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      She falls for the wrong man – the warrior who’s taken her prisoner…

      

      After losing everything she’s ever loved, Morwyn, a Druid priestess, turns her back on her goddess and vows to fight the Romans invading her land. But before she can join up with the rebels, she’s captured by a tough Gaul mercenary.

      

      A soldier haunted by his brutal past…

      

      Bren, pledged to the true Briton king, has spent three years undercover in the Roman Legion. When his own unit attacks a fiery Celtic beauty, he saves her the only way he can – by claiming her as his prisoner. He knows he can’t trust her but, as her icy disdain thaws, her quick wit and infectious laugh lighten his blackened soul and he craves for the chance of a normal life–with her.

      

      A forbidden love that could devastate them both…

      

      Infuriated yet intrigued by her captor, Morwyn can’t help falling for his gruff charms and rare smile. He’s her enemy but he has honor and the longer they’re together the less she believes in his brutal reputation. He’s her Gaul, and in the black of night, in his arms, she dreams of a future together.

      But the wrath of a spurned goddess echoes through the land, and when betrayal rips them apart, Morwyn and Bren must face their deepest fears for the chance to survive in a fractured world.
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          SUMMER, AD51

        

      

    

    
      The forest was quiet. Too quiet. Her horse shifted in clear unease and Morwyn glanced at her three companions.

      “What do you see?” Einion’s voice was hushed.

      What did she see? Did they think her a seer, a tool of their cursed goddess, the Morrigan?

      She half expected an unearthly fire to consume her for her treacherous thoughts, but none did. She loosened her grip on the reins and took a deep breath.

      Her companions believed in her powers. It was the reason they’d left the Isle of Mon and ventured with her back into the occupied territories of their beloved Cymru.

      If she were successful in her quest to discover the heart of the rebellion, they would return to the Druid sanctuary and tell the others. She wasn’t the only one who longed to fight for freedom rather than hide in sacred groves dedicated to cowardly gods. And then a great army of Druids would join the displaced Briton king Caratacus, who was causing such disruption to the despised Roman Legions.

      “Caratacus is close.” She knew that, and it had nothing to do with visions from the gods. She no longer had visions. No matter what her fellow Druids might think. Her knowledge was based on information gleaned from those who had arrived on Mon over the last few moons, and her resolve to join the insurgents had strengthened when Gawain left the Isle to stand by the Catuvellauni king.

      A sharp pain speared through her breast, raw and savage, jagged with guilt, as she recalled Gawain. The man who had loved her. The man she had tried so hard to love in return, but never had.

      Because her heart had belonged to another.

      Her grip tightened on the reins. She would avenge Gawain’s death with the last breath in her lungs and the last drop of blood in her veins. He had loved her, and he deserved nothing less from her.

      She would never succumb as a slave of Rome. She’d rather a glorious death in the midst of battle, securing the freedom of her people.

      “How close?” Drustan, another young Druid and, like both Einion and Morcant, not yet fully trained, glanced around the edge of the glade as if expecting the Briton to miraculously appear before them.

      They expected her to proclaim a sign. She was the most senior Druid here, and yet even she hadn’t finished her training before the bloodied invasion had devastated their existence. But no older Druid from Mon had wanted to take the chance of returning to Cymru without solid, irrefutable proof of where, precisely, the Briton king commanded his rebels.

      No light summer breeze rustled the leaves on the looming trees. The air hung heavy and still as if waiting for the wheel of life to turn, to irretrievably alter her course forever.

      An eerie shiver inched along her spine and chills scuttled over her arms, raising the fine hairs. Instinctively she curled her fingers around the jewel-encrusted dagger secured at her waist. She no longer believed in her gods and no longer received their signs, and the only thing that was about to change was that Rome would discover her mistake in enslaving Cymru.

      Wind rushed, barely a handbreadth from her face, and Einion lurched from his horse, an arrow embedded in his throat. For one agonizing moment Morwyn froze as she watched him slide to the tangled undergrowth, shock glazing his dying eyes, before her warrior training and self-preservation kicked hard in her gut.

      She swung her horse around, rejecting her dagger in favor of her spear, as a handful of riders emerged from the concealing trees. This isn’t the way Romans fight. But she had no time to curse their tactics nor berate her lack of foresight as the forest erupted with Druid war cries, barbarian yells and the frenzied snorts and thundering of attacking horses.

      Sweat and blood and the stench of fear from animal and man drenched the air. They were outnumbered. But not outmatched. Morwyn drove her spear upward at an angle, pierced through the shapeless mail shirt worn by the enemy, and crimson pumped over his scale armor, staining man and beast and trampled forest floor.

      Savage satisfaction pounded through her veins as he opened his mouth in a silent scream. They would teach these Romans to ambush them, to take them by surprise, to—

      Her breath punched from her lungs as something slammed into her back, pushing her forward, dangerously close to impaling her breast on the blunt end of her spear. And then she was falling, with the loathsome weight on top of her, and she hit the ground with bone-splintering force.

      “Fucking barbarian bitch.” He hissed in Latin, his mouth by her ear as she tried not to suffocate on the churned and bloodied earth that pressed against her cheek and nose and mouth. “Teach you to respect your masters.”

      Muscles tensed as he ripped her gown from her neck, exposing her back to the elements and the accompanying jeers of the remainder of the enemy. Where were Drustan and Morcant? Had they perished? Was she the only one left?

      Nausea rolled through her stomach and clogged her throat. She was willing to die for her people, but she’d envisaged a great and glorious battle, not an insignificant skirmish. Not degradation and rape. Panic gripped her, paralyzing her reflexes.

      Don’t let them sense my weakness.

      She was a warrior, and she wouldn’t dishonor her people by begging for mercy. She blocked out the obscenities being thrown her way and stealthily reached for her dagger.
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        * * *

      

      Brennus rode through the forest, taking unseen paths and hidden tracks so there was no possibility of the Legion’s auxiliary exploratores discovering an unwary passage to the stronghold of the mighty Caratacus.

      If the Legion discovered who Bren truly was, even crucifixion would be considered too easy a death. But he had no intention of letting the Roman bastards discover his true identity. Not until it was too late for them to do anything about it.

      Not until their Roman blood drenched the earth and the conquered lands were free once again.

      Within moments of leaving the hidden enclave he heard the unmistakable sounds of battle ahead and pulled up short. He couldn’t be seen. By now, he should already be across the border on his way to the Roman headquarters at Camulodunon—Camulodunum—in Britain, one hundred and sixty miles to the east, to deliver a military dispatch. The dispatch he’d just smuggled to his king.

      Something drew him closer. Trees thinned, and he caught sight of the very exploratores he served with. The battle— such as it had been— was over. From the coarse comments it was clear a woman had been taken captive and they weren’t wasting any time before enjoying their spoils.

      His gut tightened with distaste. To preserve his deception he had, in the past, fought in the line of duty to Rome, even slaughtered compatriots. Sacrifice a few to ensure the freedom of many. War was a bitch and casualties a fact of life. Warriors knew the odds—defeat or victory.

      Today, that small band of Celtic warriors had paid the ultimate price.

      He jerked his horse around and prepared to head deeper into the forest. But fetid memories clawed through his soul and phantom screams of agony pierced his brain and shredded his heart. Mercy begged for and denied. Compassion trampled underfoot and the sour stench of spilled blood scorched his throat.

      Futile rage seared his veins and momentarily blinded his vision as the foul recollections scalded his reason. Within a moment he regained control, regained his senses, and against every logical, tactical instinct he urged his mount to the others.

      The woman might be a warrior trained for battle, but he still couldn’t stomach the thought of her being brutalized before butchered.

      So engrossed in humiliating their victim, not one of the scouts turned at his approach. A cursory glance disproved his earlier supposition, and a fresh wave of disgust roiled through his blood.

      These Celts were no warriors. They were traders.

      Dead traders.

      Bren dismounted and shoved the nearest man from his path.

      “Dunmacos,” the man said, using the hated name Bren had appropriated three torturous years ago. “Just in time for a turn with the Cambrian whore.”

      “After me,” Trogus grunted, as he hunched over the partially naked woman. “Turn over, bitch, or I’ll fuck your arse instead.”

      She wasn’t crying in fear, or begging for mercy. She was so silent for a moment Bren thought her already dead. Until he saw her fingers curl around the handle of her dagger.

      He thrust Trogus aside, dropped to his knees and gripped her wrist in a bone-crushing vise. If she used her weapon on the other man there would be no saving her. Instantly her face lifted from the dirt, and infuriated, dark eyes flashed at him.

      Something hard punched through his chest, as if he’d just ridden full pelt into a stone turret. Even covered in filth and blood the woman’s strong Celtic beauty glowed through, condemning him for daring to touch her. For denying her the satisfaction of using her dagger.

      “Get out the fucking way, Dunmacos.” Trogus gave the woman’s thigh a brutal kick, and she winced but still didn’t make a sound. Her eyes never left Bren’s. “You can go next, if I leave anything worth having.”

      He didn’t loosen his grip on her wrist. She didn’t loosen her hold on her dagger.

      “No.” He didn’t bother looking up at Trogus. “I claim this one. And in return I won’t advise the praefectus you attacked and murdered a group of traders.” Only then did he glance up and catch the furious gleam in Trogus’ lust-glazed eyes. “I never came across you.”

      Trogus hissed between clenched teeth, but there was nothing to discuss. Bren outranked him. Outranked all of the exploratores here. And that wasn’t all. The praefectus of their auxiliary unit trusted him.

      As much as any Roman would trust a foreigner.

      “Take her, then.” Trogus spat on the ground and looked as if he’d like to kick her again. Instead he flung Bren a smoldering glare as if something had just occurred to him. “What are you doing here?”

      “Dispatches. I’ll take the woman to warm my bed at nights.”

      “She’ll butcher you in your sleep.” The sneer Trogus arrowed his way suggested he’d very much like to witness such an occurrence. “We’ll take the goods as compensation. Unless you have any objection, Dunmacos?” It was a covert threat. Any other time Bren would have risen to the challenge but right now another challenge glared at him from the ground.

      Not that he’d let Trogus get away with such insolence entirely. “Take all but the woman’s personal items. I don’t want to have to purchase another gown for her.”

      As the scouting party rifled through the traders’ packs, Bren leaned over the woman and spoke in the local dialect.

      “Drop your dagger.”

      Beneath his fingers he felt her grip tighten, although he knew the pressure he exerted around her wrist was close to shattering bones. But she made no other movement, as if realizing that, for the moment, her best chance of unmolested survival was by lying low and remaining still.

      Within moments, the exploratores had claimed their spoils and were leading the riderless horses away, back to the garrison. With little effort he rolled the woman onto her back, holding her wrists above her head. It would be easy to break a bone, give her no choice but to abandon her dagger. How much more satisfying, though, should she decide to discard it of her own free will.

      “Drop your weapon, and I give you my word you’ll remain unharmed.”

      Her lips parted. Full, luscious. Inviting. Without warning, his cock pulsed, a sharp reminder of how long it had been since he’d taken a woman, how long it had been since he’d even enjoyed solitary relief.

      “Roman coward.” Her voice was breathless, her Latin accented but clearly educated. Enticing tendrils of luxuriant black hair escaped her braid and framed her dirt- and blood-smeared face. “Your word means nothing to me.”

      “I’m no Roman.” He answered her in the same language, bracing his weight on forearms and knees, trying yet failing to smother his unwelcome arousal. Gods, he wanted her. The contemptible need pounded through his arteries, vibrated against his temples. “I’m from Gaul.”

      Her lips curled back, exposing white, unbroken teeth. “Then you’re worse. A spineless mercenary for their gutless Emperor.”
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        * * *

      

      For a moment Morwyn thought she’d pushed him too far. His eyes, an extraordinary shade that reminded her of new leaves unfurling, glinted with danger and his fingers tightened around her tender wrists.

      But she wanted to push him too far. Wanted him to lose control, just for an instant, so she could plunge her dagger into his heart and escape this ignoble fate.

      Yet he made no further move to mortify her, his gaze roaming over her face as if he were memorizing every tiny detail.

      Her terror ebbed and it made no sense. Like the others who had attacked her he was her sworn enemy. A man intent on rape and humiliation. Yet he held her only to prevent her from inflicting a deadly injury.

      “Be wary.” His breath singed her lips but it wasn’t foul, wasn’t repulsive. “Such careless words can be mistaken for treason.”

      His green eyes scorched her. His muscular body pinned her helplessly against the undergrowth of the forest floor. She didn’t fear what this man might do to her, the way she had with his contemptible compatriots. Instead, a desperate, despicable part of her longed to feel the hardness of male strength as he took her violently, mindlessly, so she could forget, for a few fleeting moments, everything but exquisite physical pleasure.

      But she had sworn never to take another man again. Never again worship the goddess who had manipulated her loyalty, betrayed her trust, and scorned her love.

      The Morrigan could suffer her abstinence. Morwyn would honor her vow of celibacy, the vow she’d made the night her entire world had shattered.

      “I would never betray my people. Your Emperor doesn’t have my loyalty.”

      He closed the small distance between them, broad chest flattening her breasts, his chain mail serving only to accentuate every ragged breath he took.

      “Who are you, Celt?” There was command in the question and a spark of warning pierced through her tangled thoughts.

      She would succumb to no man. Would never bow before the invaders of her land. But if this Gallic bastard, a mercenary for Rome, didn’t mean to kill her outright, there was chance for escape.

      A chance that would vanish instantly should he discover her true origins.

      The Emperor hated Druids, afraid of the spiritual power they held over their people. Since that night, a full turn of the wheel ago, when the great goddess, the Morrigan, and Arawn, the lord of the Otherworld—when all their gods— had deserted them and they had fled to the Isle of Mon, his hatred had grown. Fractured reports had reached them of the merciless slayings. That was why when she and the others left Mon they hid their Druidry and disguised themselves as traders.

      Such subterfuge hadn’t saved the lives of Einion, Drustan or Morcant. But it might possibly extend hers.

      “You know what I am.”

      Silence, as if he contemplated her words. “Traders.” He paused and raked his eyes over her face. She held her breath, willing her pulses to slow, but if anything, they hammered more rapidly than before. Then he glanced above her head, at the exquisitely crafted gold bracelets that adorned her wrists. She hoped he had no idea of their true value. No trader could afford to wear such riches. Why did I insist on wearing them? “From where?”

      She flexed numb fingers around her dagger, then gripped it more securely when she felt his hold upon her wrist momentarily lighten. Her limbs were deadening but if he gave her the slenderest of opportunities, she wouldn’t hesitate to slash open his throat.

      “Why? So you can send your band of Gallic mercenaries to slaughter more innocents?”

      “No. So I can verify your words.”

      If she directed him to a nearby village, would he truly spend time discovering if she spoke the truth or not? She doubted it. He was delivering dispatches for the military. He’d told the filthy dogs who’d ambushed her he intended to use her to warm his bed during the journey.

      And he was alone. No, he wouldn’t waste time verifying her word when her word was of no account, when all he saw when he looked at her was a woman he could use for sexual satisfaction.

      “Two days’ ride west. I’ll tell you no more than that.”

      His eyes narrowed as if he didn’t believe her. “And where were you heading?”

      Her gaze didn’t waver. “To the new Roman fortification. The civilian settlement is always hungry for our goods.”

      From somewhere deeper in the forest a wood warbler’s shivering song shattered the taut silence. Before she realized his intention his forearm pinned hers securely to the ground, bringing the length of his body against hers. Heavy, masculine. How long had it been since she’d been crushed beneath a man, since she’d been held, touched, wanted?

      The grip around her wrist increased beyond endurance but still she held on, despite the stabbing pains, despite the way her vision flickered. He’d have to kill her before she relinquished the only weapon she possessed.

      With his free hand he prized her deadened fingers from the hilt of her dagger, and she could do nothing to stop him. His body enslaved her from ankles to thighs, hips to breasts, and now that he gripped her dagger, he released her throbbing wrist.

      She panted into his dark, foreign face. A face that wasn’t Roman, but beneath his helmet he had the hated Roman military hair. Short, stark. Nothing to grip in lust or fury.

      “What are you waiting for?” She flung the words at him in her own language. “Take me and have done with it.”

      Rape was abhorrent to her people. To their gods. And especially to the Morrigan. She’d endure his assault because there was nothing else she could do, but it would mean nothing. It wouldn’t touch her. Wouldn’t break her.

      I will not allow it to break me.

      And by the sacred blood of all her ancestors, she’d find a way to slaughter him afterward.

      For a long moment their eyes clashed. His cock seared her, despite the barrier of his tunic and her ruined gown before he raised himself onto his hands, his groin still melded with hers.

      Curse her despised gods, but how she would relish plunging her dagger into him, castrating him before ending his miserable, misbegotten existence.

      He rolled off her, kneeled beside her and contemplated her as if she were his own personal property. She refused to smooth down her crumpled gown or wipe her hair and filth from her face. Let him look long and hard at how his compatriots had mistreated her.

      “I’ve no intention of taking you in the open forest, Celt, when murder fills your eyes and where anyone could stumble upon us.” He raked his glance over her, and she gritted her teeth. “I’ll wait until you beg me.”
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      Ignoring the bone-deep ache in her wrist, she pushed herself upright. Beg him? She would sooner tear out her tongue than ever admit such a treacherous desire.

      “Since you have no use for me”—and the way his cock had burned her proved how much of a lie that was— “then let me go.”

      He stood up. She had to crane her neck to maintain eye contact, but it was all she could do for the moment. She didn’t yet trust her legs to support her. She’d rather remain seated on the ground than stumble to her knees before him.

      “Let you go?” He appeared to contemplate her words. “Alone, in occupied territory? I don’t think so.”

      Air hissed between her teeth. “I can take care of myself.”

      He didn’t reply. He didn’t have to. The disbelieving glance said enough.

      She flexed her fingers, blocking the pain of her abused wrist. She was so close to the heart of Caratacus’ resistance. She could feel the call of freedom vibrating in the air, enticing her, if only she could find the right path.

      And this Gaul intended to drag her with him to—wherever his cursed duty took him.

      Without warning he hunkered before her and she glowered into his face, ignoring without success the harsh line of his jaw and high, aristocratic cheekbones. In another lifetime, before the Romans had invaded Cymru, she might have looked twice at this warrior. Might have invited him into her bed and enjoyed his charms and battle-hard body.

      But now he was a creature of Rome. And no matter how she ached for fulfillment she would never lower herself so irredeemably as to slake her need with one such as this.

      Because I have no intention of ever slaking such need again.

      Of course she hadn’t. She had made a vow; she would honor that vow. It was no hardship. She was simply disorientated by the attack and this Gaul’s unexpected denial of his base urges.

      His arrogance.

      Yes, his arrogance. To assume she would ever beg for his touch. Crave his possession.

      “I don’t have time to return you to your village.” His voice punched her back to the present. “Or escort you to the garrison. And I won’t leave you here at the mercy of any passing legionary.”

      “It wasn’t a legionary who murdered my fellow Dru— traders.”

      Heat flared through her at her error, but he appeared unaware she had almost given herself away.

      “No. But on your own and in your current state, you’re fair game for any man wanting a rut.”

      She staggered to her feet, ropes of fire searing her thigh where the other filthy auxiliary had kicked her. “And you don’t want to rut?”

      He stood also and deliberately examined her dagger, as if it held great interest to him, before sheathing it beneath his chain mail. “I’m not that desperate.”

      Not that desperate? Pride snaked through her, stiffening her spine, momentarily obliterating the burning pain in her thigh and the throbbing ache of her ribs.

      “Then you have no reason to encumber yourself with my presence. I’ll return to my village and relay the bloody murder of my countrymen.”

      He shrugged as if he no longer wished to discuss the matter. “You’re coming with me whatever your personal thoughts on the matter. You have no horse, you can barely stand and, in case it’s escaped your notice, you no longer have any weapons.”

      No horse? She glanced wildly around, but the only mount nearby was the cursed Gaul’s.

      Her heart thudded against her bruised ribs, every beat an agony of pain and indecision. He was right. She could barely stand. There was no chance she could walk for any distance, certainly not back to Mon.

      But she couldn’t go with him. It was tantamount to accepting his authority, to accepting she’d been enslaved.

      His calloused fingers grazed her naked shoulder, where her gown had been torn from her, and she jerked back. She didn’t want his touch. Couldn’t take his touch. Not when a part of her wanted nothing more than his cursed touch.

      The Gaul’s jaw tightened as if he took offence at her response. “Get changed.” His voice was harsh. “Your things are there.” He nodded to her pack, which had been ripped open and the contents strewn across the forest floor.

      Next to the broken body of Drustan.

      Her stomach twisted and regret speared through her heart. It was her fault he was dead. Her fault they were all dead. If she hadn’t been so determined to seek out Caratacus and avenge Gawain, they would all still be safe on the Isle of Mon.

      Safe. Hiding from the enemy once again. The way they had hidden from the enemy before.

      The way she’d vowed she would never hide again.

      Swallowing the bitter taste of defeat, she hobbled over to the scattered items. She hoped they’d left her medicine bag intact. If she was going to escape, she needed to deaden the agony in her leg and the multitude of other aches and pains flaring across every particle of her body.

      And slip something into the Gaul’s waterskin. Something to incapacitate him so she could take his horse, equip herself with weapons and find the rebels.

      With a smothered groan she sank to her knees and began to gather her things. She heard the Gaul mutter an oath and stamp toward her. “Here.” He thrust one of her gowns into her arms. “You’ll have to forgo tending your wounds until we stop for the night.”

      Instantly she became aware of her exposed back, and heat rushed through her at the way she’d allowed him unfettered access to gloat over her battered flesh. She slung him a resentful glare but he missed it because he was snatching up her possessions from the ground as if they were a personal affront to his existence.

      For a fleeting moment an odd warmth wormed through her sore heart at his apparent thoughtfulness. And then reality returned.

      He wanted to hurry her along. So he could start his journey.

      She shuffled around so her back faced him and gingerly tugged the ruined gown from her shoulders before pulling the new one over her head. Curse the gods, her limbs were stiffening at an alarming rate. She’d have to poison him quickly, before they even left this forest, so she could find safety to rest before fatigue overwhelmed her.

      As she tossed her bloodied gown against a nearby tree, he once again hunkered before her, her pack clasped loosely in one large hand.

      “Are you ready? We have a long ride ahead before the first inn.”

      His words might have extended sympathy, if his voice wasn’t so hard and his expression so impassive. But she didn’t want his sympathy.

      Only a modicum of trust so she could overpower him with her herbal magic.

      “Yes.” She glanced at her fallen Druids. “But aren’t we going to prepare them for their journey onward?” She may have lost faith, but her companions deserved their rightful ceremonies. And while she was preparing the sacred ritual, she’d find a way to contaminate the Gaul’s supplies.

      “No.” His response was as uncompromising as it was unexpected. She stared at him in disbelief. He might be a Gaul, but he was still of Celtic blood, and unless prevented by battle they never left their dead kin to the mercy of carrion crows.

      “No?” Had she misunderstood?

      He gave an impatient sigh. “I’ve no time for this. Their gods will grant them safe passage for so honorable a death.”

      “Honorable?” She snatched her pack from him and rifled through it, searching for her supplies of herbs and roots. “They hid behind trees. That’s not the Roman way.”

      “No, it’s the Gaul way.” He held an intricately embroidered bag in front of her nose. “I’ll take care of this. I don’t trust you not to attempt to poison me as soon as my back’s turned.”

      She refused to give him the satisfaction of responding. And since her options were severely limited, she’d pretend subservience, wait until he lowered his guard and then revert to her original plan.

      “Where are you going?” Her voice sounded haughty even to her own ears. But she’d never been a slave. Never deferred to any but senior Druids. If she wanted to fool this Gaul, she’d have to try harder than that.

      But she still couldn’t help glaring. He’d have to be a village simpleton not to guess her true feelings toward him.

      He eyed her, as if weighing whether she deserved an answer or not.

      “Camulodunon. It’s three days’ hard ride from here, and I can’t afford a slower pace to accommodate you.”

      Camulodunon. Her seething resentment against her captor vaporized as prickles of shocked excitement skittered through her blood.

      Reports had reached them on Mon that their beloved princess, Morwyn’s dearest friend, had escaped the Emperor’s wrath and migrated to the prosperous Roman town.

      She’d never thought to see Carys again. Had accepted their lives had splintered and their paths were no longer destined to cross.

      Anticipation bubbled deep in the pit of her stomach. This could well be her only chance of traveling to Camulodunon. Once there, surely she could hunt down her friend and discover how she was. Perhaps even persuade her to return to Cymru and fight beside the Briton king?

      Half-formed plans of escaping the Gaul fragmented. She’d use him to give her safe passage to Camulodunon. Once there, she could lose him, find Carys and heal her own injuries. She might even uncover information useful to the rebellion.

      If she still believed in such things, it was almost as if the gods were conspiring to bring them together again. But she didn’t believe in her gods. When her people had needed their protection the most, they deserted them. And in their vindictiveness, they had turned on the very ones they were meant to defend, leaving them vulnerable to the encroaching Roman Legions who now swarmed across her beloved land.

      An odd sensation of loss whispered through her soul, sending chills across her arms and an accompanying ache deep in her breast. She needed to speak to someone who understood her lack of faith.

      And who better than Carys, who’d turned her back on the Morrigan before Morwyn even conceived of the goddess’ fallibility?

      “Whatever you’re planning,” the Gaul said, “you can forget it. Can you stand?”

      She ignored his outstretched hand and pushed herself upright. Flames ate through her thigh and clawed into her hip. She dug her teeth into her lower lip and hunched her shoulders in an effort to contain the hiss of pain that threatened to escape. Nothing was broken. Her muscles were only badly bruised. In a day or so her leg would once again support her full weight.

      She’d be fully mobile by the time they reached the town. She’d make sure of it.

      And then something occurred to her that twisted all her plans inside out. “Do you intend to take me all the way to Camulodunon?” Or murder her on the way, after she’d served her purpose?

      “Yes.” His response was uncompromising, as if he expected her to argue the fact. He took her pack from her and secured it to his horse. “And if you don’t cause me too much grief, I’ll bring you back again. Allow you to find your people.”

      “Noble of you.” The words were out before she could prevent them, and she ignored the dark look he slung her way. She gritted her teeth as she limped toward his mount. She didn’t want to antagonize him now, not when he was taking her where she wanted to go. But if he insisted on displaying such arrogance, who could blame her for responding?

      “On the other hand I may decide to keep you indefinitely.” His smile was anything but friendly. “What’s your name?”

      She sucked in a deep breath. She needed him so she had a chance of finding Carys. No matter what he said to her, all she had to remember was as soon as they reached Camulodunon she was free. If telling him her name lulled him into a false sense of believing she was willing to obey his every command, it was a very small thing to offer.

      “Morwyn.”

      He maneuvered the horse so it stood next to a fallen log, giving her easier access. At least it would have been easier, had she been able to risk putting all her weight on her injured leg. She hovered for a moment, unwilling to ask for his help and yet knowing she had to.

      “You can call me—”

      “Yes, I know. Dunmacos.” She spat the name at him. Curse the gods, could she not learn to hold her tongue? Before he had the chance to respond, and judging by his icy glare he certainly intended to respond, she temporarily smothered her wounded pride. “I fear I require assistance.”

      Without a word he mounted his horse and then hauled her onto the padded leather seat as if she weighed nothing. She suppressed the flicker of awe at his strength, because it was nothing to admire. It meant he was in prime condition. Less likely to give up searching for her when she escaped, if such escape angered him sufficiently.

      His hard, muscled arms snaked around her, resting against the tops of her thighs. She tried to keep her gaze straight ahead but couldn’t help glancing with depraved fascination at the deep scars on his forearms and battle-worn fingers as they loosely held the leather reins.

      “Get comfortable.” His chain mail grazed her back and she jerked forward, straightening her spine even farther in an attempt to keep some distance between them.

      It was bad enough his slightest touch caused forbidden lust to rage through her blood. Hard enough to accept she found every part of his body irritatingly intriguing. She certainly didn’t want to risk leaning against his chest. Her body would likely puddle with frustrated longing.

      She was under no illusion that once they stopped for the night, once she was no longer covered in filth and blood, he’d take her. What galled her was that the knowledge didn’t fill her with disgust or terror.

      But what did it matter how she felt? Until they reached Camulodunon, she was his captive. She could fight the inevitable or she could use it to her advantage. Pretend to succumb, to enjoy his touch. Allay his suspicions that she wanted only to run her spear through his foul heart.

      She’d taken an oath to never enjoy another lover. Partly because she’d been so devastated over the discovery that Aeron, the only man she’d ever loved, was a traitor to their people and partly out of a sense of obscure respect for Gawain’s memory.

      But mostly she’d taken the vow as vengeance against the Morrigan. The goddess who demanded her children should never deny the exquisite gift of sexual pleasures she had bestowed upon them.

      As the Gaul urged the horse forward, blood heated her face, spread across her breast and pooled between her thighs. She could delude herself as much as she liked but the truth was plain. She wanted the Gaul. There was no doubt he would claim her that night.

      He was an enemy of her people. To enjoy his touch was paramount to treason. The Morrigan would rage at the indignity. Curse at the corruption of her decree.

      Her temples pounded and she gripped the wooden-framed saddle to keep her balance as the perfect solution unfolded in her mind like dark, loathsome petals. She could enjoy the Gaul and still keep her vow. Because to willingly embrace the oppressor of Cymru would infuriate Aeron’s evil soul, not touch Gawain’s uneasy rest and most of all incense the Morrigan beyond endurance.
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      Trogus was still battling a black rage and an unrelenting erection as he and the other four exploratores entered the garrison, leading the traders’ horses. He wasn’t due any leave for days, so visiting a local whore was out. And unless he managed to drag a passing slave girl into a dark corner and slake his lust, all he had to look forward to was self-gratification.

      Again.

      Fucking Dunmacos. Shoving his nose where it wasn’t wanted. Trogus couldn’t even report him, since that would result in the bastard informing the praefectus that they’d attacked a group of traders.

      Fucking stupid law. Who gave a shit if a few more Cambrians perished? As far as he was concerned they were all fair game. Being posted to this barbaric province after the exotic splendors of the East was intolerable. Why shouldn’t they avail themselves of a few luxuries when opportunity arose?

      The horses they’d have to give up to the Legion, but the enameled bridles, jewel-encrusted daggers and other various goods would fetch a good price on the black market.

      But he’d coveted the dark-haired woman. The bitch who’d murdered his fellow tribesman. If Dunmacos didn’t kill or sell her before returning, then by the gods Trogus would find a way to have her.

      And make her pay.

      So intent on the many and varied ways he intended to make the Cambrian whore pay for depriving him of both quenching his lust and the company of a man he’d considered a friend, he scarcely acknowledged the greeting of an approaching auxiliary.

      Until the other man stopped in front of him and gripped hold of the metal bridle, blocking his path.

      “Trogus. You serve with Dunmacos, don’t you?”

      Trogus shifted on the saddle, trying to ease the frustration pounding through his cock. “What of it?”

      The auxiliary nodded at his silent companion. “Gervas is blood kin. He arrived with the new contingent from Carthage this morn.”

      Trogus hid his disgust. Dunmacos was bad enough, but another of his kin in the same garrison was pushing sanity.

      “Dunmacos is on dispatches.” He wondered if that was common knowledge. “I believe.”

      Gervas stepped forward. Despite the advantage of still being mounted, a chill slithered along Trogus’ spine. Bastard looked even meaner than Dunmacos.

      “It’ll be good to see my cousin again.” Gervas’ pale blue eyes bored into Trogus’, and he resisted the urge to look away, despite the understated aura of menace that radiated from the other man. “I weary of following his progress through reputation alone.”

      Trogus grunted in grudging assent. Dunmacos’ reputation was certainly admirable and the reason why Trogus took his shit. He had no desire to be facing the wrong end of the other Gaul’s sword.

      “If my sources are true and he’s on dispatches, you’ll see him again before the week ends.”

      Gervas’ fingers idly stroked the handle of his sword. “I look forward to it.”
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      Although he wasn’t holding shield or sword, through sheer habit Bren used leg control to guide his horse along the wide Roman highway. It had nothing to do with being unwilling to move his hands from Morwyn’s firm thighs.

      He glanced down at her head. Her hair was tousled, matted with dried earth and crushed grasses, and he resisted the impulse to unbraid her plait and use his fingers to unsnarl her tangles.

      Gods. Briefly he closed his eyes. What had he been thinking to drag her with him? But what else could he have done—left her there, alone and defenseless?

      If Trogus had returned, her life would be forfeit. And even if she escaped the other auxiliary’s wrath, the forests and mountains were swarming with legionaries far from home who wouldn’t think twice about using a lone Cambrian woman for their own barbaric pleasure.

      Isn’t that what I intend?

      He’d done many unpalatable things in his life. Taking a woman by force, even if that woman happened to be an enemy, wasn’t one of them.

      And Morwyn wasn’t his enemy, no matter what she thought. Would she put up much resistance if he demanded her compliance? Had he imagined the way her lush body had molded against his as he’d pinned her to the forest floor?

      He let out a measured breath and forced the memory aside. Now wasn’t the time to start with the erotic fantasies. He was behind schedule, his progress inevitably hampered by his unexpected traveling companion, and needed to make up the miles before they could rest this night.

      Much as it galled him to admit, the graveled highway certainly improved the speed of travel. Unfortunately, it also made troop movement easier from one side of Britain to the other.

      But the rebels had no intention of fighting the Romans in the open countryside. Their strength lay in their knowledge of the land, the ability to melt into the forests and mountains. They’d weary the Legions with incessant attacks, demoralize their ranks and insidiously spread the rot from within.

      Gaul, the homeland of his father’s ancestors, had finally succumbed to Roman dominance during his great-grandfather’s lifetime.

      Eight years ago, the first Legion contaminated Briton soil, the birthplace of his mother’s lineage. But it had been another three years before he’d taken heed of her kin’s call for rebellion.

      Two years later he’d buried his old life. But when they triumphed over their enemies, as they would, what then? He’d no longer be Dunmacos. Would no longer need to pretend an allegiance that turned his gut with disgust.

      He’d be free to return to his previous existence. Except there was nothing left for him to return to.

      At the first post house he pulled over to change horses.

      “Need any help?” He wondered if the woman was exaggerating the extent of her injuries, in an attempt to lower his guard. It wouldn’t work.

      She pressed her lips together and swung her leg over. “No, thank you.” She took her time reaching the ground and then swayed as if momentarily disorientated. “Are we stopping to eat?”

      He unhitched the saddle packs as a young boy ran from the stables to assist.

      “No.” When was the last time she’d eaten? He turned to the boy. “We’ll take bread and dates with us.” He had military rations but why use those when fresh food was available?

      Morwyn heaved a sigh and he glanced at her. She was looking at the timber-built post house with its flint courtyard as if she’d never seen anything like it before. She probably hadn’t. It had been constructed for use by the Emperor’s Imperial Post, and the only reason they could travel this way was because he’d been granted a special permit from the garrison’s commander.

      “Do you make this journey often?” She limped over to him and he glared at the way her eye had swollen shut since they’d left the forest. It looked as if she’d been punched in the face.

      “Rarely.” But he knew Camulodunon well. In his youth he’d spent a great deal of time in the ancient Briton town, before the Romans had invaded.

      It was different now. No longer the place that resided in his memories. But beneath the gaudy Roman veneer it was still the birthplace of his maternal blood kin.

      He jerked his head at the building in silent command, and with a dark, sideways glance she obeyed.

      “The Romans must think highly of you if they trust you with their secrets.” The way she said it left no doubt that she wasn’t offering him a compliment.

      “They do.” Not enough to ordinarily trust him with such a mission. These top-level dispatches were usually entrusted only to Roman officers of the cavalry, not foreign auxiliaries, no matter how impressive their equine skills.

      It had not been without risk of discovery, but his persistent contamination of the food chain had finally borne fruit, and dozens of legionaries were convinced Charon waited in the shadows to ferry them across their cursed Styx. Added to the usual numbers of injured and sick, the Legion was severely undermanned. And so he, because of Dunmacos’ reputation from the past and his own actions in the present, had been given the honor.

      He swiftly dealt with the formalities of changing horses and didn’t miss the furtive glances the post house master shot Morwyn’s way. It was obvious he thought Bren responsible for the woman’s battered state.

      Another outrage to add to Dunmacos’ foul reputation. Gods, he loathed the man, even though the man had been dead these last three years. The identity he’d assumed clung to him like a cloud of putrid flies. Sometimes he doubted he’d ever be able to scrub the residue from his soul.

      When the fresh horse was ready he once again mounted first and hauled Morwyn up in front, her fingers strong as they gripped his arm, her luscious lips compressed in uncompromising disapproval.

      And once again she held herself rigid and proud, as if his slightest touch repelled her.

      He dumped the bundle of bread and dates between her thighs and she stiffened further, as if he’d attempted to grope her. Irritation, edged with raw lust, knifed low in his gut. He’d told her he wouldn’t touch her unless she wanted him to. But then, why should she believe him, when she thought him a traitor to his own people?

      “Eat.” It was a harsh command. “There’ll be nothing else until we stop for the night.”
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        * * *

      

      Morwyn gripped the saddle with both hands and gritted her teeth. How much longer did this barbarian intend them to travel? The sun was sinking on the horizon, and she was in sore need to relieve herself. But she’d rather bite off her tongue than confess to such weakness.

      Twice they’d changed horses since leaving the forest. He’d scarcely uttered two words to her. Not that she wanted to converse with him. But curse the gods, she would do almost anything to abandon riding and rest her head for the night.

      Except before she could rest, she would have to submit to his bestial cravings. Anticipation shivered through her and dampened her sensitive core. Her fingers dug more securely into the timber-framed saddle, and she glared at the handful of circular wattle-and-daub huts in a village some distance from the newly constructed Roman road.

      She would enjoy multiple orgasms this night with the enemy of her people. And each one would be a spear through the heart of the Morrigan. Each one mock the twisted soul of Aeron.

      Gawain would never know.

      The Briton village receded and up ahead she saw Roman-built dwellings, and relief washed through her as she felt the horse slow. Her spine was fit to splinter. How often during this interminable journey had she battled against the desire to relax her muscles and sink back against the Gaul’s unyielding chest?

      As he pulled up outside the largest building she slashed her treacherous thoughts. She would have him. But she would never show him the slightest weakness. An enemy used vulnerability for his own gain.

      Limbs stiff to the point of inflexibility, she allowed him to help her dismount. His hands were surprisingly gentle, as if he guessed her fatigue. Instantly she straightened, ignoring the way her bones burned in protest, and shot him a sharp glance.

      For a moment she imagined she saw an oddly brooding expression in his green eyes, as if he regretted making her ride so hard without first tending her injuries. But then he turned away, barked orders at a terrified-looking boy, and marched into the building.

      After a brief hesitation she followed him. There wasn’t any place else she could go. But still that odd look haunted her, burying inside her brain as if trying to show her something of infinite importance.

      Whispers drifted through her mind, but they made no sense. Impatiently she knocked them aside, dismissed them.

      Yet still they lingered. Insistent and intruding. An intriguing, if impossible, supposition.

      I am the Gaul’s vulnerability.
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      The inside of this Roman dwelling was, like the previous two they’d stopped at, constructed from timber and stone, and the walls were straight like their roads, not curved like the Briton roundhouses. But it was larger, different, and she was reminded of the taverns and brothels that had sprung up around the Roman fortifications in her beloved Cymru.

      The Gaul—she couldn’t bring herself to use his name, even inside her own mind, as if that would somehow diminish the extent of his enmity—was talking to the innkeeper. Morwyn walked as regally as she could manage across the stone floor toward them. She was no slave to remain in the background. No meek Roman matron who hovered behind her master. Only when she reached the Gaul’s side did she remember her plan to show subservience in order to make him lower his guard around her.

      Too late now. Not that he appeared to notice her. He was too busy issuing commands of the innkeeper, who, after one swift glance at her, riveted his attention on the Gaul.

      “And make sure the water’s hot,” he said in Latin, by way of dismissal, and the innkeeper all but bowed in his anxiety to assure him the water would, most certainly, be hot.

      Morwyn clutched her gown and fisted her fingers in the soft fabric. She couldn’t think of water. Anything but water. And she could no longer deny her need. She’d have to ask.

      “This way.” The Gaul barely glanced at her. “The inn has private latrines.”

      She hobbled after him, no longer able to keep up her haughty pretense, but since he wasn’t looking at her that didn’t matter. They bypassed the tavern where drunken men groped half-clad, dull-eyed girls, and went to the back of the building where he led her into a side room.

      She pulled up short and stared at the long bench, with its six openings cut into the timber seat. Affront bubbled deep in her gut, which served only to aggravate her pressing need further.

      “I don’t use Roman conveniences.” She emphasized the word so he would be in no doubt as to her opinion of such foreign intrusions.

      He shrugged and finally looked at her. His face was all hard lines and uncompromising angles and again his eyes fascinated her, in a way nothing about him should fascinate her.

      “Suit yourself.” He planted himself down. “It’s here or nowhere. You’re not going outside.”

      She glared at him, then flung a withering look at the nearest opening. It looked . . . disgusting.

      “I refuse to sit on something countless others have placed their naked arses upon.” She curled her toes and couldn’t prevent swaying. “It’s unclean.”

      “Then squat.”

      Bastard. She hiked up her gown and angled herself over the loathsome hole.

      “I suppose you prefer this barbaric method, do you?” She tossed him a resentful glance and struggled to keep her balance with her protesting muscles. Ah. The relief shimmered through like countless minuscule orgasms. Bliss.

      “In truth? Yes. I find it preferable to digging my own hole.”

      Curse the gods, was he laughing at her? Or was she imagining that annoying quirk to his lips? As if he found her predicament amusing?

      “I, on the other hand,” she said with more hauteur than her current position warranted, “prefer the sanctified rituals of my ancestors.”

      She almost lost her precarious balance when his lips jerked into a definite grin. It vanished within an instant, as if it had crept upon him unawares, but gods. What a difference it made to his harsh features. For one oddly lingering moment she wished she could extend that lightening of his countenance; wipe the ingrained lines from his brow and the grim set to his mouth.

      Before she had the chance to digest such treacherous thoughts, a man stumbled into the room, obviously a Briton by his hair and clothing. His lecherous leer floundered when she turned to him, and then the Gaul was on his feet, in front of her, shielding her from the other’s eyesight.

      Unsure what to make of that, she shot a scandalized glance at the sponge on a stick, which was clearly designed as some kind of cleaning device, and shuddered in horror.

      “I’m finished.” She stepped forward and he instantly moved out of her way as if physical contact with her was the last thing he wanted. Probably because she was still covered in the residue of her earlier battle. Well, if he allowed her outside, she could find a stream, couldn’t she, and cleanse herself? Because did he really imagine she enjoyed being covered in dried blood and gore from her enemies?

      The Briton muttered something under his breath, the only words she caught being whore and fucking Gauls.

      “You,” the Gaul said in a strangely quiet voice, “shut your fucking mouth.” And then he smashed his fist into the Briton’s face, sending him sprawling across the latrines.
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      It was the cold ferocity of the Gaul that stunned Morwyn into silence. She was used to violence, men fought over the most trivial of slights. It wasn’t his reaction to the slur aimed his way that shocked her.

      If he’d lost his temper and continued with his attack on the bleeding Briton, she could have understood his initial, bone-crunching punch. But he simply turned to her, placed his hand between her shoulder blades and propelled her from the room as if nothing had happened.

      She let out a shaky breath. His fingers scorched her flesh through her gown, even though his touch was so light as to be nonexistent.

      The hand he’d used on the Briton just moments ago.

      “Do you attack every man who makes a passing insult on your heritage?” If so, he’d spend most of his time fighting. Maybe he enjoyed it, even if it didn’t show on his face or in his eyes.

      “No.” His fingers slid along her spine, causing heated shivers to plague her flesh, before he finally severed contact. “That wasn’t the reason I hit him.”

      Gods, what did he mean by that? That he attacked without provocation, without reason? Would he have floored the Briton even if the man had been a mute?

      The knowledge should concern her. Such unprovoked flashes of violence could erupt at any moment, without any forewarning. If he broke a stranger’s nose without blinking, he could just as easily snap her neck without a second thought.

      Yet, bizarrely, she wasn’t afraid of him. And it made no sense because he was her enemy, she was his captive, and an unfounded certainty that he wouldn’t use his fists on her couldn’t be trusted.

      Despite his outward façade of calm, he was unstable. If she wanted to remain alive, she’d do well to remember that.
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