced the outline of his lips and deliberately caressed her body against his. Not touched him? He was clearly addled by lust. “I made a bed for us,” she said, and used her finger to point in the general direction.

      His eyes narrowed slightly, as if her foresight astounded him. “A bed?” he echoed. “Out here, in the wilds?”

      “Yes. Come.” Again she attempted to tug him, and this time he acquiesced.

      “A bed.” He sounded on the verge of laughter, although she couldn’t imagine why. And then she did. Of course, it was all very well for men. They could have sex anywhere in comfort. But if she was on her back, she would rather not have sticks and stones digging into her.

      “It’s softer.” She didn’t like the defensive note in her voice and tried to extricate her hand from his.

      He tugged her to his side and speared his fingers through her hair, gripped her skull and prevented her from moving.

      “Thank you.” He still sounded as if he wanted to laugh out loud. “My aching bones will appreciate the comfort you’ve provided.”

      He was laughing at her, inside his head, and she didn’t know why. Where had he expected they would have sex?

      “I would rather not copulate in a tree,” she said, because there was no comparison between pleasuring herself and having a huge Roman plow into her while clinging onto a branch.

      And then he did laugh out loud, but before she could be offended he wrapped her in his arms, in a hug of such bone-crushing intensity the air in her lungs evaporated.

      “It hadn’t occurred to me to copulate in a tree,” he said, his voice muffled as he buried his face against her hair. And then his lips were by her ear. “But perhaps one day we might try that. What do you say, my funny little wood nymph?”

      Carys wasn’t sure if she liked him calling her that. Was he mocking her?

      “I don’t know. I might fall off.” Her arms were pinned along the front of her body. All she could feel with her fingers were his massive thighs.

      She wriggled her fingers against his flesh. His muscles flexed with appreciation.

      “You wouldn’t fall.” His voice was rough. “I’d catch you, my lady. I will always catch you.”

      His words soothed her wounded pride and she softened against him. She loved it when he said such things to her.

      “Take me to your bed.” He loosened his hold on her, but still kept his arms around her. And when she brought him to her makeshift bed, he knelt on the blankets, taking her with him.

      “You see?” Her voice was breathless as she wound her arms around his broad shoulders. “Much softer than the hard ground.”

      “You thought of everything.” His hands cradled her face, strong fingers holding her firm. “How many others have you captivated this way, lady?” He spoke in Latin, not expecting an answer, and yet she longed to give him one. Instead she slid her fingers over his nape, and up into his short, spiky hair.

      “But no more.” His rough words in Latin stoked fires within her soul. “Do you understand me?” His Celtic was suddenly heavily accented, as if his control had slipped. “No other men for you, lady. I’m the only one you will share your bed with, here or anywhere else.”

      “I understand.” She hoped he felt the same way afterward. But for now, she could savor his demand because it made her feel cherished and wanted and infinitely desirable.

      He muttered a curse in his own language before capturing her lips in a crushing kiss, plundering her open mouth in an invasion at once sweet and savage and overwhelmingly possessive.

      One strong hand held her still for his mouth and teeth and lips to explore. His tongue tangled with hers, sliding against the roof of her mouth and sending shock-filled tremors dancing through her heated blood.

      His other hand trailed down the side of her body, molding the shape of her ribs and her hips, and sparks of raw desire ignited along every inch of sensitized flesh he touched.

      Fingers splayed between their melded bodies, hard fingers that demanded access to her most intimate secrets. She sighed into his mouth, twisting restlessly against his probing finger, and then gasped as he found her throbbing nub.

      “So wet.” He growled the words into her mouth. “Hot and wet, ready for my thrusting cock.”

      She angled herself against him, and moaned when he rewarded her by circling her engorged clit with his searching finger.

      “Tell me what you like.” His hot words scorched her lips and ignited her brain.

      “I like this,” she panted, gripping his hair and his skull with such force her muscles protested. “I like how you touch me. I like how you make me feel.”

      Even her own fingers couldn’t give her such sweet pleasure as her Roman was.

      His laugh was ragged. “Good. Now tell me what you like.”

      She moved her hips, and he responded by gently holding her sensitive clit between thumb and finger. Goddess, she would die of delight.

      “You.” It was all she could manage, all she could think beyond the thudding pleasure enslaving her body.

      He released her from the precipice of sweet agony and trailed his fingers over her wet pussy, back and forth, dipping into her hot channel before sliding out and over her yet again.

      She whimpered against his mouth, felt his lips curve into a smile. His hand slipped from her face to hold her nape.

      “Lie down.” His command left no room for protest, but she didn’t want to protest. If she didn’t lie down soon, she feared she might fall. “I want to look at you.”

      He helped her lie upon the blankets, hands still firm around her nape and cupping her sex. She clung to his head, but he didn’t have enough hair to wind around her hands and drag him to her.

      Her hands slid over his neck and onto his shoulders. His smile was predatory. Possessive.

      “I’m not going anywhere, little nymph.” He claimed her parted mouth, stroked his tongue along the inside of her lips and then broke free.

      He towered over her, bracing his weight on his hands, his dark head and white teeth filling her entire world. She dug her nails into his shoulders, in an attempt to make him cover her, claim her, make her his.

      Instead he resisted her efforts with another of his disarming smiles.

      And then, without warning, he lowered his head and sucked her nipple into his mouth. She reared in shocked reaction, gasping her pleasure, raking her nails along his rigid biceps.

      Teeth grazed her, spiking her pleasure to unknowable heights, pleasure and pain, so intermingled, and yet she felt no fear. Only a clawing demand to shatter this spiraling need that careered through her body like a living entity.

      His mouth abandoned her breast, and chills skittered across her wet peak, but he moved lower, jaw scraping over her belly as he looked up at her.

      She shifted restlessly. “Maximus.” She wanted him to take her now, while she felt so wet and ready. If he took her now, she knew she would come. How could she not?

      She needed to come or die from want. And she wanted to come with Maximus inside her, not with the poor substitute of her own finger.

      “I’m here.” His rough growl caused desire to ripple deep inside. Goddess, couldn’t he tell how much she needed him?

      His tongue dipped into the hollow of her navel, then moved downward.

      Her fingers fluttered over his retreating head. “Maximus,” she said again, unable to keep the trepidation from her voice. She didn’t want his mouth on her there. Aeron had spent endless moments doing such things, and even now the memory distressed her.

      Hands on her hips, he finally looked up at her again. “Spread your thighs for me.”

      Despite knowing what was to happen, she quivered with anticipation. Perhaps, with Maximus, the experience wouldn’t be so uncomfortable?

      She eased her thighs apart. Maximus straddled her, so she couldn’t open too wide. Perhaps he didn’t mean to do the things Aeron had at all.

      Maximus shifted so her legs were now on the outside of their embrace. And then he kneed her left thigh farther apart, exposing her to his heated gaze.
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      Carys held her breath as she gazed at Maximus kneeling between her parted thighs. He appeared transfixed, and primitive desire ricocheted through her clit.

      Gently he traced his finger along the outer edge of her lips but made no move to devour her with his mouth. Her hands dropped to the blanket. But she continued to watch him, fascinated by the way he openly admired her body.

      “Beautiful clitoris.” Heavy desire soaked with male satisfaction drenched his voice. “Swollen with passion.”

      Another violent quiver seared through her and coiled around her painfully erect nipples.

      “Will you not take me now?” The words were uneven and filled with desperation.

      “Yes. I’ll take you, my lady.” Maximus spared her a brief glance. His eyes glowed almost black with lust, and Carys ached to hold him in her arms, against her body, and shatter around him.

      He shifted his weight and kneed her right thigh open. Carys shivered with dark delight. Her neck ached from her unnatural position, but she couldn’t lie back. Couldn’t stop watching her Roman looking at her.

      He parted her folds with tender fingers, and her heart thundered in her ears. She was fully exposed for his viewing pleasure, and the ardent expression on his face assured her the pleasure was intense.

      As she watched him lower his head, an incoherent sound of protest lodged in her throat. He stilled and looked up.

      “I mean only to kiss you.”

      Flash memories of Aeron slobbering like a rabid dog over fresh meat taunted her. She flicked her tongue over her lips, blinked away the image and focused on her Roman.

      On Maximus.

      “Yes.” She didn’t know whether her words meant anything to him. Would he continue if she denied him permission?

      And she realized it didn’t matter. Despite her reservations, she wanted him to taste her. To lick her. To kiss her throbbing clit.

      His dark head was between her thighs. She sucked in a suddenly panicked breath, tensing her muscles for the onslaught. And then the tip of his tongue teased her sensitive bud, damp pressure, soft yet firm, encircled her in a swirling caress, and pleasure obliterated her lingering doubts.

      His lips surrounded her in a kiss such as she had never dreamed existed. A ragged sob spilled from her, and she blindly groped for him. Touch, sweet Cerridwen, she needed to touch him, to hold him.

      And then he was there, poised over her willing body, gazing down at her with a fierce, possessive expression as if she belonged to him now and forever and he would never allow her to escape.

      He thrust into her, and her muscles clenched involuntarily as the air hissed from her lungs, her heart stuttered in shock and the blood stilled in her veins.

      Her fingernails dug into his shoulders and all she could feel was his great size invading her, stretching her, tearing her apart.

      He froze and stared at her in lust-drenched confusion. “Venus.” He sounded horrified. “You said you were no virgin, my lady.”

      She didn’t have the strength to be offended. It was all she could do to gasp a breath before blackness descended.

      “I’m not.”

      She felt him begin to ease back and clung onto his shoulders in desperation.

      “It’s been three years since I welcomed a lover, Maximus.” She hadn’t wanted to confide that to him, but better the truth than have him think she’d never taken a man before.

      “Three years?” She could feel the tension radiating from him as he remained completely still above her.

      “Yes.” Experimentally she flexed her internal muscles around him. Already the discomfort of his sudden penetration had eased.

      He let out an agonized breath. “You’re so tight. I didn’t intend to hurt you, lady.”

      “You didn’t.” He had, but only momentarily. “Truly, I am not injured, Maximus.” But she would be, if he decided he no longer wished to continue.

      Braced on one forearm, he tenderly brushed tendrils of hair from her cheek. “Three years without any man inside you makes you almost a virgin.”

      She slid her fingers through his wonderful short hair. “But you’re inside me now.”

      Slowly he lowered his hips, and his shaft slid farther inside. Still stretching her long-unused muscles, but the sensation of being filled, of being expanded to her outermost limits, no longer caused discomfort. Only breathless wonder and a rising spiral of renewed need.

      “Gods.” The strangled word tore from his throat. “You hug my cock so tightly. I can feel every tremor from your sweet heat wrapped around me.”

      She hooked her ankles over his powerful thighs and felt him move farther inside her.

      “More,” she panted, knowing he held back but wanting everything he had to offer. She shifted, wrapped her legs around his hips and enticed him closer.

      He resisted, but strain etched his features as his fierce gaze singed her.

      “Stop.” His command was hoarse with need. “I’m at the edge, lady. Stop moving.” Sheer desperation vibrated every word.

      Primordial power whipped through Carys as she stared into her Roman’s tortured face. She could see the struggle tearing him apart, the desire for release and the need for control.

      Fingers splayed against his skull, she jerked him toward her as she tightened her grip around his hips.

      “I won’t,” she promised against his lips. His breath came in ragged gasps against her cheek. Thrilling her to new heights.

      “You’re not ready.” But his body surrendered to her demands and his cock surged into her, his heavy balls slamming against her stretched, sensitized flesh.

      She reared upward, barely aware of her reaction, knowing only that she had to be closer, inseparable, melded with this tough Roman warrior.

      “Fuck me, Maximus.” She clawed his shoulders, his biceps. “Take me. Make me come.”

      He braced his weight on both hands and she took advantage to slide her arms around his back. Gripped his buttocks. Pulled him ever farther into her hot, willing body.

      His groan of impending defeat set her senses ablaze, and when he rocked into her, the base of his cock ground against her clit, stoking the blaze to an inferno.

      He pulled almost out of her body, then rammed her so hard shooting stars exploded through her mind. The friction between her thighs radiated throughout her core, her heart, her lungs, and spiraled through her aching breasts and taut nipples.

      For one sparkling moment of eternity she hovered on the precipice, and then she tumbled into the void, spinning out of control, sensation cascading along every nerve she possessed, and she could feel Maximus’ cock impaling her as her slick heat convulsed around him.

      “Fuck me, sweet Celt.” His voice, raw, demanding, shattered her mind. “I’m coming inside you. Fill you with my hot seed.” And he thrust into her, hard, powerful, and his roar of release filled her senses as his maleness filled her womb.
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      Maximus pounded into his wood nymph’s tight channel, giving her every last drop of essence, draining him dry, wringing his soul with the fury of his possession.

      His roar of satisfaction echoed in his ears, vibrated through his brain, and trembled along every sated nerve.

      Control long since vanished, he collapsed onto her welcoming body, so soft, so hot. Burning still, with slaked desire. Enclosing him in a scented mist of raw sex and unbridled passion.

      Through the fire that still licked through his brain, he became aware of her smallness. Her fragileness. Against his desire he heaved himself onto his elbow and studied her delicate face.

      Gods, she was so beautiful in the ethereal light that bathed them both. As desirable as a nymph of the goddess of love herself.

      His cock, still buried in her tight, wet tunnel, stirred. Venus, he wanted her again already.

      Her eyelashes fluttered open, and although he couldn’t see the colors of her eyes, their beauty still awed him.

      “I came.” Her voice was hushed, as if the fact astounded her.

      He laughed softly and wound a damp lock of her hair around his finger.

      “I came too,” he said. “A most satisfactory outcome for us both, I believe.”

      She pressed her hand against his heart. He liked the way she touched him, the way she looked at him as she touched him, as if it gave her great pleasure.

      “We truly did come together.” Her whispered words, in genuine wonder, aroused him further. “It was even more magical than I had dreamed.”

      He stilled playing with her hair. “Was this your first time?” To be sure, it was rare he came at the moment of his partner’s release. Usually he ensured they came first. But with his golden Celt his control had shattered.

      Thank the gods he had still satisfied her. She deserved nothing less after the immense pleasure she’d given him.

      “Yes.” Still, the wonderment laced her voice. He smiled down at her, pleased she hadn’t shared mutual orgasm with any other man.

      Her hand rubbed over his chest, as if she couldn’t help herself. As if his hair held an impossible attraction for her.

      “It is different, coming with a man inside.” She looked up at him, wide-eyed with newly discovered knowledge.

      He frowned slightly, unsure as to her meaning. “Different?” He shifted his hips, and his cock showed its appreciation by swelling further, pushing against her tender flesh.

      “Yes.” She seemed to think that answer enough, but before he could demand she explain further, she clenched her internal muscles around him, wiping his question from his mind.

      “Gods.” His voice was ragged. “You have the touch of Venus, my lady.”

      Her hand reached up. Instinctively knowing what she wanted, he lowered his head, so she could gently stroke his hair. Odd how so simple a gesture could be so arousing, when performed by his Celt.

      “Your goddess of love.” It wasn’t a question. She trailed her fingers along his jaw, and he saw her lips curve into a strangely shy smile. Something tugged deep in his gut, painful, almost sexual and yet not.

      “The Morrigan never blessed me so before.”

      The name was vaguely familiar. A heathen three-headed goddess the Celts worshipped. Certainly incomparable to his divine Venus.

      He would never insult his wood nymph by telling her so.

      “Tonight both our goddesses blessed us.” And he was ready, more than ready, to be blessed again. He slid his arm around her waist and swiftly reversed their positions, and grinned at the startled expression on her face.

      “Oh.” Her voice was faint as she stared down at him, and her glorious hair tumbled over her shoulders, enclosing them in a scented river of gold.

      He cupped her hips, holding her still. Poised above him she looked like a goddess from Olympus, enjoying the charms of her mere mortal lover.

      “Take me deep inside you, lady.” Still holding her hips, it would be too easy to force her down the length of his shaft, but he waited agonizing moments, wanting—needing—her to be the one to make the first move.

      Slowly, as if she had never done such a thing before, she inched down his erection until he was utterly enslaved by her slick heat. Enveloped in a tight embrace, she contracted around him, the sensation so exquisite a primitive roar scraped along his throat, echoed through his mind, and shattered the remnants of his restraint.

      He dragged his hands over her waist and cupped her breasts as she hung over him. Felt her move, matched her rhythm, slammed his hips against her, molding her tender flesh to fit his size and take his length. Her nails tore his shoulders, and through a haze of lust he watched her eyes widen, glazed with passion, saw her lips part, and felt the heat of her ragged breath against his face.

      “Maximus.” She gasped his name, as if in wonder, and it was too much. With a primordial growl he abandoned her breasts and cupped the rounded cheeks of her delicious bottom, and rammed his cock into her, claiming her, possessing her. Branding her his.

      And sanity shattered.
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        * * *

      

      Arms wrapped around her shoulders and waist, Maximus heard the uneven gasp of her breath against his neck and the erratic pound of her heart against his chest. He tightened his grip around her quivering body but was too sated to move farther.

      “You belong to me.” He said the words aloud, claiming her even if she didn’t know it. “You will always belong to me.”

      “Yes.” Her soft response satisfied his male pride. And then, within a heartbeat, he stiffened.

      “You understand me?” He had spoken—still spoke—in his native tongue.

      Her breath puffed against his neck, as if her exertions this night had thoroughly exhausted her. And despite himself, male pride heated him once again.

      “Yes. I always have.” Again she answered him in perfect Latin.

      Gods, what had he said to her the other day, believing her oblivious to his words? He couldn’t recall. But he did know he hadn’t wanted her to understand.

      “Why did you lie to me?” He traced his fingers over the curve of her waist and felt her shiver.

      He should have ensured his cloak was within reach. He didn’t want his little Celt to become chilled.

      “I didn’t lie.” She snuggled against him, and her hand curled around his shoulder. “You assumed, and I allowed you to do so.”

      He conceded that perhaps she was right. “Your grasp of my language is impressive.”

      This time he felt her sigh. “It was thought prudent to learn the tongue of our approaching enemy.”

      He stroked her hair, which curled over her shoulders. “I don’t wish to be your enemy, my lady.”

      She was silent for a moment. “Nor I. But you will always be the enemy of my people, Maximus.” Infinite sorrow clung to her words, as if she somehow knew that for a fact.

      He banished the thought. “In time, even your kin will accept us. Already much of the populace are benefiting from our presence.”

      She began to trace swirling patterns on his shoulder. “Maybe that’s true. But it doesn’t mean you’ve been accepted.”

      He rolled her onto her back and pinned her beneath his heavy body. She gazed up at him, fearless.

      “If your family surrenders, they won’t be enslaved.” He would make sure of that. “We could use the knowledge and loyalty of the nobles, my lady.”

      “That would make us traitors to our own people.”

      Bracing his weight on one hand, he cupped her face with his other. “No. You could help bridge the chasm between your people and ours.”

      Pain filled her eyes. “You make it sound easy. But you’d wipe out our culture without a second thought. Destroy our way of life forever.”

      He traced the outline of her lips. “No. You can still worship your gods alongside the gods of Rome.”

      She frowned, clearly confused. “Reports of your conquest reached us long before you arrived in Cymru. Of the blood-soaked battles and merciless slaughter of all who opposed you.”

      “I’m a soldier, lady,” he said, gently playing with her beautiful hair. “We fight when opposed. I can’t lie and tell you otherwise.”

      A ragged sigh wracked her body. “My kin will never surrender, Maximus.”

      He fisted her hair. She was only a woman, and as such had little power in her family. He knew that. And yet the fact she was so adamant her kin would never consider surrender irked him.

      “In Britannia, many nobles retain their exalted status.” True, they paid tribute to Rome but that was a small price to pay for an improved standard of living.

      Again she frowned, but not with confusion. For the first time she looked offended by his words. “We are not Britons, Roman.”

      Her haughty tone amused him and wiped clear his irritation with her cowardly family.

      “No. You’re a stubborn Celt, and you belong to me. And as such I should take you back to the garrison tonight and never allow you to leave.”

      She melted beneath him. “But you won’t.” She sounded so confident he wondered how she would react if he put his threat into force.

      He had no intention of dragging her back by force. Not yet, anyway. Only as a last resort should all else fail.

      A strange flicker caught his attention, and he glanced up to see one of the lanterns fade into darkness. His wood nymph gasped and pressed ineffectually at his shoulders.

      “You’re not going anywhere. Stop complaining.” He settled himself more securely over her wriggling body. If she continued so, he would have no option but to fuck her once again.

      “Maximus.” She stilled beneath him, but her eyes captured him. “I have to go.”

      “And I said no.”

      She tilted her head to one side. “I don’t want to leave,” she said. “But if I’m missed tonight, I may never be able to escape from them again.”

      Sudden anger shot through him. So her family kept her prisoner. “Then come with me. You will never have to escape from them again.” Despite what she believed, he could keep her safe. Safer than she could possibly be wherever it was her cursed kin were hiding.

      She cradled his jaw, a fleeting caress. “You misunderstand. They bind me with love, not chains.” She sighed. “If I disappear, they’ll think terrible things. I can’t do that to them.”

      He could. Easily. “You’ll meet me here again.” It wasn’t a question. “In three nights.” It was the earliest he could manage. Curse her. He didn’t want to wait three nights.

      For a moment she appeared surprised at the wait, as if she’d expected to see him tomorrow. If she agreed to return with him now, then she would fucking see him tomorrow.

      “I’ll be here.”

      Yes, she had better fucking be there. Otherwise he’d rip the entire valley to shreds until he found her. And her fucking family.

      “Maximus.” Her soft voice pulled him back to the present. She had a strange smile on her face, but in the gathering darkness it was difficult to determine her precise expression.

      “What?” It was a growl. He couldn’t help it. No woman had ever annoyed him so.

      “I’ll be here waiting for you.” A silken caress that soothed his wounded ego. “I’ll always be here waiting for you.”

      He sucked in a deep breath, savoring the scent of crushed flowers, fresh sweat and hot, abandoned sex. Her promise appeased him. For now.

      “Very well.”
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        * * *

      

      Carys shivered as her Roman finally rolled off her, severing contact. She had the powerful urge to pull him back and entice him inside her again, because his withdrawal left a gaping chasm. Cold. Lonely. Extraordinary sensations that gripped her body and confused her mind.

      A second lantern flickered and died, and Carys jerked up. She had little time before all the lights extinguished and the smoke’s magic, hallucinogenic properties vanished, allowing Maximus to realize, should anyone pass by the circle, that they were invisible to the world.

      She caught sight of her gown lying some distance off. Her Roman reclined on the blanket, propped up on his elbows, watching her as a predator watched his prey.

      He clearly had no intention of collecting her gown for her. On hands and knees she crawled across the grass, aware of his intense gaze on her exposed buttocks. She gave an exaggerated wiggle of her hips and glanced over her shoulder to catch his reaction.

      His eyes clashed with hers. “Do that again.” His voice was eerily calm. “And see where it lands you.”

      The temptation to do just that was strong. But the watchful look on his face assured her that if she pushed, he would take. And she couldn’t afford to linger much longer.

      She crushed her disappointment. Safety was of paramount importance, and she wouldn’t allow herself to risk discovery through mindless lust.

      “I don’t wriggle to order,” she said instead, and grabbed her gown as Maximus made as if to rise. “No. There isn’t time.” She hastily pulled her gown over her head. Maximus remained on the blanket, but she could see every muscle tensed as if he was waiting for the slightest provocation to pounce.

      “You don’t appear to do anything to order.”

      She tugged her gown straight and threaded the ties at her breast.

      “Not when they’re given by a man.” She flashed him a teasing smile. Heat bloomed deep in the center of her being at the sardonic grin he tossed her way. As if he didn’t believe her but was prepared to indulge her fantasy.

      “You had best start learning how to obey orders given by this man.”

      She sat back on her heels, knowing she didn’t have time for such flirtations and yet unwilling to shatter the moment.

      “It’s possible,” she said, “I may make an exception in your case.”

      He laughed. She knew he hadn’t meant to, knew he was still angry with her for refusing to go with him. But still he laughed at her, as if he couldn’t help himself.
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      Two more lanterns gutted, and panic licked around the edge of her heart. She grabbed her bag, which was usually filled with dozens of medicinal herbs and lotions but tonight was used only for the lanterns and protective bluestones and certain feminine essentials.

      “Maximus, get dressed.” She shot him an anxious glance as she gathered up the dark lanterns and potent bluestones. “There are only a few moments left before all the flames die.”

      He didn’t move, and his gaze never left her. “Are you afraid of the dark, lady?”

      His question was so unexpected, she paused, an illicit shard of bluestone in hand. “No, not at all.” And it wasn’t completely dark. The moon gave plenty of illumination.

      He rose to his feet and she stared up at him, committing his magnificent body to memory. She barely flinched when a fifth lantern sputtered.

      “Yet you bathed us in light to keep back the night.” He sauntered toward her, naked and proud and clearly ready for her again. Her gut clenched with painful need. It was no longer safe. No matter how much she wanted to feel his hard body possess her again.

      “This is a lover’s circle.” It wasn’t a lie. It just wasn’t the entire truth.

      He crouched, picked up a dead lantern and handed it to her. As she took it, his fingers closed over hers. “I’ll ride with you back to your people.”

      “I can’t let you do that.” She didn’t try to pull away from him. Didn’t want to pull away from him. But she couldn’t allow him to accompany her to the sacred spiral either.

      “It wasn’t a question.”

      She stroked his roughened jaw with her free hand. “I’ll be perfectly safe, Maximus. I know these hills and valleys intimately. They are my friends.”

      He scowled, as if he considered such sentiments absurd.

      “You’re a woman. You shouldn’t be wandering the countryside alone at night.”

      She decided to try another angle. “If you accompany me, I’d be a traitor to my kin.” Her thumb grazed over his rigid jaw. The very fact he hadn’t instantly refuted her words proved he recognized her loyalty even while it displeased him.

      She sighed, as the conflicting emotions collided in her mind and ignited her body in a maelstrom of renewed desire. Her refusal on this point had little to do with him being a Roman. Even if she’d taken a man from one of the villages as her lover, she still could never have allowed him access to the sacred spiral.

      “So you intend for us only to ever meet here?”

      She didn’t want that either. But what choice did they have?

      “It’s better than never meeting at all.” At least, it was for her. She hoped he felt the same. His body certainly appeared to agree with her.

      His brow crinkled as if their conversation bemused him. Or perhaps he simply wasn’t used to making compromises. Especially not with a woman.

      That thought fluttered through her mind, disturbing her on a fundamental level. Did he truly see her as unworthy of such respect?

      “Your sense of honor irks me greatly.” He was still frowning and there was iron in his voice. Carys dared to stroke his hair with the palm of her hand and shivered with delight as the now-familiar sensation tickled across her flesh.

      He pulled from her reach with evident impatience. “Don’t start something that you have no intention of finishing.” He snatched up another lantern and pinched the guttering flame between thumb and forefinger before thrusting it into her open bag.

      “I’ll finish you in three nights.”

      “Assuming I’m prepared to wait that long.”

      Her heart thundered in her chest, outraged by the suggestion. She clutched the bluestone, unheeding how the jagged edges drew blood, scarcely able to believe he had uttered such a thing.

      “You would take another woman in the meantime?” How dare he even consider having another woman after the magical night they had just shared?

      And despite her limited personal experience she knew how well she had satisfied him.

      His lips curled as if he thought her amusing, but since that was impossible Carys could only assume the uneven illumination was playing tricks with her eyes.

      By the goddess, she would poke out the eyes of any woman who dared touch her Roman. She raised her fist, still clutching the sacred shard of bluestone.

      “Answer me!”

      There was no mistaking the self-satisfied smirk on his face now. Irrational anger pumped through her blood at the realization he was laughing at her. She knew she was being irrational, because why did it matter so much?

      He was only a man, and her enemy at that, whom she was using to satisfy her carnal longings. What he did when they weren’t together was of no consequence whatsoever.

      But still the anger bubbled in her veins. And if he dared vocalize his mirth, she would—she would hit him.

      “Does my little wood nymph have a temper?” His voice mocked her. “Does the thought of me pleasuring other women make you jealous?”

      She slammed her fist against his chest. It was as if she’d slammed her hand against pure granite.

      “Does the thought of me pleasuring other men make you jealous?”

      His grin vanished and he curled his fingers around her arms in an iron grip. “Don’t even jest about such things.” There was a deadly note to his voice. “I wouldn’t hesitate to disembowel any man who takes what is mine.”

      Her breath came in uneven gasps as she stared at his grim expression. Her white-hot fury curled up on itself and, within a blink, evaporated into the insane desire to giggle.

      “Nor I any woman.”

      Perhaps he heard the suppressed laughter in her voice, as his frown darkened further. But his grip on her arms lessened. He appeared thoroughly confused by her reactions, and she didn’t blame him since she was confused herself.

      All she knew was that the realization that he hated the thought of her being with another man made her hot and wet inside.

      “I can wait three nights.” His voice was gruff and he finally released her. “The image of you disemboweling another of your sex is more than enough to keep my cock to myself.”
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        * * *

      

      Early the following morning Carys stirred as dappled sunlight danced across her closed eyes. She pulled the blanket over her head, and couldn’t prevent the groan from escaping.

      She felt as if she had been trampled by a wild horse. Every muscle ached, every tendon pulled, her right hand felt as if it had been crushed by an avalanche and her pussy throbbed, raw and swollen.

      With a small grunt she gently fingered her tender flesh. Imagined Maximus fingering her, and, despite her discomfort, a smile of feminine satisfaction curved her lips.

      She had never felt so wondrously sexual before. Every particle of her body was branded by Maximus. She could feel him in her bones and smell him on her skin. Hear his masculine roar as his orgasm rocked them both to the stars.

      Now, at last, Carys understood that dreamy look in her mother’s eyes whenever she spoke of her father’s scorching touch.

      For a few indulgent moments she continued to tease her sensitive clit, luxuriating in the warm scent of sex and lust that bathed her body, clung to her clothes, and permeated the blankets. And then reality intruded.

      “So here you are.” Morwyn’s voice. Carys inched the blanket to her nose and squinted at the other woman, who was looking down at her with a barely suppressed smirk on her face.

      “I’m not yet ready to rise.” Carys began to cover her eyes again. She should have picked a shadier spot to sleep in last night. There were too many gaps in the tree canopy here. And did the warblers have to be so vociferous?

      Morwyn snorted with evident glee. “I can see that, Carys.” And then she settled herself at Carys’ head. “So tell me. Was he good?”

      Carys sighed in defeat. There was no point lying. She reeked of sex. “Very good.”

      Morwyn smiled with satisfaction. “It’s about time you found yourself a lover. The Morrigan will be appeased. There’s nothing as fulfilling as having a man’s cock buried inside you, now, is there?”

      Memories of Maximus filling her warmed her blood and caused her pulse to quicken. “No.” And then she felt the need to qualify. “Depending on who the man is.”

      “Yes.” Morwyn leaned in closer. “And who is he, Carys? One of ours?” Her dark eyes gleamed with curiosity.

      Carys pushed herself upright, with some difficulty since her muscles screamed in protest at the slightest movement. “No.”

      “I didn’t think so.” Morwyn twirled a long raven lock around her finger. “Although even if he was, the need for secrecy would still be prudent.”

      Carys couldn’t argue with that. Even before they had been forced to flee into the forest, Aeron’s possessiveness toward her was more than enough to quell any other man’s interest.

      Notwithstanding that he’d fucked around whenever the fancy took him, and she had severed their ties two years and five moons prior to their flight. He still appeared to imagine he retained rights over her, when the truth was he never had.

      “It’s easier if no one knows.” Carys leaned back against a tree and yawned. Sweet Cerridwen, but she was exhausted. “Then there’s less likelihood of him hearing a whisper.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.” Morwyn kissed the tips of her fingers to seal the promise. “Now, tell me how you met. Is it someone I know?”

      Carys dearly wanted to confide, but knew she never could. “He is newly arrived at the settlement around the Roman fortification.” Almost true. Not quite a lie.

      She could live with it.
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        * * *

      

      When Morwyn finally left, after having extracted enough erotic details to satisfy her probing questions and a promise to meet for morning tea when the shadows shortened, Carys examined her aching hand. Now she remembered why it hurt so much.

      She’d punched Maximus.

      Across the palm, dried blood streaked, and shock arrowed through her heart. The bluestone. Had she damaged it?

      Heart thundering in her ears, she dragged her bag over and carefully pulled out the soft leather pouch. After glancing around to ensure she was still alone in this part of the forest, she quickly examined the sacred stones.

      They appeared to be unharmed. With a relieved sigh she quickly slid them back into the pouch.

      Of course, if anyone did see the stones in her possession, they would assume they were merely ordinary bluestones. As such they commanded due respect for their spiritual significance, but these stones were far from ordinary.

      She had stolen them after the terrifying ceremony at the Feast of the Dead when Aeron had fused the powers bestowed by their immortals to invoke the sacred spiral.

      Carys stroked the leather pouch with humble reverence for its contents. Even now, seven moons later, she could scarcely understand why she had done such a thing. Yet she had felt compelled. As if the broken shards, scattered across the ground of the cromlech, had called to her.

      And perhaps they had. Without their protective magic, shielding her and Maximus from unexpected discovery, last night could not have occurred.

      Fingers clasped around the pouch, Carys hesitated. Did that mean the gods had foreseen and approved of her liaison?

      She wanted to believe it. And yet she wasn’t convinced. The Romans had invaded their country. Enslaved their people. How could their gods approve of anything but the utter destruction of the enemy?

      But she didn’t want to think about that. She thrust the pouch deep into her bag, and her fingers brushed against another leather pouch.

      Blood flooded her cheeks and her heart kicked against her ribs in shocked disbelief. How could she have forgotten something so fundamentally important?

      She dragged it from her bag, pulled it open and stared at the contents of her emergency pack of cleansing creams and special herbs. She had assumed that, after leaving Maximus, she’d come back here, bathe away the evidence of their liaison and prepare the preventative tea.

      Instead she’d been so exhausted all she’d managed was blessed oblivion.

      She couldn’t return to the cromlech and risk encountering Aeron in her current state. Dawn drifted over the valley, and she didn’t have much time before the risk of others finding her escalated.

      Ignoring the way her body protested, she sprinted to the nearby river.
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        * * *

      

      Carys found Morwyn at her favorite meditative spot some distance from Druantia’s oak grove.

      “Are you still going to the Cauldron?” Morwyn said as she placed two highly decorated cups on the ground.

      “Yes.” Carys shot her a glance as she sat beside her and began to prepare her herbs and bark for infusion. It was obvious Morwyn knew that Aeron had forbidden her. As if he had any right to forbid her to do anything when it concerned her personal goddess.

      “I’ve always thought it odd,” Morwyn said as she picked up the pot suspended over her small fire, “how the Cauldron was excluded from the protection of the sacred spiral.”

      Carys dropped her prepared herbs into her cup and picked up the dried bark. On that fateful night, as the shattering violet waves had radiated outward from the double circle of bluestones, it had never occurred to her that her beloved Cauldron wouldn’t be included.

      “I sometimes think Aeron deliberately eliminated the Cauldron from his protective spells.” She didn’t have any evidence, and her feelings were illogical. But she had never been able to shake them.

      Morwyn frowned as she poured the hot water into her own cup. “Not every Druid’s sacred place was enclosed, Carys.” She replaced the pot on its stand and dropped the protective handling cloth on the ground between them. Then she gave Carys a calculating look. “Although most were, certainly.”

      “And he expected me then, and expects me now, to simply abandon the holy spring.” She hadn’t believed him at first, because aside from the spring being Cerridwen’s sacred Cauldron of Wisdom, it was her own personal haven. She meditated there and practiced her training for endless hours. Felt safe and loved and, most of all, close to Cerridwen.

      “Then he will continue to expect in vain.” And Morwyn gave a little snort as if the thought of Aeron being crossed pleased her.

      Carys peeled a strip from her bark. “Although if the Cauldron had fallen within the protective circle, none of the villagers could have continued to meet me there.”

      Morwyn shrugged. “You’d have found another holy place, Carys.”

      Yes, she would. Although she was only an acolyte with barely ten years’ training, people trusted her with their health problems. For two years she’d been treating a growing circle of patients and she’d been furious when Aeron had assumed she could simply abandon them at a moment’s notice.

      A smug smile tugged at her lips as she recalled what else she’d done in her most beloved of places. Had Aeron enclosed the Cauldron, she could never have invited her Roman there.

      Luxuriating in the illicit glow warming her core, she made to drop the prepared bark into her cup. And paused. The herbs already there were arranged into the unmistakable shape of a womb, save for a few sprinkled pieces in the center.

      An eerie shiver chased along her arms. But perhaps it wasn’t so strange. Not when this preparation would clean out her own womb of Maximus’ potent seed.

      Yet still she hesitated.

      A flutter of darkness made her jerk up, and she sucked in a shocked breath as the raven landed less than a stone’s throw away. Symbolic of the Morrigan, in her guise as the War Goddess, the raven prophesied both devastation and regeneration. One black, glittering eye observed her, as if sizing her up, before it suddenly took to the air. Was this a sign that the goddess truly was appeased? Had her orgasm with Maximus been with the Morrigan’s blessing? Does this mean the Great Goddess will no longer disdain my existence?

      “Goddess save us.” Morwyn gripped her arm in a painful grasp, and Carys stared in transfixed silence as one black tail feather fluttered to land at her feet.

      The potent omen couldn’t be ignored. It foretold fertility and new life.

      Morwyn’s grip intensified. “War,” she whispered, staring at the feather in horror. “Death.”
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      Aeron stood by the stone altar, palms pressed against its cool surface, his hazel rod at his feet.

      He didn’t know how many hours he had remained in this position. Only that now, as glimpses of the future fluttered behind his closed eyes, other Druids approached.

      Anger stirred at the disruption, at the distortion in his visions. The cromlech was the center of the Druids’ spiritual connection with the gods, but it was more than that to him.

      Since the age of eight, when he’d received irrefutable proof via his bloody vision of his importance in the future of the world, the cromlech had become his own personal bastion of power.

      His hands fisted. The others would disperse when they saw he was engaged with the gods. They would assume he was communing with the mighty god of the Otherworld, Arawn. Or perhaps the warrior god Camulus or Taranis, god of thunder, as to ways of beating the Roman scum and bringing peace once more to the valleys.

      Contempt for his fellow Druids seared through his arteries and pounded in his mind. As a chosen acolyte of Arawn, he had always been a favored one of both Camulus and Taranis. But in the buried depths of his soul, he had long ago abandoned those weak deities. They were nothing when compared to the one true source of power that had spewed forth those insipid gods, which bound all life together and which had shown itself to him on the longest day of summer twenty-five years ago.

      His eyes snapped open. Morwyn emerged from the mouth of the great mound, and when she realized he looked her way, she gave an exaggerated swing to her hips.

      Revulsion curled his belly. He knew it wasn’t Morwyn herself who repulsed him. It was her calling. Whenever he looked at her, at the maiden aspect of the Morrigan, he saw only the wrinkled crone.

      A shudder crawled the length of his spine. Soon, the triple goddess would be relegated to her rightful position in the circle of existence.

      Crushed beneath his feet.

      He hooked a finger at Morwyn and, as he knew she would, she sauntered over, tossing her long black hair over her shoulder.

      “Good morn, Aeron.” She braced her hands on the altar, the disrespectful whore, and angled herself so he had a clear view of her ample cleavage.

      He offered her an icy smile, when all he really wanted was to swipe her undeserving hands from the sacred slab.

      But she was Carys’ special friend. And his major recourse for discovering what Carys did with her days. For almost fifteen years he’d nurtured the tenuous ability he possessed that enabled him to keep mental track of her whereabouts. It was a power he cherished; one many would covet had they known of its existence. A power that had unaccountably vanished the night he’d created the sacred spiral. Even now he couldn’t fathom how such a fundamental error had occurred, but one thing was certain. It had nothing to do with his flawless incantations that night.

      “I trust you weren’t troubled by disturbing dreams again?” He feigned interest, though he didn’t care whether Morwyn’s visions drove her insane or killed her. All that interested him was why Carys hadn’t returned to the mound last night. She’d never before slept out in the forest.

      “I slept like a babe.” Morwyn fluttered her eyelashes at him.

      He knew she lied. Currently she was fucking the brains out of Gawain, a fellow Druid, and whatever she may have done last night, sleep wouldn’t have been a major factor.

      “Have you seen Carys this morn?” He had never been a great one for small talk, and over the last few moons it had grown increasingly more difficult to converse with his inferiors.

      He didn’t have time for mindless chatter. Only information.

      Morwyn straightened, as if his question didn’t please her. “We shared tea and broke our fast.”

      Something in her manner alerted his senses. He leaned toward her across the altar.

      “And?” His voice was persuasive. He could be very persuasive when it suited.

      Her brow creased and she nibbled on her lower lip. He waited in silence for her to continue.

      “We were touched by the raven’s eye.”

      Shivers skittered across his skin as excitement tightened his chest. “You or Carys?” Of course Carys. Morwyn was nothing compared to Carys, in beauty, in power and in potential.

      Morwyn hugged her waist as if the recollection disturbed her. “The raven eyed Carys. But then, when he took to the wing, he dropped a tail feather at her feet.”

      Aeron’s heart stilled for one eternal moment, then slammed against his rib cage as the significance of the omen penetrated.

      “How did Carys react?” He kept his voice calm, but inside victory thundered. The raven, with its gift of prophecy, frequently inhabited his visions of bloodthirsty conquest, the bird and its flock picking over the broken carcasses of their slaughtered enemy.

      If the raven had singled out Carys for its token, then Aeron’s destiny was assured.

      In the midst of carnage, Carys and the fruit of her womb would belong to him.

      He no longer cared why she had slept outside last night. It had been a prelude to what had followed.

      “She didn’t.” Morwyn sounded confused by Carys’ reaction to the bird. “Aeron, I know what the raven portents. There’ll be more fighting and death before this is over, won’t there?”

      He forced himself to respond, to drag his lustful thoughts from once again possessing Carys’ body. Except the next time he did so, he would also possess her mind. Her soul.

      Her freedom.

      “This will never be over until the strait churns with Roman blood.”

      “Celtic blood also.” Morwyn’s whisper was filled with sorrow.

      Aeron drew back and folded his arms across his naked, blue-daubed chest. “The gods are with us, Morwyn. They’ll protect us against the heathen invaders.”
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        * * *

      

      Aeron gripped his hazel rod in frustration. After leaving Morwyn—who assured him she had not the faintest idea where Carys might be—he mentally searched all the holiest places within the vast confines of the sacred spiral, attempting to pick up a glimmer of her aura.

      But there was nothing. And while the severance of his spiritual connection to her meant he could no longer pinpoint her exact location, when he invoked the mighty power of Annwyn—a power that no other even imagined could be enslaved—he always knew whether or not she remained within his specified limits.

      The fucking bitch had defied him yet again.

      Rage filled his chest and compressed his heart at the knowledge she had escaped to her precious Cauldron.

      He didn’t care that she loved her Cauldron. He didn’t even care that she loved ministering to her fucking useless patients. What tore at his guts was the fact she thought nothing of disobeying his direct orders.

      Gritting his teeth, he glared around the cromlech. He had always known how attached she was to the sparkling spring in the hidden glade. She felt the same affinity there as he did with the cromlech.

      He understood. It was part of who Carys was, part of her mystical power that even now he could scarcely comprehend.

      Because of that, he had specifically enclosed the Cauldron of Cerridwen within the parameters of the sacred spiral. Then, he knew, Carys’ anger would be appeased at the enforced captivity. She wouldn’t be able to see her patients but at least her sanctuary would be eternally available for her meditations.

      And he would always know where he could find her.

      But the spiral had fallen short. The Cauldron was now outside his power. And Carys, alternating from one holy place to another during the course of a single day, could never be found when he wanted her.

      He reined in his smoldering fury. Patience. For twenty-five years he had waited for his time, and he was a master of patience. In less than three days, during the shortest night of the sacred wheel, the old gods would fall, the enemy would crumble, and his time would come.
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        * * *

      

      “Enter.”

      Maximus entered the Legatus Legionis’ office and saluted.

      “Primus.” The Legatus acknowledged him and then indicated he should sit. “I received communication from the Emperor yesterday. I’ve been promoted to provincial governor.”

      “Well deserved, sir.” And unsurprising. With only one Legion in this province it made sense to appoint the Legatus.

      The commander jerked his head in acceptance. “And Faustus has been reappointed to Rome.”

      Maximus remained silent. He knew what was coming.

      The Legatus leaned back in his chair and regarded Maximus through narrowed eyes. “That means the post of Tribunus Laticlavius is vacant.”

      “Sir.”

      “How old are you, Maximus?”

      The commander knew exactly how old he was, considering he was his father’s second cousin. “Twenty-seven, sir.”

      “Five years older than Faustus.”

      Again Maximus remained silent. It was an undisputed fact the commander’s nephew, Faustus, was indeed a full five years Maximus’ junior.

      The older man tapped one finger on his desk. “The Emperor has seen fit to promote you into the vacant position. Congratulations, Maximus.”

      “Thank you, sir.” He was now second-in-command of the Legion. A tight knot of pride glowed deep inside his chest, but he kept his features clear of any such expression.

      “Of course, if you’d gone about your career in the right way, you’d be looking toward your own quaestorship by now.” The Legatus gave him a dark scowl, which almost instantly broke into an approving grin. “You’re old to be appointed Tribunus, but what the fuck. Your experience makes up for it.”

      Nine years fighting his way up the centurion ranks more than made up for it. “Can I recommend my successor?”

      “I thought you might.”

      “Aquila.”

      “His record is impressive.” It was obvious the Legatus already had Aquila in mind for the position of the senior centurion. “Faustus is moving out within the next couple of days, so you can take over his quarters then.” A gleam lit the older man’s eye. “Now you’ve finally acquired a rank befitting your birth, I’ve no doubt you’ll soon also be acquiring a suitable Roman wife.”

      The thought held little appeal. He had no need of a wife. Not when he had his wood nymph.

      His groin tightened as he recalled the intense sexual pleasures of the previous night. He doubted a Roman girl of his patrician class could ever come close to satisfying him so thoroughly.

      “I’d rather not.” There was great feeling in those words.

      The Legatus laughed, as if Maximus had shared a great joke. “Most of us would rather not, boy. But the might of the Empire must flourish, and for that we need wives.”

      Maximus grunted. His Celt had made it very plain she wouldn’t share. Even now her vehemence had the power to stun. He’d never come across such passion from a woman before. A part of him couldn’t help thinking a lady of noble birth—there was no doubt his Celt was of noble birth—shouldn’t even consider such violence, let alone display it.

      But another part of him—the greater part—secretly basked in the knowledge she possessed the capacity to feel so strongly.

      “So long as you’re discreet, there is no need to give up your mistress.”

      “I don’t—” Maximus sucked in a breath and struggled not to scowl at the Legatus. This was what happened when commanding officers also happened to be relatives. They presumed.

      For most of his military career he’d been unencumbered by such familiarity. It was only after being transferred and promoted to the rank of Primus almost a year ago, directly under the command of his father’s second cousin, that he’d confronted such interference and tasted the accompanying nepotism firsthand.

      Tasted, and rebelled. The same way he’d rebelled at eighteen and enlisted as a bottom-rung centurion, instead of allowing his family connections to acquire him a tribune office, as his father’s consul rank demanded.

      The commander laughed. “Deny it if you wish, Maximus. But it’s your duty to produce legitimate heirs, and for that you need an advantageous marriage.” He shrugged. “Happens to us all. And you may strike lucky and be given a wife you learn to care for. Just don’t allow her to feel threatened by any mistress. That’s all.”
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        * * *

      

      Carys wrapped her arms around her knees and watched her last patient leave the Cauldron. Only two had visited this morn. One woman had come for her sister, whose pregnancy was causing her great sickness. And the other because she feared pregnancy and wanted to ensure such catastrophe wouldn’t come to pass.

      Carys hadn’t probed, but received the impression the potential father wasn’t the woman’s husband but a Roman.

      As she prepared the necessary concoction, and gave the distraught woman detailed instructions, her mind nibbled incessantly at her own fertility potential.

      Why did I tip the cleansing tea into the ground this morn?

      Maximus was virile. There was no doubt of that. Even now his seed could be implanting within her, drawing her blood to his, creating the first spark of new life.

      And instead of filling her with horror, the thought filled her with a strange, dreadful delight.

      If she was destined to have a child, then she wanted it to be her Roman’s. It would be something to remember him by, as if she would need reminding, when the time came for them to part.

      Carys knew that time would come. There was no future for them together. How could there be when he was a Roman and she not merely a Celt, but a Druid?

      Yet the raven had touched her with his prophetic eye and in that moment of clarity she had seen new life spring from the carnage of war.

      A warm, soothing ribbon of peace fluttered through her heart, settling her soul. She worshipped the wise Cerridwen. She believed in the truth of the raven’s foresight and, suddenly, despite every obstacle between her and Maximus, she had a certainty that, somehow, their destinies were inextricably entwined.

      And the only way that could possibly be, was if she conceived his child.

      Carys slipped through the narrow entrance between two massive oaks that marked the single passage into the sacred spiral. The wave of vertigo shimmered through her mind, as always, but vanished within a heartbeat.

      She leaned against a tree, shaded from the sun, and flexed her injured hand. There were a multitude of pain inhibitors she could take, but she would take nothing that might disrupt her body’s rhythm and potentially dislodge Maximus’ seed.

      “Carys?” The whisper floated in the air, and she swung round to see Morwyn, followed by Gawain leading two horses, emerge from deeper within the forest, both wearing dull, ragged cloaks over their richly decorated garments.

      “Are you going to the settlement?” It was an open secret that over the last few moons—since the Druids had realized their flight wasn’t transitional, that they weren’t making active plans to launch a covert assault on the occupying forces—more and more had begun to slip down to the settlement and assist their people in more unobtrusive ways.

      And for all his power, Aeron never appeared to see what was happening in front of his eyes. Sometimes Carys wondered whether he even knew many of the hamlets and villages were now dead and abandoned, their occupants having discovered more opportunities awaited them around the Roman fortification.

      Morwyn gave a brief nod, and then gave her a speculative look. “Why don’t you come with us?”
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      Carys didn’t bother to hide her surprise at being asked. No one had ever asked her before, and it wasn’t because they all knew Aeron considered her his private property and as such should never set foot outside the spiral’s boundary.

      “With these eyes?” She raised her brows in disbelief. No one ever forgot her mismatched eyes. And when Druids mingled so close to the enemy, the ability to blend into nothingness was essential.

      Morwyn waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Then keep your eyes lowered.” She nodded to the ancient blanket Carys held, which she used at the Cauldron for her patients to lie upon while being examined. “Use that to cover your head and gown.”

      Excitement surged through Carys, curling her stomach into knots, and sending shivers along her limbs. While she visited the spring every morning, it had never seriously occurred to her to venture into the heart of the enemy’s lair.

      No female Druid went there alone. And no Druid had ever wanted Carys to accompany them before, in case she drew unwanted attention.

      But now, with both Morwyn and Gawain, there was no reason for her not to visit the settlement. To see the finished fortification with her own eyes.

      And to seek out Maximus on his invaded turf.

      Morwyn smiled. “Precisely, Carys. He won’t be expecting you, and you can discover whatever you wish if you confront him in his home environment.”

      Carys shot Gawain a sharp glance. Curse Morwyn and her big mouth. She had promised to keep silent about Carys’ secret lover.

      As if she could once again read Carys’ mind, Morwyn threaded her fingers through Gawain’s.

      “Gawain swears silence also, Carys. Don’t worry.”

      “It’s time you broke free of Aeron’s hold,” Gawain said. Three years older than Morwyn, he was a fully trained Druid. Had the Romans not invaded, he’d now be responsible for the training of young acolytes gifted in truth and judgment.

      Instead his future, like all their futures, had been suspended in time within this sacred spiral. Forbidden to fight for their people’s freedom, and denied the freedom to settle claims of injustice.

      Gawain, Carys knew, had been one of the first Druids to defy Aeron’s edict of total isolation from their people.

      She could trust him.
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        * * *

      

      They took the hidden paths from the spiral, careful to leave no obvious trail that a sharp-eyed scout might discover, and wonder about, when such trail apparently led nowhere.

      Carys sucked in a shocked breath as the fortification finally came within sight. It was so much larger than she had imagined. Solid. Impenetrable. Made of stone as if the Romans intended never to leave, and positioned so warriors stationed in the turrets had an uninterrupted view across the countryside.

      “It’s as if they’ve been here for years.” Awe threaded her tone.

      “They don’t waste any time.” Gawain, astride the other horse behind Morwyn, sounded grim. “And the longer they remain, the deeper their poison sinks into the minds of our people.”

      Carys couldn’t argue with that. She noticed how her patients had dwindled over the last two or three moons. As if they were receiving medical advice elsewhere.

      Only the women hadn’t completely deserted her. Many still came when they were in need of another woman’s wisdom.

      Some distance from the settlement, they dismounted. The proud beauty of their horses disguised beneath layers of mud and debris, they led them into the town.

      Because it was a town. Carys had expected makeshift slums consisting entirely of ragged tents, but instead there were also many stone and timber dwellings, and more people crowded in one area than she had ever seen in her life before.

      Morwyn grasped her arm and pulled her to a halt. “Hide your jewelry and dagger. Don’t give any reason for the Roman bastards to glance twice in your direction.”

      Carys slid the earrings from her lobes, the bracelets from her wrists and the golden torque from her throat, and along with her distinctive Druid dagger buried them deep within her medicine bag.

      Gawain took the reins from her. “Your blanket is slipping.” He nodded to her head, and she hastily straightened the material as he thrust a stick into the ground and measured lengths of the shadow. “We’ll meet here.” He scrawled a line in the ground across the shadow, indicating how long before they left the settlement.

      That gave her plenty of time to explore. And while she might not find Maximus—since he was probably inside his fortification—at least she could learn more firsthand about how the Romans lived and how they treated her people, instead of relying on gossip and Aeron’s bitter diatribes.

      Morwyn took her hand, pulled her close. “I have newborns to bless, Carys.” Although she was but twenty-seven and not yet fully trained, Morwyn was the Druid closest to the Morrigan whom their people could now access.

      Carys glanced around. “I’ll be at the market.” It had been so long since she’d wandered through markets. Until this moment, she hadn’t realized how much she’d missed such a simple pleasure.

      Morwyn’s grip tightened, and Carys raised her eyebrows.

      “Carys, you’re not here to wander through the market.” Morwyn sounded exasperated. “Go find your lover. With him you’ll be safe. But whatever you do, don’t allow yourself to be accosted by any of the Roman scum.”

      “I’ve no intention of allowing myself to be so accosted.”

      Morwyn gave an impatient sigh. “Just stay away from them. The barbarians won’t think twice about abusing you.”

      “Even with this revolting blanket over my head and keeping my eyes to the ground?” When Morwyn began to scowl Carys patted her arm. “Very well. I promise not to go to that market.”

      Because she had noticed something of far more interest. The heavy gates to the fortification, which she could see even from this distance due to its elevated position, were open.

      And both civilians and military walked freely between those gates.
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        * * *

      

      Gripping the blanket beneath her chin, her heart pounding with a combination of exhilaration and terror, Carys entered the fortification. The path she trod was smooth, flat and unbelievably wide, and disappeared deep into the enemy camp.

      And yet how could this be called a camp? It was another town. A walled town with the famed Roman roads, stone buildings lining each side and a public market where both her people and soldiers thronged.

      She sucked in a deep breath. A tangled sensory overload assaulted her, of confined animals and compressed humans intermingled with the foreign scent of an occupying army.

      Belatedly she remembered she was supposed to remain inconspicuous. Standing in the middle of the road, with her head tilted to the sky and sniffing the intoxicating odors around her, was hardly the best way to achieve such an end.

      That was when she became aware of the three young Roman men leering at her. She hurriedly lowered her lashes and turned on her heel. Such modest behavior went against her nature, but she couldn’t risk drawing attention to herself. It would put all Druids at risk if soldiers arrested her within the perimeter of their stronghold.

      She decided to hide among the crowd milling around the market. And then a rough hand pulled the blanket from her head.

      “Told you she was a fucking Venus, didn’t I?” The same rough hand gripped her arm and pulled her round.

      Her heart stuttered against her ribs at the contact, her breath compressed within her lungs, and her palms, clenched into fists as she grasped the blanket, felt eerily clammy.

      Don’t look up. The demand pounded through her mind, and she stared fixedly at the man’s broad chest. So long as he didn’t see her strange eyes, he wouldn’t think her anything out of the ordinary. It was only her eyes that made her so memorable. All she had to do was keep her lids lowered, no matter what the provocation—

      “Look at that face.” Another one of them spoke, sounding faintly awed. “Like a Vestal Virgin.”

      The first one laughed and jerked her forward. Sweet Cerridwen, would no one intercept? She darted her glance to the people busy at the market, but no one appeared to be taking much notice.

      “I saw her first.” With that, he tore the blanket from her and tossed it aside. Dressed in her pale green gown with the intricate golden embroidery, she felt exposed. Naked. Vulnerable.

      “Fuck, I’m so hard I could take her right here on the street.” His coarse words appeared to amuse his friends, and sent an iced shiver of terror along Carys’ spine, freezing her churning stomach.

      She had been born into the chieftain class, where respect for her status was as natural as the air they all breathed.

      But not only was she a princess by virtue of her birth. She was also a powerful Druid in her own right, and she had never known a moment’s fear for her safety since to harm her was to dishonor Cerridwen herself.

      But that was before. When all she met worshipped their gods, abided by their laws, and afforded her the regard to which she was entitled.

      “Come on, my beauty.” He finally spoke in Celtic and, with his free hand, groped her breast. Without thinking, she swiped it away, repugnance and fear skittering through her blood as she glanced wildly around for means of escape.

      The only enemy she had encountered since the invasion before today was Maximus. And even though she’d expected death at his hands, her soul hadn’t reacted with such primeval terror at his touch.

      The men laughed as if her resistance afforded them great entertainment.

      “Little cat showed her claws,” said the first one, his hard fingers biting into the top of her arm. “We don’t mean to hurt you. We just want a bit of fun.”

      “Unhand me.” She spoke in Celtic, but to her intense shame her voice trembled. And still she kept her lids lowered when every particle of her being wished to glare into this bastard’s face while she gutted him with her dagger.

      Her dagger that, instead of being sheathed at her hip, lay uselessly buried within her medicine bag.

      A fatal error on her part.
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        * * *

      

      Once free from the Legatus’ interrogation concerning his private life, Maximus strolled through the market. The transportation of goods was becoming less hazardous by the day, since the natives ceased their ambushes and the roads ensured swift access from the ports.

      He glanced at the goods on offer. Finally luxuries were arriving that would please the officers’ wives and daughters who made little secret of how much they hated being stuck in an outlying province of the Empire.

      The jewelry glittered. He paused. His wood nymph liked jewelry. Closer examination proved the stones were merely colored glass, but the gold was real.

      He picked up a delicate bracelet and scrutinized the workmanship. Imagined decking her in his family’s emeralds and pearls, priceless pieces that would fade into insignificance beside her ethereal beauty.

      But he didn’t have immediate access to them. And he wanted to buy his woman a present. Seeing matching earrings, he bought them as well, and as he secured his purchases, safely wrapped in a pouch, onto his ornate belt, he wondered what Aquila would have made of it had he been around.

      As Maximus left the market to take the main road back to the barracks, his attention snagged on a group of loud-mouthed, jostling legionaries crowding around a girl. For a heartbeat he dismissed the scene, since it was a familiar occurrence. Girls were becoming more open to accepting attention from the soldiers now. It was always so. And yet something made him pause. Take a second look.

      Disbelief seared through his brain as he caught sight of the girl’s golden hair. Without conscious thought he swung on his heel and marched over, his conviction growing with every measured step.

      One of them swayed to the side and he saw her standing there, as silent as a statue of Venus. She was looking at the ground, as if the legionaries intimidated her.

      A cold black rage filled his mind, momentarily fogging his vision and stilling his stride. They would soon learn better than to even look at his woman, far less invade her personal space.

      Another picked up her length of braided hair and buried his nose in the unbound tresses. “Smells of nectar.”

      Maximus curled his fingers around his vine stick. Gods, did the dog know how close he was to losing that hand for daring to touch her?

      “I’ll wager her cunt tastes sweeter than any nectar,” said the third, and the rage surged from Maximus’ mind, chilling his arteries and swelling the cavity in his chest.

      He stepped beside her. She didn’t move a muscle, but the three legionaries drew back as one.

      “Sir,” said the one who’d manhandled her golden hair.

      He ignored the piece of shit and focused on the foul-mouthed cretin. Imagined ripping out his tongue and smashing his vocal cords for daring to so insult a lady.

      His lady.

      “Go.” His voice was even. Deadly. Two of the legionaries hastened to obey.

      The third began to grin. “Sir, we were just having some fun. The girl didn’t object, she was—”

      Maximus’ fist connected with flesh and bone, and the legionary was on his knees with a bloodied nose before he had time to react.

      “Did I give you leave to answer me?” Maximus’ voice was still even. He watched the legionary scramble to his feet. A fucking disgrace to his cohort, even if his cohort was one of the less prestigious ones.

      “No, sir.” The legionary stood ramrod straight, blood dripping over his lips and chin.

      Maximus reeled in the bloodlust raging through him, which demanded satisfaction worthy of the offense. And if he discovered this misbegotten maggot had physically assaulted his Celt, then a broken nose would be the least of his punishment.

      “Meet me after evening mess.” For answering back a superior officer, extra duties went without saying. Maximus would have him cleaning out the latrines for the next month, as well as doubling his training shifts.

      Finally he focused his attention on her. She still hadn’t moved, still didn’t look at him. He slid a finger beneath her chin and forced her head up, and a thread of unease slithered through his simmering rage.

      He knew his Celt was proud, was instinctively aware she’d hate him to witness any weakness. And if she hid her face because she cried, he would personally flog the legionary responsible.

      She glared up at him, her eyes sparkling jade and amethyst, but no tears streaked her flushed cheeks. His touch became more possessive, cupping her jaw, his thumb nudging the corner of her mutinous lips.

      She was here. She was safe. She was his. His head began to angle toward her, aching to savor those lips against his, to reassure himself she truly was uninjured.

      And she jerked back, severing contact. His jaw clenched, and his fury at how close she’d come to harm sizzled with renewed vigor.

      “What the fuck are you doing, walking around unprotected?” He ground the words at her in Latin, too incensed to bother with translation.

      The look of unadulterated loathing she gave him increased his temper.

      “Would you keep me under lock and key, Roman?” Her Latin dripped venom. “Is that how you treat your women? Lock them away or abuse them in public?”

      Mars help him, he would kill those useless turds who had accosted her and string their guts up for the crows.

      “This is an occupied land, Celt.” He fisted his hands to prevent himself from gripping her shoulders and giving her a thorough shake. Or perhaps he’d forgo the shaking and instead drag her into his arms and hold her close, safe within his protective embrace.

      “Yes. I know.” Every word a stinging condemnation.

      “Look at you.” He raked his gaze over her, from the top of her shining, golden head, to her full breasts that gave a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage, the dip of her waist, the curve of her hips. “It’s a wonder you had only three legionaries sniffing around you.”

      Something shifted in those mesmerizing eyes of hers. As if she didn’t fully understand his meaning.

      “I kept my eyes lowered.” She sounded oddly defensive. “I shouldn’t have drawn unwarranted attention. I don’t know why I did.”

      She didn’t know why? He could scarcely credit it. “Do you not possess a mirror, Celt?” Perhaps she didn’t. He would rectify that instantly. “Have you never looked at yourself in a still pool?”

      Her confusion vanished. “I was disguised.” Her voice was haughty, and she jerked her head to a crumpled blanket that lay in the dirt.

      Maximus curled his lip. “It would take more than that to disguise your beauty, lady.”

      And then she took a step toward him, as if she didn’t realize what she was doing. “I shouldn’t have to.” The words were a whisper that condemned all of Rome.

      Condemned him. But if he openly claimed her as his mistress, she wouldn’t have to hide at all. Because no other man would dare offend her by either look or word.

      “You must be aware of how you affect men.” Gods, he had only to think of her to become aroused. Any red-blooded man would be eager to part her thighs, brand her as his.

      She’d had men in the past. The thought corroded his pride. Twisted his guts. The image of her wrapped around anyone but him caused bile to rise.

      And yet she’d told him it had been three years since she last took a lover.

      Why?

      He would find out. And ensure she never entertained another but him.
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      Carys clenched her fists in a futile effort to stop her limbs from trembling. Part of her wanted to fling her arms around Maximus, to show him how grateful she was that he’d rescued her from multiple rapes.

      But another part of her, the part that was inextricably entwined with the core of who she was, what she was, boiled with resentment.

      She wasn’t a weak female. And yet that was how he saw her. How he expected her to see herself.

      “It doesn’t matter how I affect men.” She still spoke Latin, unwilling to allow any of her people to inadvertently overhear their conversation.

      Not that anyone was close enough. Were they being given a wide berth deliberately? And how much more conspicuous could they be, standing in the center of the road for anyone to observe?

      “It does when they don’t show you respect.” He still sounded angry. She couldn’t tell if the anger was directed at her or at his despicable soldiers.

      But she seized on his remark.

      “Your men”—she loaded that word with all the derision she could muster— “don’t know the meaning of the word respect.” She sucked in a shaky breath and hid her shaking hands in the folds of her gown. “I’ve never been treated so—so brutally.”

      An odd expression crossed his face, as if his anger had suddenly vanished. Instead he reminded her of a predator watching its prey, waiting for the chance to pounce.

      The analogy stung.

      “My lady.” His voice was gentle. As if he tried to soothe her. But she didn’t need soothing. Not from him. Because she had just experienced a slice of life, a slice of raw reality that her people had faced from the moment the Romans had invaded.

      While she, and the rest of her kin, had scurried like spineless cowards to the protection of the sacred spiral.

      “At least the men of my people don’t attempt rape on a crowded street.” Her voice was beginning to rise. She couldn’t help it. Sweet Cerridwen, don’t let me lose control.

      And she knew, even as she uttered the words, they were untrue. Some men raped. Some were caught. Punished.

      But even the most degenerate would never have dared touch Carys.

      Before.

      Would they now? Had her world changed so irrevocably that her former status meant nothing?

      No one had attempted to intercede while she was being molested. Had no one recognized her? Or had they simply looked the other way, unwilling to become involved with a Druid whose very existence might rain disaster upon their heads?

      Before she realized his intention, Maximus flung his arm around her shoulders, an iron embrace, and attempted to drag her along the road.

      She recoiled. “Are you mad?” Panic whipped through her, pounding against her temples. “If I’m seen with you—”

      “I believe half the populace has seen you with me.” But he released her, and then swiftly reclaimed her dusty blanket. “Walk forward. As if you have no choice in the matter.”

      Stunned that he appeared to have understood her reluctance for physical contact, she slowly obeyed.

      Because he was right. She had no choice. And if anyone saw her, they would know she had no choice.

      He adjusted his stride to accommodate hers. Carys stared resolutely ahead, but she saw the furtive glances in their direction. Noticed how other legionaries, and even centurions, reacted as they approached.

      She slid her Roman a surreptitious glance. He appeared oblivious. As if the deference was his right.

      Her stomach clenched with renewed nerves. She’d always known Maximus was a warrior who commanded respect.

      And yet, despite the long-ago lessons from her tutor on such matters, she knew almost nothing of the hierarchy of his Legion. In truth, it had scarcely crossed her mind, for what did she care about his rank?

      But now she had to face the fact that previously she’d managed to ignore. He wasn’t simply a fearless soldier who followed orders. He was an officer who issued them.

      “Here.” His command broke into her thoughts as he directed her from the main street into a side road that, by the look of it, housed the barracks.

      He pushed open the door to their left and waited for her to enter. The room was quite obviously used as a military base with a large desk at one end, a smaller table at the other, and detailed maps nailed to the walls.

      Carys shot the maps a second look. They were frighteningly detailed. Just how much longer could the Druids remain hidden within the spiral’s protection without the geographical anomalies raising suspicion?

      She dragged her attention from the maps as Maximus pulled out a chair. “Sit.”

      “No.” Carys straightened her already rigid spine. Even if every strained nerve welcomed the thought of collapsing into a chair, the last thing she intended was to obey any more of Maximus’ orders.

      His look was calculating. As if he guessed her thoughts. She tensed her muscles further, ignoring the way they ached in protest.

      She wasn’t one of his subordinates, and she refused to bow to his dominance. He could beat her as he beat his legionary, but she would still be his superior because she was a Druid and he was nothing but a barbarous, murderous invader.

      It curdled her stomach to admit that, perhaps, Aeron had been right when he’d told her no Roman could ever look upon her without wishing to fuck her before killing her.

      “My lady, please sit.” His voice was gentle, at odds with the granite planes of his face and the watchful look in his eye.

      She flicked him a resentful glance, then stiffly lowered herself onto the proffered chair.

      After a moment’s strained silence where he stared at her and she refused to meet his eyes, he turned and opened a chest. In her peripheral vision she watched him extract a pottery amphorae and goblet.

      As if she would drink anything he offered. She would take nothing he offered. Not now she’d been subjected to how the Roman scum abused those whose freedom they had crushed.

      Besides, she would never let Maximus see how badly her hands shook. She gripped her fingers tighter, and pressed her hands into her lap.

      He diluted the wine with water before crouching in front of her and handing her the goblet. “The wine will calm you.”

      She gave him her haughtiest look. “I don’t need calming, Roman. But I suggest some of your men need castrating.”

      And by the Morrigan she would wield the dagger herself.

      His jaw tensed. “Had they raped you, I would castrate them personally and force their balls down their throats.”

      The painful lump lodged in the center of her chest eased marginally. Just as all Druids were not the same, neither were all Romans.

      She took an unintentional sniff at the wine, and its rich bouquet snared her senses. Perhaps one small sip would steady her.

      As she took the goblet, Maximus wrapped his hands over hers. For a moment she considered protesting, but it was only her head that protested. Her wounded pride.

      Her heart and soul took comfort from the warmth of his fingers, the strength she knew those hands contained. And so she allowed him to lift the goblet to her lips and took a reviving sip of the deep amber wine.

      “How often do you come into the settlement?” His voice was neutral. It wasn’t a demand, just a question.

      “Today’s the first time.” She looked at him over the rim of the goblet and, despite everything, melted at those impossibly blue eyes. “I imagine it will also be my last.”

      There was no doubt it would be her last. Once Morwyn and Gawain discovered she had been marched off by a senior centurion—and they would discover it, too many people had witnessed her humiliation to keep such a thing hidden—they would think the worst.

      And whatever story she concocted when she saw them, nothing would change the fact she had been noticed. Just because she’d escaped the enemy this time didn’t mean she’d be so lucky a second time.

      There was no chance Morwyn or Gawain would risk letting her accompany them to the settlement again. And if today taught her nothing else, it was the brutal reality that she wasn’t safe walking through Roman-occupied territory.

      Maximus’ eyes darkened. “How could your father allow you to come into the settlement by yourself?”

      Carys decided to ignore his obvious implication that she required male permission before she went anywhere. “My father is dead.”

      Tension radiated from him, as if he instinctively knew her father’s death was linked to his beloved Rome.

      “I’m sorry.” The words sounded strange from his lips, as if he rarely uttered them. And the words he left unsaid hung heavy between them.

      She stared into the liquid gold of the wine, unsure of how she should respond. Part of her wanted to tell him about her father. And yet another part urged caution.

      Would she forever be torn between the logic of her brain and the feelings in her heart for this Roman?

      In the end her heart won with barely a skirmish. There was so much of herself she could never share with Maximus. Yet this, if she guarded her words, was something she could.

      “He died soon after the Roman Legion crossed the border into Cymru.”

      His hands tightened around hers, as if he thought she might follow her disclosure by tossing the contents of the goblet in his face. “I regret your loss.”

      An odd pain speared her heart. His forbidding expression told her more clearly than his stilted apologies that he expected her to hate him.

      She should hate him. The enemy of her people, the murderer of her father. Yet from the first moment she’d spied him beneath the waterfall her feelings for this Roman had been nothing short of treasonable.

      “We heard he fought bravely.” There was quiet pride in her voice. She had met her father infrequently as a small child, and that had been more than ten years ago, but although she didn’t love him the way she loved her mother, he was still blood of her blood.

      And he had been killed by the Romans. Perhaps even by Maximus’ own hand.

      Yes. She should hate him. Hate him with such virulence that she’d sooner take her own life than allow him to touch her. But she’d done more than allow him to touch her. She’d taken him inside her body, the first man she had independently chosen for such an honor, and more than that, she knew, in this strained echoing silence that drummed against her ears, she had taken him inside her heart.

      Maximus maintained eye contact. “You heard true, lady. They all fought bravely. And yet still I regret the loss of life. I wouldn’t wish to cause you pain intentionally.”

      “I know.” How strange to say that to her enemy. Yet she knew he meant his words, just as she meant hers. “It was a battle. You won.” It would always hurt, forever leave a scar on her soul, but hating Maximus could never change the past.

      Only the future.

      The eerie whisper shivered through her mind and she froze. The thought isn’t mine. Disbelief meshed with shock, momentarily paralyzing her. Sweet Cerridwen, was the goddess here with her now?

      And what did Cerridwen mean? That Carys should hate her enemy—or that she should not?

      “Had the Druids not driven the people wild with bloodlust, the carnage would have been greatly reduced.” Maximus’ grim voice rammed through her brain, shattering the tenuous connection with Cerridwen—yet there had been no connection after those cryptic words—forcing her back to the present.

      “The Druids?” Her tongue could barely articulate the words as dread trembled through her soul. Her father had been one of the greatest Druids in Cymru. It was the reason her mother had allowed her favorite lover’s seed to grow within her womb.

      Her father had led the revolt against the invading army. They’d received sporadic reports in the following weeks from spies and those who had escaped the slaughter. The bloodied accounts mirrored Aeron’s visions in spine-shuddering accuracy, adding to his already formidable authority.

      When he’d told them the time was upon them to seek the sanctuary the gods had offered, there had been little dissent. The gods favored Aeron. They would show him how to defeat the enemy once they were safely within the sacred spiral.

      And they were still waiting.

      Maximus took the goblet from her, placed it on his desk and then enclosed her chilled hands, as if he wanted to protect her from whatever words he next uttered.

      “We offered honorable surrender. The Druids refused to even contemplate our terms. They fought like creatures possessed.”

      A heavy weight expanded within her chest, hurting her lungs. Hurting her heart.

      “Is there such a thing as an honorable surrender?” Her father would never have surrendered. She may not have known him, but she knew of him. And her mother had chosen him because of his inspiring spiritual power, because of his incomparable beauty and because his courage, even as a boy, was legendary.

      “Yes.” Maximus’ blue eyes didn’t waver. He sounded completely sincere.

      She choked in a breath. “Would you have surrendered if the positions were reversed, Maximus?”

      His eyes flickered the merest degree. But it was enough, as if she’d needed evidence. Of course her brave Roman centurion would never have surrendered because, as for Druids, surrender was never an option.

      And then he honored her with the truth. “The Legion never surrenders, my lady.”
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