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      A princess bound to serve her goddess…

      

      Carys, a Druid princess, will do anything to rid her beloved land of the invading Romans, even if it means defying the orders of her High Priest. But when she escapes him to help her oppressed people, she’s ensnared by a dangerous, battle-scarred warrior.

      

      A warrior pledged to conquer his enemies…

      

      Maximus, a tough Roman soldier, is charged by his emperor to eliminate the powerful Druids in Britain. But when he captures the defiant Carys, he falls under her spell, unaware she’s his deadliest enemy.

      An all-consuming love that could destroy them both…

      

      Despite the danger of discovery, Carys can’t forget her fearless warrior. But when disaster strikes, both Maximus and Carys must risk everything and face the ultimate sacrifice if their forbidden love is to survive.
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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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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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