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        For Mum and Dad, always in my heart.
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        A dangerous love Rome will never allow…

      

        

      
        Driven by the knowledge he failed to protect his king, Druid warrior Gawain abandons his gods and vows to destroy the Roman invaders by any means possible.

      

        

      
        Nothing and no one is more important than protecting his fellow Druids from the enemy until he meets the beautiful Roman patrician, Antonia. She is everything he’s never wanted in a woman, yet she fascinates him like no other. Despite the danger of discovery, he embarks on an illicit liaison with her, determined to uncover the reason for the infinite sorrow that haunts her eyes.

      

        

      
        Newly arrived in Britannia from Rome, Antonia is inexplicably drawn to the cold, tough Celt. His touch stirs a passion she long thought died at the hands of her brutal former husband and his unexpected tenderness thaws her frozen heart.

      

        

      
        But she hides a deadly secret that could be her undoing, and knows her growing feelings for him can lead nowhere. Yet when a shadow from her past threatens her future Antonia is torn between the Empire of her birth and betraying Gawain, the man she’s grown to love.
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          BRITANNIA, AD52

        

      

    

    
      Antonia drew aside the silken drape at the window of her father’s carpentum and scanned the flat Britannia countryside as they traveled along the straight Roman road. It was late spring, but the day matched her mood—cloudy, with a hint of restless despair on the horizon.

      “Antonia.” Her father clasped her hand, and his smile warmed her frozen heart. How she longed to make his dreams for her come true. But she was no longer a young girl with a glorious future ahead. She was a matron, past her prime. She feared her beloved father might never recover from the disappointment of his only child’s failure to shine like a star in the Rome of his imagination.

      She returned his smile. For him, she would endure this visit. For him, she would play the perfect Roman lady despite the fact her former husband had tossed her from his life with degrading disregard.

      “My beautiful child.” Her father sighed, and Antonia knew of whom he was thinking. “You’re so like your mother. I see her face every time I look at you.”

      Her heart squeezed in her breast in reflected sorrow. She’d never known her mother. But even after all these years her father still loved her. Still missed her. What must it be like to be loved so faithfully?

      “I will find a man worthy of you,” he said, and she tried to ignore the way her stomach churned, and chest constricted at the thought of being given to another man. “The noble blood of your mother runs through your veins. You deserve nothing less than to take your rightful place in the highest echelons of Rome. And befriending this tribune’s foreign wife is the perfect way to achieve our ends.”

      If she had her way, she’d remain by her father’s side for the rest of their lives. And she intended to have her way. But there was no need to distress him with her unconventional plans. Not when they were within moments of arriving at their hosts’ villa, situated a few miles south of the town of Camulodunum.

      “I confess I’m intrigued to meet this foreigner who appears to hold such sway over her husband.” The tribune, Tiberius Valerius Maximus, was a member of one of the most powerful families in the Senate. It was a mystery to Antonia how he’d been allowed to marry a native of a conquered land.

      Her father leaned closer in a conspiratorial manner, even though they were alone in his lavishly decorated carpentum. “There are rumors she is a barbarian princess from the wilds of Cambria. But don’t let this concern you. If she takes a liking to you, I know she’ll look favorably on finding a suitable match for you.”

      Antonia gazed into the anxious eyes of her father and swallowed the words of denial that threatened to spill free. She would use every weapon at her disposal to turn him from his dream of seeing her wed once again. Only as a last resort would she confess the ultimate reason that would ensure her continued freedom from the shackles of forced matrimony.

      Once again, she turned to the window and saw a large white villa set back from the road. It was grander than anything she’d yet seen in Britannia, but was modest compared to the villa her former husband, Amulius Cornelius Scipio, had owned.

      The land in front of the villa was cultivated but devoid of ornate statuary. As the carpentum slowed she glanced over the surrounding land and, although some attempt at order had been imposed, in the main, the estate looked little different from the countryside that surrounded it.

      How strange.

      As she contemplated why a Roman should leave his estate in such rural disarray, a rider galloped past the window, pulled to a halt, and leaped from the horse. Antonia tilted her head to get a better look and as she did so, the dismounted rider swung around and glared in her direction.

      Their gazes clashed and Antonia’s heart slammed against her ribs as her fingers clenched around the sill of the open window. His eyes were dark, and although a strip of leather bound his long, dark blond hair, loose tendrils whipped across his unsmiling face giving him a wild, savage appearance.

      The carpentum drew to a stop but the rider didn’t move out of the way despite how close he now was to her. Nor did he incline his head in a gesture of respect for her rank and Antonia continued to stare at him, mesmerized by the hostile air he projected her way.

      Was he a slave of the tribune? Surely not. Even though he wore a neck ring, no slave would behave with such lack of deference toward a Roman. Was he then a trusted servant?

      She heard her father say they had arrived, but still she couldn’t tear her fascinated gaze from the surly Briton. He held the bridle of his mount, his attention riveted on Antonia, apparently oblivious to the young stable lad who ran toward him.

      Unease crawled along her spine, although she couldn’t think why. She was in no danger from this Briton. But why does he continue to stare at me?

      With slow deliberation, the Briton’s lip curled in open disdain and shock punched through Antonia’s chest at his sheer, unabashed nerve. Was this the way he treated all visitors to his master’s estate? Or just her?

      Heat flooded her cheeks as she realized how blatantly she’d been staring at him in return. Hastily she averted her eyes, smoothing her blue woolen palla as she rose to follow her father.

      She was no longer a girl who might blush and giggle at the bold stare of an undisciplined man. She was a divorced woman of twenty-five and had no wish to draw the attention of any man, undisciplined or not.

      Slaves unhooked the back door of the carpentum and she took a deep breath, still unaccountably shaken by the look of contempt the Briton had given her. She’d grown used to the derision heaped upon her head by Scipio, but what had she ever done to this stranger that he should look at her so?

      And why am I still thinking of him? He would be gone now to his tasks. She would never see him again.

      Her father stepped to the ground and as she held out her hand for a slave to assist her, awareness skittered over her skin. Before she could retreat in self-preservation, the Briton took her hand, and his grasp wasn’t light as protocol dictated.

      He gripped her fingers as though he possessed the right to touch her, to hold her, and for one terrifying moment Antonia had the mortifying certainty that she would stumble into his arms. Once again, their gazes clashed and once again, she was unaccountably captivated by the deep brown of his eyes.

      And the unmistakable gleam of contempt that he made no effort to conceal.

      By rights, she should pull free and reprimand him for his insolence. But instead, she remained paralyzed as his calloused fingers burned her flesh and sparks of fire danced in her blood.

      His eyes darkened and the heat from his hand radiated along her arm, feeding the fire, and searing the breath in her lungs. Blessed Juno, what’s happening to me? Writhing serpents blazed through her breast and coiled low in her womb. Liquid heat bloomed between her thighs, the fiery path a strange blend of pain and pleasure. She had never experienced anything like it in her life before. Yet instinctively she knew what this was, no matter how she tried to thrust the knowledge from her.

      Lust.

      The raw desire the Roman ladies of her acquaintance had whispered about during feminine gatherings. The graphic confidences shared, and stamina of lovers compared, during the many scented bathing rituals she’d attended.

      She had always believed the scandalous tales to be amusing exaggerations. Yet between one shocked heartbeat and the next, all her preconceived notions of passion sizzled into ash.

      “Come, Antonia.” Her father’s voice penetrated her dazed contemplation, and she wrenched her gaze from the Briton to focus on descending the two steps to the ground. She wouldn’t let him see how his intensity affected her. Would not give him the satisfaction of stumbling, even though her legs shook beneath her gown.

      Her father smiled at her, apparently oblivious to the way the Briton continued to hold her hand. Why is he still holding my hand? Without turning to him, although every nerve she possessed screamed that she should turn to him, Antonia pulled free from his burning touch.

      And then she couldn’t help but glance his way.

      His dark eyes mocked her, the tilt of his lips confirming his low opinion of her. She couldn’t imagine why his opinion should matter and yet she discovered it did. Unnerved, she tilted her head at him in an unmistakable gesture of dismissal, but she wasn’t surprised when he didn’t back away or lower his own bold stare.

      Her father was speaking, threading her arm through his, and Antonia dutifully walked by his side as they approached the villa. But his words flowed over her head, unheeded. Because, fanciful or not, she knew the Briton was staring at her. She could feel the fiery heat of his gaze on her back, and she struggled not to look over her shoulder, just to confirm her suspicion.

      Her flesh tingled where the Briton had clasped her hand and she battled the urge to flex her fingers. If she did, he would know the reason why. And it was of the utmost importance that she gave him no clue as to how deeply his careless touch affected her.

      Her husband had stripped her of almost everything she possessed during their time together, but she retained a shadow of her former pride. And she had no intention of allowing this uncouth native of a foreign land to breach the flimsy façade of serenity she’d fought so desperately to maintain during the last torturous year.

      They entered the villa’s atrium where the exquisite mosaic floor, exotic stonework and beautiful statuary boldly declared the high status of its master. She forced a smile to her lips as the tribune, in his purple striped toga, came forward to greet them. How her father coveted that cursed purple stripe. How mistakenly he imagined there could be no higher honor for his daughter than to be welcomed within the elevated patrician rank.

      How she longed to tell him of the putrid stink that seethed beneath that lofty veneer of civilized sophistication. And knew she never would.

      The risk was too great.

      As the tribune welcomed her father, she looked at the Roman’s face and shock slammed through her. Why hadn’t her father warned her? Only years of successfully hiding her true feelings prevented her from gasping aloud.

      Ancient scars distorted the tribune’s face, yet they were like nothing she had seen before. But despite the disfigurement, his haughty patrician beauty was enough to take any woman’s breath away.

      How fortunate she was immune to such base stirrings.

      And instantly the dark, condemning glare of the Briton invaded her mind.

      “Welcome to our home,” a feminine voice said in perfect Latin and for the second time in as many moments, Antonia’s senses reeled in disbelief. The tribune’s wife sounded as though she’d lived in the upper echelons of Roman society her entire life. With her golden hair, slender figure and dressed in an exquisite stola, she wouldn’t have looked out of place in the emperor’s entourage.

      “Thank you.” Antonia inclined her head in greeting as a slave took her palla. “It is most kind of you to invite me.”

      “My wife has been looking forward to making your acquaintance,” the tribune said, and Antonia watched, fascinated, as he turned to his wife and bestowed a smile of such love that her heart ached. Never had she seen a man look at his wife in such a manner. Men of Rome would never allow such feelings to show, at least not in public. What enchantment had this foreigner weaved around her husband?

      “It’s true,” the foreign princess said as she turned back to Antonia with a smile that could surely rival Venus herself. “There are very few young women of Rome here and I’m most eager to learn all I can of your city.”

      “It would be my honor to enlighten you,” Antonia said, and she tried not to stare at the princess’ mismatched eyes. She’d never encountered such a phenomenon before, although it was whispered one of the sacred Vestal Virgins also possessed such an anomaly.

      “Come. We will leave the men to their business and take refreshments in the courtyard.”

      Antonia fully expected the Cambrian beauty—no one in their right mind could call her a barbarian—to take her arm as if they were the dearest of friends. In Rome all the ladies in her social sphere kissed and hugged no matter how slight their acquaintance, but regardless of how she looked, this tribune’s wife obviously knew nothing of such customs.

      Was that the kind of thing she wanted Antonia to tell her about?

      “You must call me Carys,” the other woman said as they entered the large courtyard. An impressive colonnade surrounded the four sides giving protection from the weather and a central fountain, of Venus rising from the waves, was an oddly discordant note of formality in the otherwise wild, undisciplined garden. “And I shall call you Antonia.”

      “Of course.” For all that Carys was a native of a conquered land and younger than Antonia, she was still the wife of an influential patrician. And Antonia, despite the blood of her mother, was nothing but a divorced woman, once again under the protection of her father.

      There was no question that Antonia would presume to dispute anything Carys might request.

      Unless it involved matrimony.

      They sat on a stone bench and servants brought out an array of edible delicacies and arranged them on a low stone table.

      “I hope you enjoy living in Britain,” Carys said, and it was a shock to hear her call the province by its barbaric name. “I know we’re going to be such good friends.”

      Antonia smiled, as etiquette dictated, and recalled the women she had once thought were her friends back in Rome. How quickly they had faded from her side once it became known that her husband no longer had any use for her.

      “I’m sure we will be.” But friends confided their deepest secrets and Antonia would never share hers with another living soul. How often had she thanked the wise Juno for preventing her from telling her intimate circle in Rome of her treacherous plans? If she’d followed her heart in that matter, they would have betrayed her to Scipio. And she had no doubt, he would have taken her life.

      Carys’ smile faltered and for one surreal moment, Antonia had the certainty that the other woman had guessed her thoughts. Heat shot through her, and she broke eye contact, smoothing the flawless silk of her stola.

      She had to forget about the women she had once called her friends. Their fickle natures didn’t matter and would never touch her again. There was only thing she had to concentrate on, and soon, with Juno’s blessing, her stealthily laid plans would come to fruition.

      Awareness prickled along her exposed nape, and in the same instance Carys leaped to her feet in a manner most unlike any Roman noblewoman. Antonia refused to grip her fingers together in her lap, refused to glance over her shoulder, and instead focused with deathly intensity on the tranquility of the tinkling fountain.

      The Briton had not just entered the courtyard. Why had her thoughts instantly turned to that possibility? And besides, if he had, Carys would most certainly not have jumped up with such a lack of decorum.

      And despite herself, Antonia glanced over her shoulder.

      It was the Briton. Disbelief pulsed through her as she watched Carys rise onto her toes to kiss his face. Paralyzed, she saw his grim expression relax into a semblance of a smile as he wound his arm around her shoulders and gave her a brief hug.

      Was he Carys’ lover? Did the tribune know? Many of her former friends had enjoyed illicit liaisons with slaves or those in their husband’s employ. But even the most brazen wouldn’t display her unfaithfulness before a complete stranger.

      “Come, Gawain,” Carys said, still speaking Latin, as she tugged the Briton by his hand. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

      Antonia tried to ignore the way her stomach churned, and she gripped her fingers together despite her best intentions. Why would Carys wish to introduce her to this Briton? Why do I have the sudden urge to be violently ill?

      “Antonia, this is Gawain, my beloved kin from my homeland.”

      Her kin? Antonia stared at Gawain’s long-sleeved shirt and the braccae that encased each of his powerfully muscled legs. Outside she had merely noted his clothes were not those of a Roman but now she realized that they were, in fact, of good quality linen. How had she imagined for even a moment that he was a slave?

      “Gawain,” Carys continued, turning to the now unsmiling Briton—Cambrian. “This is Antonia, daughter of our esteemed merchant, Drusus Antonius Faustus.”

      For a long, agonizing moment, Antonia looked up into his dark eyes as insane images of fleeing this courtyard flashed through her mind. He towered over her, a threatening presence of pure masculinity, and everything about him radiated a raw, primitive danger. Only now did she acknowledge that the torque around his throat was nothing like a slave ring. It gleamed like silver and its intricate engravings were similar to those that adorned his savagely compelling earring.

      “My pleasure.” His husky voice and erotically seductive accent caressed her skin like a lover’s touch and sank into her blood like a dreaded fever. His free hand reached for her, and panic thudded through her blood, squeezing the air from her lungs, and making it hard to draw breath.

      Years ago, as a young bride, she had dreamed of a man such as him. One who could ignite her senses with barely a glance and cause her flesh to smolder with a single sultry word. But she had been a girl then. She was a woman now. And she couldn’t afford to indulge in foolish fantasies that would lead nowhere. He’d made his contempt for her clear. His attitude now was nothing but an insincere display so as not to offend his kin.

      She could ignore him. And disgrace her father’s name.

      But she had disgraced her father enough. It wouldn’t kill her to allow this Cambrian to take her hand. She would endure his touch one last time. The gods knew she had endured far worse.

      Yet it took every particle of nerve she possessed to unclench her fingers and raise her hand.

      She caught the mocking gleam in his eyes as he took her hand in his calloused grip and lowered his head. Her mouth dried as his lips brushed across her knuckles, his touch deliberately possessive as though he knew full well how she battled not to tremble at the contact.

      Then, still holding her hand, he looked up at her and the lust and fury blazing in his eyes scorched her like a furnace to Hades.
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      Gawain slowly caressed his thumb across the soft skin of the Roman’s fingers and cursed how his blood thundered through his veins at the provocative touch. She looked at him with cool disdain, her blue eyes reminding him of a cloudless sky in the moments before a frost descended.

      But she couldn’t fool him. He’d seen her desire back on the road, before she’d managed to hide it. And now she looked at him as though he was little better than a slave. A native of a country her fucking emperor had conquered.

      She attempted to free her hand and he tightened his grip. Her people might have subdued the vast majority of his, but no Roman dictated his movements. For an endless moment, he met her silent challenge and only when her eyes began to darken with reluctant acknowledgment of their mutual lust, did he finally allow her to pull free.

      “Will you join us, Gawain?”

      He knew Carys’ question was pure formality. She didn’t expect him to stay while she entertained a spoiled Roman female. He had no wish to stay. The news he had for Carys could be given to her later, but the way the Roman stiffened in response to Carys’ question irked.

      It was clear she wanted him to leave. Conversely, he decided that he would remain.

      “Thank you.” He offered Carys a sardonic smile and then ignored the pointed glare she sent his way. It was obvious she was going to berate him for his bad manners once her irritating guest had departed. He folded his arms and leaned against one of the pretentious Roman columns that surrounded the courtyard garden. “Do you intend to stay long on this primitive isle, Lady Antonia?”

      She inclined her head in a regal manner and one pale golden ringlet trailed across the elegant curve of her shoulder.

      “I intend to stay for as long as my father decrees.”

      Gawain tore his fascinated gaze from her cursed ringlet. Of course she would stay until her father told her otherwise. She was a Roman woman, and Roman women did only what their men folk commanded of them. But instead of responding to her comment, his gaze became fixed on the riot of curls and waves of her hair, held in place by glittering, gem-encrusted pins.

      He had the savage urge to rip those pins from her and watch that glorious hair tumble in abandoned disarray over her naked shoulders. The image was so vivid in his mind that his cock, already aroused since his first encounter with Antonia on the road, hardened with anticipation.

      She’s a Roman. But it made no difference. He wanted to fuck her and by the gods he’d find a way to have her, and soon.

      “Antonia only arrived in Britain six days ago.” There was a hint of censure in Carys’ voice. Did she know what he wanted to do with her fragile little guest? He smothered a grim smile. Carys might pretend to be the perfect Roman matron in public, but at heart she was a princess of Cymru. He had no doubt that she knew exactly what his intentions toward the Roman entailed.

      “Is this the first time you’ve ventured beyond the cradle of Rome?” He resisted the urge to shift position. It wouldn’t do any good. The only position that would ease his discomfort was having Antonia on her hands and knees in front of him while he took her from behind. While I plunge my hands into her golden curls and tangle her hair around my fingers.

      Gingerly he shifted his back against the marble column but as he’d already known, it did nothing to diminish his cursed erection. When Antonia deigned to favor him with a glance, it only increased the raw need pounding through his blood. She need only drop her gaze to see how much he wanted her. Would she feign shock at the sight?

      “I was born in Gallia.” There was a haughty note in her voice and her eyes didn’t waver from his. “I didn’t venture into the cradle of Rome until I was fourteen years old.”

      For a moment he was distracted from his fantasy of hearing Antonia scream in ecstasy as he hammered between her naked thighs. Not only had she repeated his less than complimentary words back at him. But he also detected a scathing undertone that was all her own.

      “So you’re not a Roman noblewoman born and bred?”

      “Gawain.” There was an edge to Carys’ voice. “If you cannot be civil to Antonia then perhaps you should take your leave.”

      “Do you find my manner uncivil, Lady Antonia?” He offered her a mocking smile, daring her to respond. She might not have been born in Rome, but she was a Roman from the top of her elaborately curled hair to her daintily clad feet and in public, Roman women rarely spoke their mind.

      “I find your manner unsurprising.” Antonia smiled back at him, but her eyes were glacial. “And civility is a matter of perspective.”

      He managed to contain his own surprise at her response, but only just. He’d bantered with several highborn Roman women since leaving his beloved homeland two turns of the wheel ago. But none of them had so bluntly inferred that they considered him a rude bastard.

      But then, none of them had stirred his lust to the degree Antonia managed with barely a glance. He wasn’t sure why that fact irritated him so much or why he felt the need to bait her with barbed remarks. Was it because he knew she hated the heat that flared between them? The knowledge that she battled, even now, to prevent him from seeing the need in her eyes?

      Whatever the reason, her reply only stoked his lust further. And, gods curse it, that wasn’t all. Her answer intrigued him on a level that no Roman had the right to touch.

      “Your perspective,” he said, “is one I shall enjoy exploring.”

      “Alas,” Antonia’s voice dripped ice. “My perspective is not available for such exploration.”

      “Indeed, Gawain.” Only those who knew Carys well would recognize the fury beneath her level tone. “I can’t imagine what you’re suggesting.” Her tone implied she knew exactly what he was suggesting and was deeply affronted by his nerve.

      He tossed her a dark glance. She might think this fragile-looking Roman needed protection from his attention, but she was wrong. He could taste Antonia’s repressed arousal in the fragranced air, could feel the fiery bonds of need that weaved between them. Could see the angry battle between lust and propriety behind the calm façade she presented to the world.

      The other Roman women he’d fucked might not have stirred his cock so violently, but he’d been aware of their interest from the moment they’d met. In public, they behaved like model wives. In private, he’d shared their luscious charms and taken grim pleasure in the knowledge that those aloof foreign women had come apart beneath his invasion. It was a hollow satisfaction, but all he could gain, in knowing he invaded the women of Rome in response to how Rome invaded his own land and people.

      Antonia was no different. Once he engineered a moment for them to be alone, she’d discard her false pretenses and welcome his barbaric touch.

      They all welcomed his barbaric touch. They swooned with orgasmic delight at the thought of fucking a primitive barbarian. None of them imagined it wasn’t simply their bodies he coveted. None of them guessed it was the information he gleaned from their arrogant husbands that truly interested him.

      Yet Antonia wasn’t with her husband. The thought hammered through his mind, mocking his previous thoughts. And illuminating the reason why her presence so enraged his senses.

      He wanted her. But he could learn nothing of use from fraternizing with her. Like all her contemporaries that he’d met, she might be frustrated, bored and eager for an illicit liaison despite how she attempted to hide her true feelings. But with all the others, while he’d never felt the need to decline their advances, he’d never experienced the urge to initiate such an encounter.

      Yet he could think of little else when it came to Antonia.

      “I suggest nothing, Carys.” His voice was harsher than he intended. Gods. He might not care that Carys knew he desired the little Roman, but he certainly didn’t want her guessing just how badly he wanted her. “If my words have offended Lady Antonia then I trust she will accept my apologies.”

      “Apologies are unnecessary.” Antonia smoothed the white material of her long gown, her lashes lowered so he could no longer see her ice-blue eyes. “I’m not easily offended. Life in Rome is not for the faint of heart.”

      It was the second time she’d referred to Rome in less than glowing terms. Every other Roman woman he’d met had bemoaned the fact they’d been torn from the civilized center of the world and thrust into a primitive province on the edge of the empire. Shortly afterward, he impaled them, and they forgot their discontent as they gasped with delight at the pleasures available from willing natives.

      Carys pounced on Antonia’s comment and began to ask her questions about Rome. Gawain gritted his teeth and held his tongue. Carys cared nothing for Rome or its people. All she cared about was that her beloved husband and child and her goddess, Cerridwen, survived and prospered, and for that Carys would do whatever she had to. Even if she had to embrace the enemy in the corrupt heart of its empire.

      He realized he was staring at Antonia’s profile. She sat on the stone bench like a goddess in the flesh, the graceful folds of her gown enhancing the curves of her body in a sensual caress. Her cursedly provocative ringlet brushed her shoulder as she inclined her head toward Carys, and a pale blush stained her aristocratic cheeks as though she were fully aware of his intense scrutiny.

      She was beautiful, pampered and nothing like the kind of women he preferred. Did she even possess the knowledge of how to wield a bow, never mind the strength required to use one? He doubted she had the first idea how to use a dagger except as an implement to spear her food. Yet he couldn’t drag his mesmerized gaze from her.

      It made no sense. Except for the ethereal quality of her beauty, she was the same as every other Roman woman he’d had since he’d left the sacred Druid Isle of Mon.

      None of them were warriors. None of them were capable of defending themselves against attack. Not once had he been unable to tear his gaze from any of them. He could scarcely even remember the last time white hot lust had seared his veins and the primal need to rut like a savage had thundered through his senses.

      But this elegant creature, in her foreign gown and jewelry, bewitched him. Was it because she tried so hard to deny her desire? That had never affected him before. If a Roman woman was faithful to her husband, he’d never felt the urge to change her mind.

      He had no idea of Antonia’s marital status. He cared nothing for her marital status. But he would discover the game she played, and she would learn that he followed no rules but his own.
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      Antonia forced herself to concentrate on Carys and her animated conversation. But every nerve quivered with acute awareness that the glowering Cambrian continued to direct his entire attention her way.

      She wouldn’t look at him. Let him imagine he could intimidate her with his pointed remarks and disdainful glances. If he wanted to direct his hatred of her people onto her, there was little she could do about it.

      But she certainly wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of realizing just how deeply his disregard affected her.

      It’s only lust. The shocking refrain wouldn’t be silenced, no matter how desperately she tried. She, whose stomach heaved at the thought of submitting to another man ever again, found his brutal demeanor inexplicably alluring. And the Cambrian, despite his obvious distaste for all of Rome, appeared unable to stop looking at her.

      Carys raised her eyebrows enquiringly and heat flooded Antonia’s face as she realized the other woman had asked a question. What were we talking about?

      “My lady.” A feminine voice sounded from across the courtyard and Antonia breathed a silent sigh of relief at her reprieve, barely registering the odd way the slave addressed her mistress. “I’m sorry to disturb, but Branwen requests your presence.”

      “Oh.” Carys leaned toward Antonia in an intimate manner. “Branwen looks after my daughter. Forgive me. I won’t be long.” She stood up and Antonia focused on her fingers, clenched in her lap, and battled to keep the anguish that threatened to over spill her heart locked deep within her breast.

      Her father hadn’t mentioned that the tribune and his wife had a daughter. But why would he? A daughter was of no account in the wider Roman world, no matter that her own father had always showered her with genuine devotion.

      And besides, her father was blessedly unaware that for one brief, glorious moment a year ago he had possessed a perfect granddaughter.

      Buried injustice and raw grief stirred, no matter how hard she tried to keep her emotions contained. He would always be linked to her beloved daughter, even though he would never learn of her existence.

      “Does your husband plan on joining you in Britain, Lady Antonia?”

      Her chest constricted and the pain tangled with the ache engulfing her heart. The Cambrian stood by her side, unheeding of any pretense of propriety, and she didn’t dare look up at him in case he saw the darkness in her soul.

      “I believe that to be unlikely.” Her voice was cool. She had learned to hide her feelings well during the interminable years of her marriage. She supposed she should admit that she was divorced and no longer belonged to Scipio, but it was none of the Cambrian’s concern. “He’s devoted to furthering his career in the Senate.”

      “At the expense of allowing his exquisite wife to travel unchaperoned?” There was a hint of mockery in his tone, and she couldn’t help but glance his way. His legs were alarmingly close to her and for one heart-stopping moment, her gaze stalled on the unmistakable proof of his arousal.

      Goddess.

      She hastily looked away and caught sight of the slave girl who had brought Carys the message standing some distance off, beyond the fountain. A poor chaperone indeed. Yet somehow, the knowledge that she was all but alone with this tough Cambrian warrior didn’t terrify her as she knew it should.

      No. It didn’t terrify her. But her heart thudded erratically in her breast, and she found it hard to draw breath. The heat from his body reached out to her and caressed her naked arms. A foolish thing to imagine and yet why else was her skin prickling in awareness? Why else did fire smolder her blood and cause her face to burn?

      “I was adequately chaperoned on the journey to Britannia. And I’m safe enough under the protection of my father.”

      From the corner of her eye she watched as Gawain—the Cambrian—crouched by her side. He appeared determined to unnerve her. She refused to look him in the eye and focused on a nearby column with feigned fascination.

      “Your father isn’t here now, my lady.” Was that amusement in his voice? She forgot about keeping her distance and turned to him. His smile faltered for a moment as though something in her expression shocked him, although she couldn’t think what.

      “Do you mean to threaten me with violence now my hostess is gone?” Perhaps she’d learned to hide her feelings, but something about this barbarian made it impossible for her to hold her tongue, the way a gently born Roman woman should. Hadn’t her former husband told her that a thousand times in the early days of their marriage? And hadn’t he then qualified his words by reminding her of her inferior heritage?

      “Do you find my presence threatening, Lady Antonia?” The hint of mockery was back in his voice as though he didn’t care if she found his attentions a threat. But the oddest thing of all was that, deep in her soul, she didn’t fear that this Cambrian warrior would raise a hand in violence against her.

      It didn’t make sense. She could see his powerful biceps straining against his shirt and his physique put Scipio’s to shame. And yet she had never felt this certain of her safety when in the presence of her former husband.

      “Should I?” The question escaped before she could prevent it. Once again she watched, fascinated, as Gawain’s eyes darkened and this time she made no effort to correct her errant thought.

      His name was Gawain. She could call him that in her mind if she wished. No one would ever know.

      “I would hope not.” His voice was low, his accent enchanting, and an illicit quiver fluttered through her sensitized cleft. Juno. How could the mere sound of his voice do such a thing?

      “Your suppositions are unfounded.” She sounded breathless and there was nothing she could do about it. His dark eyes captivated her, and she couldn’t tear her gaze away. “I do not fear you, Cambrian.”

      Once again he smiled, but this time it was a smile of masculine satisfaction without a trace of his former mockery. Strange little darts of desire attacked low, between her thighs, and disbelief spiked through her as decadent warmth slid sensuously through her damp channel.

      Desperately she tried to concentrate on their conversation and not the exquisite sensations cascading through her breast and belly. But the man before her was the cause, and she couldn’t look away.

      “I have no wish for you to fear me, Antonia.” She scarcely registered his lack of deference for her rank as the tip of his finger traced over her wrist. “I would never hurt you.” His finger trailed along the back of her hand, perilously close to where her fingers clutched her gown on her lap.

      Paralyzed, she stared at him. Did he know the effect he had on her? It was a mortifying thought. She struggled to regain control of her senses, the use of her voice. And only then did the scandalous impropriety of his touch finally occur to her.

      She should pull her hand away. Stand up. Put distance between them. He might be kin of her hostess, but he had no right to touch her so. No right to cause such shocking sensations to ricochet through her body with little more than a smoldering glance.

      But the shameful truth was, she enjoyed his touch. Even if all it comprised was the tip of one finger tracing across her knuckles. Where, earlier, his lips had also caressed.

      Her lips parted, an involuntary response to her parched lungs. Was this how her former friends had felt when they first encountered a future lover? Could she have been tempted, as a young bride back in Rome, if Gawain had sought her out?

      “I cannot fathom why you feel the need to tell me such a thing.” She pulled her hand free and resisted the temptation to wrap her arms around her waist in a forlorn gesture of self-comfort. It had taken less than a year of marriage for her to recoil from the thought of enduring more sex from a strange man than she had already suffered from her insatiable husband. “Why should I imagine you might wish to hurt me? You don’t even know me.”

      He leaned closer and a heady essence of wild forests and dangerous passion mingled with the undeniable scent of raw, masculine arousal. He was so close she could see amber flecks in his dark eyes, and the sight transfixed her.

      “Not yet.” His provocative whisper weaved through her mind, his meaning unclear. Not yet? The intensity of his gaze seared her and through the erratic pounding that distorted her reason, she finally grasped his intention.

      Instead of outrage at his presumption, a flicker of excitement danced through her breast. It was insane that this virtual stranger could make her forget the indignities of her marriage bed so easily. But even as she knew she would never succumb to the desire that smoldered through her blood, she acknowledged its heady intoxication.

      Perhaps, if circumstances were different, she might have forsaken her good sense and indulged in an illicit liaison with this Cambrian warrior. Perhaps, in his arms, she might finally lay to rest the unending nightmare of Scipio’s demands.

      How terrifyingly seductive.

      “You presume greatly.” She tore her gaze from his and once again focused, unseeing, on the nearby marble column. That Gawain was practiced in the arts of seduction was clear. That he considered her simply another Roman noblewoman to conquer was also, unfortunately, quite obvious.

      She was too old and world weary to fall for his spurious, honeyed words. But still, knowing all this, she couldn’t deny how much she enjoyed his undivided attention.

      “Would you have me presume otherwise?” Deprived of her hand, his finger trailed a sensuous path along her forearm, and she fought the instinctive need to shiver in response. Was he so determined to have her?

      Another thought wormed into her mind. If she wasn’t so afraid of Gawain thinking her as incapable in bed as Scipio had often accused her, would she be so adamant in her refusal to verbally acknowledge his unspoken invitation?

      The truth stung. She would finish this masquerade now and for all time. After all, she wasn’t a neglected Roman matron seeking a thrilling diversion to pass the idle hours. She was, as much as she ever could be, free to make her own path in life. And that life did not include a lover, no matter how tempted she might be.

      She turned to him, haughty words of dismissal ready on her tongue. And instead she was captivated by his long, dark blond hair that was so unlike any Roman man she had ever encountered.

      His face was bronzed from the sun, and she guessed he was only a few years older than her. There was a predatory gleam in his eyes and an aura of triumph in the half-smile on his lips, as though he believed her surrender was both inevitable and imminent. His pagan earring, with its indecipherable engravings, sent a delicious, dangerous quiver along her spine, reminding her of just how different their worlds were.

      Her good intentions wavered, and indecision simmered as hedonistic possibilities thudded through her mind. Did she dare embark on a fleeting affair? A brief interlude of passion before the next stage of her life began?
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        * * *

      

      Gawain watched as Antonia’s ice-blue eyes darkened with desire. She hadn’t encouraged his advances in the manner he’d imagined but her continued aloofness had, inexplicably, only increased his determination to have her begging for his touch.

      Except, far from waiting until she came to him, he’d been unable to keep away from her. Even now, his finger continued to caress her silky-smooth skin and it took more willpower than he cared to admit not to pull her to her feet and into his arms. And shatter that icy, patrician reserve she wrapped around her like a cloak.

      It appeared she had no intention of answering his last question. Not that he wanted scintillating conversation with her. But Carys wouldn’t leave her guest alone for long and he intended to ensure plans for an assignation with this beautiful Roman were in place before she returned.

      “Antonia.” He’d never initiated a clandestine meeting with a Roman woman before, but if that was what Antonia wanted then he was willing to unbend that far. She tilted her head, and he was momentarily distracted by her perfect ringlet brushing against her slender throat. He’d enjoy plunging his fingers through her immaculately styled hair, creating disarray where rigid order reigned supreme.

      “Antonia.” He said her name again, although he couldn’t imagine why, and the foreign syllables caressed his tongue, his voice husky as vivid images of her pale golden hair, loosened from its torturous confines, cascaded over her naked breasts, blazed through his mind.

      Her tempting pink lips parted, her breath erratic, and her silk-swathed breasts tested his self-control to his outer limits.

      “How thoughtful of you to entertain my guest in my absence, Gawain.” Carys’ voice jarred his brain, and he watched Antonia blink in apparent horror that they had been caught in such an intimate encounter. She should be thankful he hadn’t been in the midst of ravishing her lips when Carys returned. Another moment and he wasn’t certain he could have resisted.

      The realization that he might have succumbed to Antonia’s charms without her lifting a finger to encourage him did nothing to dampen his cursed lust, but it did manage to blacken his mood. He stood, folded his arms, and then saw Antonia blanch as she caught sight of Carys’ daughter.

      An odd reaction. Did she imagine Carys would hand the babe to her and her pristine gown would become soiled?

      “Antonia, this is my daughter. She’s suffering with her baby teeth.” Carys, besotted with her little princess, appeared unaware of Antonia’s discomfort. For the first time Gawain wondered if she had any children of her own. Not that it made any difference to him. He wasn’t interested in discovering the details of her life. He was only interested in possessing her body.

      “How’s my favorite girl?” He stroked the baby’s soft cheek, and her smile of delight warmed his heart, as her smile always warmed his heart. It was ironic that the child of a Roman tribune had been the means of reminding him, three moons ago when he had first entered Camulodunon, that he still possessed a heart at all.

      “She is very beautiful.” Antonia’s words sounded perfunctory, but he caught a strangely haunted look in her eyes. It reminded him of the look he’d seen earlier when she’d turned to him. He’d been taken aback, considering the bantering nature of their conversation, but it had vanished within a moment, and he’d almost forgotten about it.

      “Yes,” Carys said as she rubbed noses with her child. “The goddess has truly blessed my little Nia.”

      “Nia?” Antonia sounded confused and Gawain told himself he hadn’t noticed the enchanting way she said the name. “Forgive me. Isn’t her name Valera?”

      “Nia is an ancient Celtic name.” He offered her a mirthless grin when she looked his way. And his fucking erection, which had barely diminished since Carys had returned, hardened farther at the sight of Antonia’s bemused expression. “She will not be kept in ignorance of her dual heritage.”

      He couldn’t fathom why he threw that in Antonia’s face. She was scarcely responsible for how the old ways were being insidiously eroded by the relentless spread of her empire. But she was responsible for his discomfort and although that was his problem, he was still irked by the fact she appeared utterly unaffected by the lust that steamed between them.

      Except when he touched her. She was far from unaffected then.

      Carys gave an impatient sigh and even though he didn’t bother to glance her way, he knew she was giving him yet another pointed glare.

      “You are correct, Antonia,” Carys said. “Her Roman name is Valera after my husband, but we call her Nia Druantia, after my mother and her grandmother’s sister.”

      “You named your daughter after your mother?” Antonia’s eyes widened in clear disbelief. It was obvious such a notion had never crossed her mind before and Gawain smothered an impatient curse. Did no Roman woman possess the imagination to do such a thing? He disregarded the knowledge that no Roman woman possessed the right to do such a thing in the first place.

      “Yes.” There was a hint of defiance in Carys’ voice that he’d come to recognize when she felt threatened. But how could she feel threatened by a woman such as Antonia? He understood Carys’ need for circumspection when she accompanied her tribune into his social sphere. After all, like Gawain she was a Druid and if their secret was discovered crucifixion loomed on their horizon.

      It was the reason he took extra care in his undercover activities. While he might not be concerned on his own behalf, he would rather cut his own throat than allow a shadow of suspicion to fall upon little Nia and her mother through their association with him.

      “I very much fear,” Antonia said, and once again she looked perfectly poised and as remote as one of the heathen Roman goddesses, “Rome is not as enlightened in such matters as your esteemed husband appears to be.”

      He couldn’t help himself. “Rome could learn a great deal from the customs of its far-flung primitive provinces.”

      “I’m sure she could.” Although he towered over her, somehow she managed to look down her aristocratic nose at him. He discovered the experience both irritated and aroused in equal measure. “Whether she wishes to is another matter entirely.”

      Her response silenced the caustic rejoinder burning his throat. He’d expected her to defend her cursed city, but why had he thought that? He already knew she didn’t appear to mourn the loss of its glittering lifestyle.

      Carys took instant advantage of his lack of response by handing Nia to Branwen, who had accompanied her into the courtyard, before sitting beside Antonia and engaging her in Rome-inspired conversation.

      There were a multitude of tasks he needed to undertake. There was no reason for him to remain, listening to idle chitchat about a city he had no intention of ever setting foot in. The realization that he had no idea whether Antonia planned to follow through on their attraction gnawed his guts. But worse than that was the knowledge that if she didn’t, he most certainly did not intend to let the matter rest.
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