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Prologue

The parchment rolled out of Kallie’s hand and fell to the floor with a sharp oath directed at the author. How dare the emperor use her as a pawn in his game of politics! The love and trust she had placed in him as a small girl, watching from afar as their grandfather groomed him for greatness, shriveled in the brutal realization that he now ruled with complete disregard for his family. Marriage! To a man at least three times her age, ruler of a desert country, and with a harem of wives and concubines, no less. The only choice appeared to be swift action to avoid the imperial order. On unsteady legs she ran for the stables.

The horses stamped impatiently, and Kallie glanced around for the boy normally on duty at this time of day. “Sergius, are you in here?” A rumble of laughter greeted her.

“Should you not be dressed for dinner in fine ladylike attire?”

Kallie squealed with delight. “Uncle Atticus! You have arrived at a most propitious moment.”

“Have I indeed.” Her uncle, in truth her father’s uncle, had taught all the children in the Gregorian household the most efficient and effective skills of survival in the roughest conditions. “And why are you dressed as a boy?”

“I’m running away.”

Atticus eyed her with skepticism. “From what?”

“Our esteemed emperor has ordered me to marry, and I won’t do it.”

“Hah,” Atticus grunted. “If you wait until after I eat and refresh my water supply, I’ll go with you.”

“But why? You will incur the wrath of my brother.”

“I have my reasons.” Atticus scratched his bushy beard, a twinkle lighting his dark eyes.

“Where can we hide from the entire Roman Empire?” Kallie mused.

“I know a place, but it will require cunning, and could be dangerous.” Her uncle chuckled with his usual good humor.

Kallie’s mind glowed at the possibility of escaping her brother’s reach. The great emperor, Caius Gregorian, would not be amused.


Chapter One

Taurus stifled a yawn. His eyes idly swept the grand reception room and the parade of young women presented for appraisal. The heat stifled the room tonight; perhaps no one noticed but him. His gaze rested on Lidia Paulinus, his revered grandmother, whose fingers tapped a steady rhythm, watching him hawklike for a sign of interest in the women.

His unreadable expression and aloof manner gained few admirers while his sharp, analytical gaze following one girl after the other, searched for one outstanding characteristic. Advisors fidgeted. To choose one seemed a simple enough task.

He wanted no wife, and no amount of young women draped in embroidered fabric convinced him otherwise. A few girls glanced his way, aglow at the prospect of the Governor of Panua choosing one of them. Rising from his ornate chair, situated at the head of the room, Taurus aimed for the huge cedar doors leading to the terrace, dropping ceremonial finery in his wake. “Barca!” Impatience darkened his mood.

A man in soldier’s garb appeared by his side. “General?” He smirked at the look on Taurus’ face.

“Let’s get out of here. Invent a disturbance in the west. Tell them the Romans are coming, for God’s sake.”

Barca grumbled, but his thick features brimmed with amusement. “A few noble skirts and you run for the hills.”

Taurus rode out of his fortress under the guise of a sudden enemy incursion. The wind cooled his face and the men bellowed at his back. This is all I want! A ride through the countryside with a troop of men, quelling disruptions and fighting back greedy-eyed invaders invigorated Taurus. He grimaced as the horse slowed to a canter. Barca rode up beside him, breathing fiercely.

“You’ll kill that beast if you’re not careful.”

He ignored the caution. “Where exactly are we headed?” His wind-beaten face grinned at escaping the reception. He would pay for it later, but for now he would do as he pleased.

“The northwestern border is our destination. I have a report of unwanted company skirting our lands.”

“Hmm.” Bright, hazel eyes scanned the horizon ahead. Taurus ran a hand through his unkempt hair. “Then we’d best see for ourselves.” A skirmish would provide the perfect distraction to relieve him of distasteful duties. With the rest of their men trailing behind, they encountered the usual patrols reporting evidence of suspicious activity, but no one had crossed paths with the perpetrators yet. Taurus instructed his men to return if they located the invaders.

After finding a suitable place to camp for the night, the soldiers organized their food and sleeping arrangements. Taurus and Barca left them, intending to sweep the area on foot. In the dense forest, they searched for signs of trespassers. In silence, separated by ten cubits, each looked in the opposite direction. They had used this routine for years and knew instinctively where the other would be. A squawking sound alerted him to Barca, who pointed through the trees, and Taurus nodded in agreement, creeping to the site of his first officer’s interest.

A giant of a man stood by a small fire, throwing sticks to encourage a meager flame. Barca and Taurus glanced at one another. He was a stranger, likely a spy. Questions could be asked later, if he were still alive to answer. They must take him down.

Taurus unsheathed the short sword at his side and prepared to move swiftly toward the man. As he took an inward breath, a buzzing sound passed his ear, followed by a dull thud. He snapped his head to find his friend and saw an arrow pinning Barca’s sleeve to a tree. Another buzzing sound and Barca’s other sleeve was pinned to the same tree. Taurus froze in order to locate the archer who disarmed his friend, but he heard a whistle, and saw the giant take cover behind the nearest tree.

Taurus dropped to the hard ground and waited, cursing his stupidity for allowing this to happen. A voice rang out a few cubits away.

“We mean no harm. Leave us in peace, and I will permit you to go without further action against you.”

Taurus could not believe his ears. Mystified, he called back, “Fair enough. We will take your offer.” He scanned the trees for the owner of the voice, waiting for the lad’s reply, and when it came, he realized the lad had moved to avoid discovery. Clever!

“Free your friend and leave my arrows. You have no use for them.”

This young, confident boy ordered him like a seasoned soldier.

Taurus moved away from Barca. Intrigued, he planned to outwit his opponent. He enjoyed a challenge, and this archer presented one.

The voice called again. “You are playing with your friend’s life by delaying. He won’t thank you for it.”

Taurus scowled. He moved to Barca, pulled out the arrows, and dropped them carelessly to the ground. He scanned the clearing, noting their paltry camp.

“If you want, we could make camp together. My friend and I have supplies enough for all of us.” Taurus tried to sound sincere.

The chuckle came from another direction. “You mean with you and your patrol. I think not. We will be on our way once you retreat.”

Taurus balked at the unfamiliar word. Retreat!

Returning to camp with Barca, he assessed the incident. The lad had toyed with them, and it irked him. He itched to capture the cheeky archer who fancied himself a clever lad. Taurus had met a few like him before. They were not so sure of themselves in single combat, without the cover of trees and the protection of their weaponry. Barca also itched to redeem his reputation. He had never once been caught while stalking intruders. They spoke to no one about the large man or the mysterious archer who had bruised their egos but posted extra guards around the camp perimeter on high alert and retired to the command tent to discuss strategy.

“I’ll catch that little brat and string him up by his…”

Taurus waved away Barca’s indignant attitude. “We both want a close look at this fellow and his giant friend. More to the point, why are they here? They have no reason to hide in the woods…unless they are fugitives.”

“The big man looked Roman.” Barca snorted. “It is our misfortune to be caught between Rome to the west and our greedy neighbors to the east.”

“One day they may join forces and overrun Panua, and I do not intend to make the task easy,” Taurus growled. “Romans killed my father two decades ago, and my grandmother demands retribution in the form of death and destruction.”

“She shall have it one day, General.” Barca mused. “You are the means of her revenge. She raised you from obscurity, adopted you into the Paulinus family. Your destiny is to avenge your father.”

“I need not have you remind me of my duty at every turn. It is enough to have my grandmother whisper her poison in my ear.” Taurus shook off his growing annoyance at Barca’s casual reference to his humble birth. The nasty reputation gained with his adoption into Lidia’s family mildly amused him. To be thought of as a reprobate kept him at arm’s length from sycophants who sought to use his position for advancement. It also left him free to spend his days and nights as he pleased, without the responsibility of a wife and the inevitable in-laws. But Lidia wrestled to take the choice out of his control. Soon he must pick one of those women he left in the reception hall and continue the legacy and bloodline of Paulus Paulinus.

Taurus had suffered a long day at the fortress and now an even longer evening because of the strangers in the forest. “We’ll set out at dawn to catch the trespassers.” He glanced out of the tent and surveyed the camp before retiring to his pallet for the night, dreaming but not remembering when he woke the next day. He dallied, taking in the sounds of the morning. Except for the birds tweeting, it was too peaceful. Not quite dawn; the men should be readying themselves for the morning patrol.

Taurus dressed with speed, his hackles raised, intending to rouse the men out of their languor with a few harsh words and well-placed disciplinary actions. The tent flap fluttered in the morning breeze. Taurus shoved it aside impatiently and stepped into the light mist of a morning drizzle. He saw no one.

By all the gods, what is going on here? About to call to his men, he changed his mind at the last moment. Something didn’t fit. He edged along the row of tents belonging to the errant soldiers and poked his head around the side, eyeing the dirt track to the main road. Deserted. Taurus twisted in irritation to head the other way and stopped dead, face to face with an archer and an arrow aimed directly at his chest. The thought of diving between the tents and scrambling for safety passed through his mind, but he was going nowhere.

The archer steadily appraised him, her long dark hair tumbling around her in thick waves. She smiled in delight and raised her eyebrows in satisfied victory. Taurus registered the presence of an attractive woman but swiftly berated his masculine senses for the betrayal. She was the enemy and a trespasser, nothing more. The archer from the previous night had not been a boy but this young woman.

The large man appeared on the far side of the tent, dangling a rope from his huge hands. Taurus tensed, ready to flee. He would be damned if he allowed this man to tie him up while the girl looked on. He expected the giant to take control of the situation, but the girl spoke up.

“Good morning, General,” she mocked. “Are you quite awake now, or do you require more time to take care of your personal needs?”

Taurus’ jaw flexed, reining in his temper. This slip of a girl and her accomplice tested his patience. “Where are my men?” he growled. If she had slain them during the night, his anger would prove fierce.

The girl moved a few paces closer, the arrow aimed at his chest. “Your men are fine. They will be taken care of while you accompany me on a mission.”

Taurus drew his brows together, scowling. “A mission!” He cried, incredulous at her confidence. “Why would I go anywhere with you?”

“You have no choice if you wish to save your friend.”

Taurus didn’t move, knowing whom she meant. The episode in the forest declared Barca more than a mere underling. She nodded in satisfaction, her face calm and her lips curved into a delicious bow shape, mocking him again.

“How do I know he’s not dead and this is but a ploy?”

The girl inclined her head to the giant, who pulled on the rope. Barca stumbled into view, his face contorted in silent fury.

“Ready the horses, and let’s be on our way,” she pressed.

Taurus eyed the girl, unsure if his men were safe. He hesitated. The girl shook her head. Now was not the time for questions.

Moments later, his hands bound together, Taurus straddled a horse. The girl had the reins of his mount tethered to her saddle, and they sped from the border region, heading south. Taurus watched as she sat blade straight and handled the horse like a man. He had never known a woman to ride a horse, much less show the confidence this girl displayed. A cap covered her long sleek hair and her garments gave the illusion of a nondescript boy.

Taurus sat in stunned silence at the thought they travelled alone. She had left the giant without preamble; he must trust in her ability to look after herself. On the other hand, perhaps he had no choice. Taurus’ mind ran wildly out of control as he watched her shapely bottom bouncing in the saddle, a mere four cubits ahead. The masculine part of him chose to enjoy the view and leave thoughts of revenge for later.

The sun had reached its apex when she reined under the cover of trees, to rest and water the horses. She jumped out of the saddle and signaled for Taurus to do the same. He stayed put, although he itched to dismount. She smiled and shrugged, unfastening her water-skin to drink deeply.

Taurus licked his dry lips. Water lay within reach, but he needed help because the ropes bound his hands. The girl pulled out a ration of food, chewed with deliberate pleasure, and made a satisfied sound.

“Your troops carry good food. And such big portions, too. You spoil them, General.” Her audacity defied belief. Stolen food marked her a thief, a punishable offence, in addition to kidnapping, and whatever else he thought of between here and their destination. He vowed silently to turn the tables and gain the upper hand.

The girl sat on a rock and eyed him with curiosity. “I plan on resting here for a while. You may as well remove yourself from the horse.” She laughed. “Your rear will be sore by the end of the day if you don’t stretch your legs.”

He grudgingly dismounted and, after stretching, stood by a fallen log. He stared in disgust at his situation. “Who are you, and where are we going?”

Her mouth formed a perfect o as she gazed at him. “It is I who will ask the questions, and you who must answer.”

He admired her ease as she sat alone with a stranger, with only a length of rope separating her between life and death. She slid a knife from her sleeve, lifted the water-skin, and held it to his mouth while he drank in great gulps. As she drew the spout away, water ran down his chin, and it surprised him when she wiped his face with the palm of her hand. The water was cool and refreshing and her touch light and carefree.

“Let’s start again.” She popped a ration of food into his mouth. Hunger gnawed his gut, although he would never admit such a thing. “You are a general, according to your men’s idle conversation.” She flashed a smile.

Taurus shrugged. His military title was Supreme Commander, but his men often referred to him as “the General.”

“Panua has lots of men in the military,” the girl reflected. “All men are conscripted into service. Correct?”

“True.” Taurus grudged the reply.

“Hmm. Your army is large, but not as large as neighboring countries. A frustrating fact when your allies are few and far away, General,” she mused.

“Are you here to give advice on the military, young one?” His voice dripped with sarcasm.

“No.” Her laughter echoed around the wood. “I merely need to know the chances of having the whole Roman army follow me into Panua.”

Taurus sat down with a thud and gave her his full attention when she mentioned Rome. The emperor was a young man who had come into power in the last five years. Taurus bristled. He despised the arrogant, supercilious Romans and their attitude toward the rest of the world. Panua sat inconveniently near the wandering eyes of Rome and its ruler, Caius Gregorian, who had for the most part ignored the tiny neighbor. Taurus desired to keep the sights of Rome focused elsewhere.

“Is there a reason for the Romans to come after you? Are you and your friend criminals?”

It was the girl’s turn to shrug. “It depends on what you consider a criminal offense.” She popped another ration into his mouth. “We ride to the capital of Panua, and there you will be released. That’s all you need to know.”

The girl’s plan made no sense. She walked into a trap. He almost felt sorry for her, but remembered the look on Barca’s face as the giant had tugged him into view. And he, the Supreme Commander, Governor of Panua, sat bound and handfed like a lapdog. On that basis alone he must execute them both. He gauged his opportunity to overpower her, even with tied hands, but she held a knife at the ready, and he had witnessed her skill with a bow and arrow.

“What’s in Panua?” He swallowed the ration.

The girl raised her large eyes level with his. For the first time he saw their startling blue-grey color, resembling storm clouds before a heavy rainfall.

“The governor’s residence.”

“You have business with the governor?” Taurus considered the state of her sanity. She seemed clear-headed enough, but to ride to the capital and knock on the door of the governor doomed her plan to failure from the beginning.

“I cannot tell you my purpose, but be assured you are safe and will come to no harm.” A beautiful smile lit her face, and Taurus thought the sun had come from behind a cloud. “Is he truly the monster they speak of in Rome?” The girl made a sign to ward off evil.

Indignation rose in his throat. “Monster! You Romans need look no farther than your own emperor to find a true monster.”

“I agree. Caius Gregorian is worse than a demon from Hades.” Her reply left him speechless for a moment as she packed away the remaining rations and water with a sigh.

“What do you know of Gregorian?” Taurus asked.

She offered her hand to pull him up from the log where he sat. This was the moment to upend her and use the knife to slit the ropes, along with her throat. He jumped to his feet in an instant, about to knock her off balance.

“I am his sister, Kalliassa Gregorian.”

Taurus paused in mid-swing, erupting into fits of laughter at the ridiculous claim. Noble Roman women did not cavort through the countryside shooting arrows, riding horses, and taking prisoners. “Come now, be truthful.” Taurus chuckled, amused by the girl. “No one in their right mind would believe such nonsense.”

She moved out of his reach. “It does not matter what you think. The governor will believe me, and he is the only one important enough to assist me.” She mounted her horse and signaled for him to do the same.

Taurus smirked as he swung into the saddle. She eyed him curiously. “You may call me Kallie. I have no wish for my real name to be used for now.”

He made a concerted effort to keep a straight face. She planned to see the governor of Panua but did not know she conveniently held him in her grasp.

“What of my men?”

“My friend will release them later today, but not the one named Barca.” Kallie smiled ruefully at Taurus as though she understood his asking. “I will give you a token to return to the camp. My companion will know I have safely arrived at the governor’s house. Your officer will be free once the token is delivered.”

Taurus settled in the saddle, planning to make her pay for this insult. He would be home by sunset, and life was about to take an interesting turn, if she was truly who she claimed to be. Meeting a Gregorian was the last thing he’d envisioned, but now his imagination ran wild at the unexpected appearance of this strange girl, disguised as a boy, calling herself sister to the emperor.


Chapter Two

The home of the governor stood on the remains of an old Roman fort that over many years had transformed itself into a palace. To the outside world, it proved an impenetrable rock on the top of a huge hillside overlooking the city. It had been the governor’s residence for the last two decades, ever since the Romans killed his father. Lidia Paulinus had singlehandedly turned Panua and the surrounding region into a separate state, defying Rome and the old emperor, making Panua a law unto itself. When she adopted a boy in her son’s memory, she groomed him as the heir and eventual master of Panua. An old woman with deep wounds, Lidia harbored a hatred of Rome that burned like an eternal flame, flaring out of control every once in a while. The people had fought many battles on her behalf to keep the enemy from their door, but when the old Roman emperor died and the new one took his place, Panua had waited and watched for his first move.

Now, as Taurus rode behind a woman claiming to be the sister of Caius Gregorian, he considered this might be part of a devious plan by the young emperor, or a fortunate gift from the Fates. To have a family member of Gregorian under his control tempted him beyond reason, even if she were a touch strange. To hold her hostage gave him a huge advantage in negotiations with a hated enemy. Lidia would be beside herself with joy at the prospect of having the girl at her disposal. Caution was required when dealing with Lidia. He superseded her wishes in all things, but she could be wily and persuasive.

The girl slowed the pace, and Taurus drew level as she eyed the terrain ahead.

“It would be best to enter the city by the east gate,” he offered.

She shot him a look of suspicion.

“General, I do not intend to enter the city with you at my side. You have been my guide this far on deserted back roads, but one word from you and I would be mobbed by soldiers.” She smiled, perhaps knowing he would not like her next words. “We enter the city under cover of darkness. You will remain hidden until we are within steps of the gates to the fortress.”

Taurus shook his head.

“Between now and our arrival in Panua you will tell me the layout of the fortress. Otherwise you may not see your friend for a long time.” She tossed her dark hair, confident in the outcome. “I will find a way to meet the governor. Trust me, he will want to see me. You have done no wrong to your master.”

Yes, he will want to see you, Taurus scoffed silently. “How do you intend to travel unnoticed through the city?” He may have doubted her ability if he hadn’t seen her in action.

“With this,” she mocked, and reached over to pick the money pouch from his belt.

Taurus grudgingly admired her. “You commit another offense against me, woman. Are you sure you want to add theft to the charges I will bring against you?”

She heaved a sigh and kicked her horse forward. “There is no point in arguing, and I am in a hurry. The giant waits for word within two days.”

****

Taurus’ back itched like mad as he writhed on a stinking pile of wet straw covering the floor of a rickety cart. The indignity of it enraged Taurus, and he mentally added a further insult to his ever-growing list. Planning his revenge came easily as the methods she applied against him gave him an idea. Arrows, ropes, wet straw…and, best of all, it must be slow and painful. The cart rattled along the ruts of the city streets, and Taurus’ head bumped on the rough wood. It was pitch black. Muffled sounds reached his ears, but nothing helped him determine their proximity to the fortress. My fortress! He swore to enact a law to search every cart entering the city but quickly derided his impractical idea.

The cart came to a halt, and the girl removed the straw covering his face. She shook him with concern, as he lay inert, his bones aching from the journey.

“General, are you all right?” She pressed her ear to his lips for a sign of breathing.

“Barely,” he groaned. With that assurance, she questioned him on the sentry positions and their numbers at night. The sound of soldiers marching reached them through the darkness, signaling the change of guard on duty for the night watch. Taurus had an urge to call a command and have the men respond to his order—a familiar action to bring an end to this nightmare. The girl sensed the danger and pressed her mouth onto his, ending the possibility of a last-minute discovery. Her lips lingered for a long moment, much longer than he anticipated. The will to resist evaporated, and he responded to her inviting lips with equal interest as her hands explored his chest, skimming the fabric of his tunic, sliding to his shoulders. Her fingers curved around him, pressing his powerful muscles with her light touch.

“What is your name, General?” she whispered, as she released his lips.

Unable to retort acidly that it was little of her concern, he muttered, “Taurus,” in a daze. The numbness in his body began to ease.

“I will remember you,” she mused.

“Yes, you will,” he said flatly, the unexpected euphoria gone.

She pushed a token into his hand. “Take this, and the giant will release your friend. Go quickly. You have little time.” A cold blade touched his wrist, and the ropes fell away. He made a move to grab her, but…she was gone.

Taurus sat up and shook the dampness from his chilled bones. Shortly, a patrol would be along to escort him to his richly appointed suite in the fortress. He intended to make it as easy as possible for his kidnapper to have an audience with the governor of Panua. She must not be disappointed.

****

Kallie slipped through the halls of the governor’s residence. It became a simple matter to blend with the constant flow of servants and soldiers weaving to and from their duties. The fortress employed many people, and Kallie bided her time until the opportunity to pilfer a ladylike dress befitting her station arose. She disliked dressing as a noblewoman, but as sister of the emperor she followed the rules of noble society, having attended more than her fair share of pretentious dinners at her brother’s palace. Everyone loved Caius, the new emperor. Everyone except Kallie! She had reasons to despise him and seek out the governor of Panua to ingratiate herself and gain his assistance with an untenable situation.

The opportunity presented itself in the form of a maid with an armful of clothing, clean and on its way to the owner. Kallie slipped a dress out from the inattentive girl’s bundle and ducked into a darkened alcove to change. She smoothed out her hair with her fingers and rubbed the dirt smudges off her face. She had stumbled on water and cleaning salts in the kitchens earlier, and she was as fresh and clean as possible in her unusual situation. The gown fit a little tight across her deceptively curvaceous body, but the pastel tone enhanced her dark hair and eyes, suited to most palettes. With little chance of a reflective surface coming within reach before she managed to find the governor’s office, Kallie had to trust in her looks as they were. Time had run out for further preening and primping. After one last look down the vast hallway of the mansion—she must mention to the governor he lacked adequate security—she took the last few steps to an ornate door and steadied her nerves. In a moment she would be at the mercy of the Monster of Panua!

Kallie edged through the doors without making a sound and closed them with a soft thud. In the dim light a man sat at the far end of the room, working on parchments. She absorbed the essence of the governor’s well-appointed office, and the signs of a wealthy, powerful man buoyed her confidence in seeking the governor’s assistance. She moved with grace to the man as he sat in great concentration. “Hmm, hmm.”

He raised his head from his work.

Kallie hoped her disappointment did not show — her first impression must be a lasting one — but the man failed to meet her expectations from the well-known tales of Panua’s ruthless leader.

“Governor Paulinus, I am pleased to meet you,” Kallie began, relieved the man’s initial reaction remained calm. “My name is...”

A voice rang out from the alcove to her right. “Stay exactly as you are or prepare to die.” Someone hidden in the shadows had interrupted her speech.

Kallie turned to gape at the owner of the familiar voice as he stepped from the dark recess, holding a bow and arrow aimed at her chest. She froze as a rugged face and broad shoulders filled her view. The lamplight glinted off the golden strands running through the general’s tawny hair. Confident and superbly masculine, he had a unique, intriguing quality. Before she managed to collect herself, a guard appeared.

“Tie her hands behind her back,” the commander barked.

The guard briskly did his job.

Kallie returned her attention to the man at the desk. “Governor, please, I mean no harm. I have an urgent request, and as the sister of...” She flinched as the guard yanked the rope to guarantee the knot stayed in place. The general lowered the bow and arrow, took hold of the rope now wrapped around her waist, and tugged eagerly. She stumbled to him.

“You clean up well, for a fugitive,” he said smugly, catching her in one arm. His gaze boldly ran over her figure, previously concealed in men’s clothes.

She ignored him and twisted against his hard body to speak with the man at the desk. “Please, I must inform you of my purpose here, Governor.” She tried to evoke his sympathy.

Completely uninterested, he focused on the general and waited, like a dog standing beside its master. He said nothing.

“You have had your audience with the governor. I am afraid he is unimpressed with your escapades.” The general smirked, and signaled for the man to leave the room.

“You!” Kallie realized her mistake. “Why did you keep silent? Why not tell me who you…”

Taurus raised a hand. The soldier gagged her in mid-sentence. Her eyes grew wide at his insolence. To treat a woman with such blatant disrespect was unseemly, especially a noblewoman. But this was no ordinary man. He was the son of Paulus Paulinus; the most feared and hated man in all of Rome for over a generation.

“I owe you no explanation. You are my prisoner. Your brother, if indeed Caius Gregorian is your brother, will be informed of your capture, when I choose.” He sat on the edge of his desk and held Kallie tight. “I hold a long list of charges against you, Mistress. The price for offending me is high. Higher than a little girl from Rome can afford to pay.” His voice growled dangerously, and his eyes glittered with suppressed rage. His fingers snapped, and an armed escort appeared. “Take our prisoner to her accommodations and secure the area.”

They led her out of the governor’s office. Eight men carrying a variety of weapons deterred any attempt at escape. Kallie recovered quickly from the initial shock, chiding her blindness at not seeing the general was in fact the governor of Panua. Strong and powerful, she had miscalculated his position in the forest, busy rushing to Panua before her brother’s envoy arrived with a missive full of lies and deceit, and now it was too late. She had humiliated the man with a supreme insult. To be captured by a girl, dragged to his stronghold, and treated as nothing more than a common prisoner was unacceptable for a man in his position.

Taken through a maze of hallways, she considered what he meant by “afford to pay.” She assumed he meant death, after a suitable amount of torture and degradation no doubt ten times worse than what she had conjured for him. As her jailer opened the door to the so-called accommodation, she saw his planned revenge. Barred windows and a thick wooden door, with iron hinges and bolts, sealed her fate. She shook her head at the wet straw on the floor in place of a bed. A hard wooden board lay underneath, for good measure. He’s a madman!

A woman who had discreetly accompanied the escort shot Kallie an apologetic look as she handed her a cloak after the ropes were untied. As soon as the gag came off, Kallie fired a question.

“Has the emperor contacted the governor?”

The woman stared at Kallie in wide-eyed surprise.

“Has the governor sent my token to the camp to free his friend?” The woman shook her head and shrugged to indicate she knew nothing. Kallie nodded, looking around the room.

The woman squirmed in discomfort. “I apologize. Please do not think we are barbaric because of the governor’s bad manners and unsuitable accommodation.”

Kallie extended her hand in friendship. “Thank you for the kindness. What is your name?”

“I am Lady Virga Paulinus. I will try to improve your treatment if the governor will listen to my plea.”

The door closed, and Kallie was left alone. Virga Paulinus! She must be his wife. The governor must believe he held an important guest. Otherwise, he would not allow his wife to greet her. “Would he?” she muttered. “Would the monster allow his wife to consort with a kidnapping, money-stealing, disguise-wearing criminal?” Kallie shook her head in dismay and lay on the straw. She had slept in worse conditions and, wrapped up tightly in the cloak, tucked her head down and closed her eyes. Today did not go according to plan, and her difficulties had increased. As she strove to find sleep, she sighed. At least she was far away from her brother Caius and his manipulating ways.

****

“Well?” Taurus asked.

Virga repeated the girl’s questions and informed him of the girl’s lack of concern at the accommodations. “I would die if I had to sleep on a bed of wet straw. Has she truly been running in the woods, commanding an army of Roman giants?”

Taurus stared into the brazier at the bright red coals. It never failed to astound him how fast word travelled through the fortress. Always a mix of truth and fantasy, blended by tongue-waggers, became twisted into a bizarre version of events. He waved Virga away in a sudden fit of gloom, tired and itchy from a long cart ride through the city and the events of this evening.

Damn her! Taurus cursed. His mind spun. If she was the emperor’s sister, it made her too valuable to execute for the crimes against him. But, without a doubt, it would bring trouble to his door to keep her. About to avail himself of a skilled masseuse for the evening, he halted as the door to his office opened and Lidia Paulinus entered to throw one of her venomous looks in his direction. “Grandmother, what brings you here at this hour?”

As if he didn’t know she had heard the news about the prisoner. Spies were all over the empire, all over Panua, and all over his fortress. Taurus anticipated the agony it would bring the old woman to speak the name of a Roman noble.

“The evil spawn of Primus Gregorian, what else!” Lidia hissed like an old cat.

Taurus gestured for her to sit, poured her a drink of strong wine, and added one for his own sake.

“Primus Gregorian is long dead, Lidia,” he reminded her, though she knew it well. Lidia’s mind remained sharper than a centurion’s blade, but sadly her body had shriveled, ravaged by time and her insatiable obsession with the Gregorian family. Both had taken toll over the years.

“His granddaughter is in my house.” Lidia’s anger simmered below the surface, and Taurus couldn’t trust her to obey his command concerning the girl.

“She is mine, and only mine, to deal with. Understood?”

Lidia shot him a look of disgust. “She has you in her power so soon? Her wretch of a mother held your father in her thrall for years.” The old lady was on the edge of her seat. “Do not allow her into your mind or your heart. It killed Paulus! Rid yourself of this pestilence, without delay.”

Taurus watched as her mouth spat foam over the girl’s arrival. “She is a valuable hostage, and your interference is unwarranted.” Taurus paused before he chose to remind her of his power. “I will not have my authority as Supreme Commander usurped, not even by you, Lidia.”

The old woman snarled, showing her long yellow teeth, a few missing here and there. “I must know if she compares to her mother’s beauty. The Phillipus girl once held the reputation of being the most beautiful woman in the empire.”

Taurus waved his hand in the air. “I think you’ll find this one somewhat disappointing. She acts more like a boy than a woman.”

A sudden memory of her lips pressing against his and the recollection of her hands roving across his chest assailed him. Her reaction had been completely feminine, and his completely masculine in reply. But Taurus was not inclined to soften his disposition. His ego was bruised, and Barca, his best friend and boyhood companion, waited for freedom. Lidia left in a resigned mood, and Taurus swigged the rest of his wine, contemplating the consequences of this unusual day.


Chapter Three

In the dim silence of the fortress, Taurus strolled to his rooms. He paused at the room appointed for the imprisoned girl. He dismissed the guards at the door, waiting until they disappeared from view, the sound of their boots dying away. The tang of wet straw stung his nostrils and vividly returned the memory of his capture. She had held him hostage, pointed an arrow at his chest, stolen his money, and degraded him like an animal on its way to market. A rush of indignation rose in his throat. He should walk away and let the laws of Panua (which he influenced greatly) punish the girl.

The door opened, and he entered. A small lamp hung on the far wall and cast a pale glow over the room. Taurus eyed the lump on the straw, evidence of her sleeping form. For an inexplicable reason he desired to look upon her face.

“Why are you here?” The voice came from the wall behind the door.

Taurus moved with lightning speed and pinned her against the heavy wood. He hissed, “What in the name of the gods do you think are you doing?”

The girl eyed him in the dim light. “Waiting to see who assassinates me first. I would put my money on your dear grandmother, but I did not expect you to kill me like a thief in the night.”

A low chuckle came from his throat. “I have no intention of killing you yet. I came to enjoy the sight of you on the straw, and pray your back itches as madly as mine.” He pressed against her as she wriggled, his pulse raced, and his blood ran hot. His grip relaxed, and her arms dropped to her side. “Are you comfortable with your accommodations, Lady?” Taurus asked with scorn.

She shrugged, “I have spent many nights sleeping on cold, hard ground. This matters not to me.”

Her ease shocked Taurus in a situation when most women would beg for mercy, crawl on the floor, and keen like a newly made widow. What kind of life had she led to be unperturbed by a lack of basic comfort? If this girl truly was the sister of the emperor, she was the most unusual woman he had ever met. “Come with me,” he commanded.

They entered his masculine den of rich leather and polished metal. Weaponry lined the walls, along with various maps of the empire. Dark, exotic furniture graced the room, and she noted the open door leading to his sleeping quarters. The room smelled clean and fresh, of soap and pine essence blended to create a manly fragrance. The same scent had enveloped her when he had her pinned to the wall.

He gestured to a chair and she obediently sat, scratching at her arms while he poured them drinks of watered wine. Food lay on a nearby table, its tempting aroma filling the room. He handed her a goblet of the finest silver, his fingertips brushing her hand as she accepted it.

“If you lie, you will be executed without any hope of an appeal,” Taurus threatened as she eyed the delicious fare.

“What do you wish to know?” She raised her chin and waited for his questions.

“Who are you? And I want the truth.”

“Prima Kalliassa Gregorian, the daughter of Maximus Octavius Gregorian.”

Taurus tapped his foot with impatience. “Why are you here?”

“To seek an audience with the governor of Panua.” She scratched at her arm a second time.

Taurus smirked dangerously. “Well, you have what you seek. I suggest you utilize my time wisely.”

Kallie collected her thoughts. “I seek political asylum from Emperor Gregorian. Panua is the only place I can stay until it is safe for me to travel.”

Taurus remained intrigued but suspicious of her story.

“Why would I care if a Gregorian brat needs help?” He intended to test her mettle.

“It benefits you if I am out of the emperor’s control.” Kallie’s eyes strayed to the food. “Do you mind if I eat?”

Taurus took her by the arm to the table and watched her fill a platter with choice cuts of meat, delicious breads, cheese, and fruits.

She sighed in relief. “The smell of food makes me realize I am hungry.”

She picked at the food with dainty fingers and commented on the fare, appreciating the fine food and good wine, and remembered her manners as a steward approached to check on his master’s table. She inclined her head to the surprised servant.

“You must be of Greek descent,” she remarked, smiling at him. “Only a Greek creates such wonderful delicacies.” The steward bowed, not daring to speak until the master permitted him to join the conversation.

“This is Kristokus, my steward.” Taurus gestured to the man. “You may answer the lady.”

The steward basked in her compliment. “It is my pleasure to serve his Excellency the Governor. And yes, I am from Greece.”

Kallie tried to engage in further conversation, but Taurus waved the man off impatiently. “Why would I benefit if you need asylum?”

She stiffened. “Gregorian is planning an alliance with the satrap of Persia. As emperor, he needs money to fill his treasury, and the satrap will pay him well.”

The icy finger of dread ran through him. This was not good news. The Romans had stayed away from Panua due to a lack of soldiers, grain, and other circumstances that depleted the mighty Roman coffers. Taurus kept his temper under control and listened.

“Once Caius has the satrap’s mountain of coin, his attention will turn to the fleabite on his backside known as Panua. The emperor’s expression, not mine.” She shrugged. “But the satrap will not pay the emperor until their bargain is concluded to his satisfaction.”

Taurus raged. How dare the son of a murderer call him a fleabite? Her words inflamed him, perhaps intentionally, so he relaxed his posture. “Concluded how?” Taurus bristled at the deal struck by his enemies.

“Me,” Kallie announced indignantly.

“You!” Taurus said with disdain. “A girl who acts as a boy and thinks it nothing to sleep on the ground? The noble satrap must be in dire need of a woman, to take you in exchange for a mountain of money.”

Taurus mistrusted her, but for a satrap to take an emperor’s sister as a wife would be a prestigious honor.

“Let me guess. You disagree with your brother’s choice of husband for you, but he will not listen? You have no interest in political asylum. You’re just a girl who doesn’t want her wings clipped by an old, tired husband.”

“Fine, then sit here and enjoy your last days as governor. I will be queen of the East, while you are overrun by Romans.”

Taurus laughed aloud, inwardly pleased the food and wine had restored her courage. “The satrap has at least five or six wives and a harem full of concubines. In time, you will be nothing more than a servant to his number one queen.”

Her eyes popped open, and he enjoyed her discomfort in knowing her fate at the hands of the satrap. A wicked thought entered his head, and he ogled her body crudely. “Do you wish to become my concubine? Perhaps your brother would take a few gold pieces from me in exchange for your company.”

A delicious pink tinge flooded her cheeks. “Caius would never agree. You are a threat to Rome and the stability of his rule. The satrap is merely a convenient coin supplier located half a world away.”

Taurus reeled at the news Caius planned to ally with foreigners. He rubbed his face, voicing his thoughts. “Rome has no power here. You are my prisoner, and the satrap must reward me with a fortune if he wishes to regain his unwilling bride.” Taurus beamed. “I will send a message to Gregorian and demand payment for your keep. And that fool in the east will concede to a hefty price for your safe passage out of Panua. You have saved yourself from a painful death, if your story proves true.”

“Introduce me to Lidia Paulinus. I am sure she will confirm my lineage,” Kallie dared him. “I am told I greatly resemble my mother, and surely she would remember the girl who almost married her son.”

By a strange coincidence, Kallie’s mother and Taurus’ father were once betrothed, many years ago. If it had not been for the interference of Maximus Octavius, neither he nor the girl would be sitting there now.

She sat back in the comfortable chair and raised her feet to rest on a small footstool. “You live as though you are the emperor. You cannot think there is room for two of you.”

Taurus watched as she made herself at home.

“The satrap is not such a fool. He is clever and wily, and infinitely patient at the waiting game.”

“How so?” Taurus yawned, feigning boredom.

“He will marry me and get a son on me. If Caius fails to produce an heir, the satrap will have a claim on Rome through me. As soon as I have a boy, it will be raised as a Roman and the satrap will be the father of Rome!”

Taurus’ eyes burned into hers. “As soon as Caius is wed and his wife produces a brood, the satrap will have failed.”

“Children do not always survive.” Her chin jutted out in calm deliberation. “I told you, the satrap plays a waiting game and thinks of all the possibilities. The worst that could happen is he loses money, thrown away in one of his many schemes. Everyone knows Caius is a scholar and a new theologian, and as for my brother Germanicus, he is a profligate with over a hundred sons by now, none of them legitimate. They are the children of whores and wenches.”

The wine had loosened her, and she yawned lightly, apologizing to him, as he stared in return. He should consider her crazy, but at least the dirt had been washed off her face and she spoke with a grain of truth.

“It’s time you slept, while I make inquiries concerning your story,” Taurus ordered coldly, steering her to his bedroom, and without a further word left her behind the closed door.

Much later he checked on his prisoner, approaching the bed with caution. Seeing her curled like a child, her bare back exposed in the dim light, he admired her slim, lithe form. He had never seen a woman so fit and trim, yet at the same time feminine and soft.

Earlier, when she had raised her arm, Taurus had noticed the muscles flex. He found it oddly erotic for a woman to have muscular definition. He knew she was accomplished in archery and horse riding, and those two things alone made her different from any woman within a hundred leagues. What other undiscovered skills did she possess? Her face was youthful and pretty, even beautiful, and though Taurus usually avoided spoiled, pouty noblewomen, he appreciated this one’s ability to speak openly. She brought a breath of fresh air into his restricted world of responsibility and duty.

He lay on his couch restless, and curious to know more about the young woman and her flight out of Rome.

****

The next morning Kallie found fresh clothes near the bed and a servant girl waiting to accompany her to bathe. She reveled in the privacy of the warm fragrant water and the chance to soak off weeks of road dust. Last night she had climbed between the soft animal skins covering the governor’s bed and had briefly wondered if his wife might wander into the room to find a naked girl between his sheets. His bed linen had smelled of exotic spices, and the kiss they’d shared on a straw-covered cart had assailed her memory for the hundredth time. Rugged and strong, in a truly masculine way, he confused her usually sensible judgment. Today she planned to sway him to her cause, if she could only concentrate on weakening his defenses instead of comparing him to Roman men. Her brothers were handsome, well groomed, and as sleek as cats, while Taurus paced like a wolf, untamed and unpredictable. The servant washed her hair and combed its long wavy lengths until it shone like ebony.

Dressed in a pale blue gown and escorted to his office, Kallie thrilled at the sight of him as he finished his business with a scribe. Comfortably seated where the imposter had posed the night before, he made a considerable impression. His smooth movements and easy manner rankled Kallie. Her capture surely amused him, and now his chance for revenge had arrived.

“The dress you wore last night for your audience was stolen property.” Taurus didn’t look in her direction.

She stood opposite him and waited.

“Another offense on the ever-growing list of crimes you’ve committed.” Taurus glanced up when she made no comment. A fleeting irritation crossed his features, and she realized her failure to respond. “I apologize. I will pay for the dress and the inconvenience.”

Taurus held her stormy blue eyes for a moment. “Will it be my money that you pay your debts with?” Amusement flickered behind his scrutiny.

“I have coin, but the giant keeps it. I will settle my debt soon.”

He smirked. “Your companion will be in my custody by the end of the day. You may request the coin he holds, but I doubt it remains with him.”

Kallie’s eyes opened wide. “You have him?”

“It is a matter of time. What is your relationship? Is he your servant? Or perhaps your lover?” He kept a straight face at the foolish suggestion.

She spotted food and watered wine on a nearby table. Kristokus appeared from the shadows.

She grinned at the sight of the plate coming toward her.

“For a small girl you eat like a recruit,” Taurus commented.

“’Tis all the fresh air and exercise.” She took the plate from the steward and nodded favorably. “It makes me hungry.” She ate slowly, chewing small dainty bits of the bread and oils. “If you must know, the giant is my grand-uncle,” Kallie said, between bites.

“On what side of your illustrious family does this giant belong?”

“He is the brother of my father’s mother, Attia. She married Emperor Gregorian and, as a third wife, gained the name Tertia.” She eagerly informed him of her family connections.

Taurus gritted his teeth. “Attia Tertia’s brother, what is his name?”

“Atticus Antonius,” she announced proudly.

“You mean the man I saw in the woods was Atticus, the murderer? The man who killed my father was a mere ten cubits from me and I did not know I had him?”

Kallie laughed. “You did not have him, Governor. I had you and your friend in my sights. You never stood a chance at him.”

Taurus’ eyes glinted as the morning sun filtered through half-open shutters. Hazel flecked with amber, shone like sparkling gemstones. “He will die the moment he enters my fortress. Your words seal his death warrant.”

She sensed he waited for a reaction, expecting her to rail at him, or jump out of her seat, begging for mercy. Kallie licked the tip of her finger and cleaned the crumbs from her plate, sucked them from her finger, and passed the empty plate to the steward. “Atticus hopes to die a hero’s death. You will do him a great honor if you execute him. He will be remembered for his bravery and courage once he is gone. All Rome will sing his praises, and blame the Monster of Panua for his demise.”

Taurus stared. “You don’t care if he dies for your deeds.”

She flicked her hair over her shoulder. “Oh, I care. Atticus is dear to me, but he constantly harangues the emperor to send him into a battle to die like a man. Caius will not allow it in a man of his age, and so Atticus must find a heroic way to end his days.” She swigged her wine. “He offered to help when I chose to run rather than be traded to an oily toad.” Remembering her untenable situation, she sat upright. “Will you help me avoid my betrothal, Governor?” A frisson of tension sprang between them.

Taurus narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “Panua will gain an advantage from this situation. If it helps your cause, so be it, but if it does not, then I’m afraid you will be disappointed.”

She shrugged. “I can ask for nothing more than your consideration. What is the next move? Will you write to Rome?”

“Are you a spy, Kallie? Has Gregorian sent you to cause trouble?”

She smiled. “I wish only to settle in Corinth as soon as the bargain is broken with the satrap. My mother’s family waits to give me a home, but Romans are everywhere, and if they catch me I’m finished. I had to come here. It’s the only place where Caius cannot have his way.”

“Come with me.” Taurus walked to the large doors opening onto his private garden. He steered her around the greenery to a wall with an archway. Taurus stepped through it, tugging her along. Kallie enjoyed the feel of his large, firm hands as he took her to a raised terrace at the far end of the garden. He took the steps two at a time and waited at the top, looking across the vista, as she joined him.

“It’s beautiful,” she breathed. The valley held the sprawling city of Panua, and in the distance a forested region darkened the horizon. To the east lay a great river leading to the Mediterranean Sea, and to the west, beyond a great mountain, lay Rome. “Over there,” she pointed to the forest, “is where we met?”

“You mean the place where you kidnapped the Governor of Panua, and still hold hostage his first officer.”

She bit her lip and leveled her gaze to meet his. “I did not know you were the governor. I thought you merely an underling.”

His eyes travelled the length of her in a merciless assessment. He wrapped an arm around her waist. “And I do not know who you truly are. Therefore, I am free to do with you as I wish.”

The tenor of his voice and the underlying meaning of his words caused the blood to pound through her veins. She leaned against the wall to view the mountain in an attempt to diminish his posturing. “To ride to the mountain would be an exhilarating adventure. Have you ever done such a thing? You must have, as a boy.”

“I grant no favors to a prisoner. You are under arrest until I decide your fate.”

“Oh, I hoped since I came willingly with an offer of help your manner would be lenient.” She shrugged in resignation.

“How old are you?” Taurus growled.

“Eighteen. Though soon I will reach my nineteenth year,” Kallie happily revealed her age to the governor.

He clenched his teeth. “When I was your age, I spent my days as a soldier. I travelled to new lands, sailed around the Great Sea and swore I would visit Egypt before I settled down to govern permanently.”

“And did you?” Kallie asked.

“No, and the prospect becomes impossible, with the emperor’s political aspirations. I cannot leave Panua open to the hands of a greedy Roman.”

Kallie took one last look at the vista. “That’s unfortunate. I intend to settle in Greece, and nothing will stop me. Not Caius, not Rome, not the satrap, and least of all, not you.”

Taurus took her by the arm and pulled her to his chest. “I am your master now. Do not think because you ran from Gregorian you have a choice in your fate. You have fallen under a greater threat than your brother.”

Kallie readied a tart reply but the gentle breeze brought the voice of Kristokus to their ears. Taurus snapped his head to see his steward climbing the last few stairs.

“Master, you asked me to inform you when…” He glanced at Kallie, unwilling to speak freely.

Taurus guessed the message. “Barca has returned.”

“Kristokus! Has he brought the giant with him?” Kallie asked, brazen in her inquiry.

The steward froze and looked to the governor, not daring to offend his master.

“Go,” Taurus commanded.

Kallie sighed in apology. “I should not have compromised your steward. I am sorry, Governor.”

Taurus set his face like stone. “The guards will see you to your room.”

Kallie was taken neither to the room with the straw nor to the governor’s rooms but to one with more feminine appeal in its decor. The soft colors and muted tones of large stuffed pillows and floating drapery were the most noticeable differences. She discovered an attached room fitted for private bathing. Six beautiful gowns in a variety of colors waited on the bed. Matching jewels and trinkets lay nearby, twinkling in the light.

She sipped expensive wine and looked out the window. Although the drop was enough to deter anyone from attempting a disastrous jump, thick metal bars prevented the possibility. The view of the mountain was visible, and she daydreamed what it would be like to ride with him by her side, heading to the hills for a day together.

She must not become enamored with a harsh and unreachable man. Her hope to cast a charming spell over the governor of Panua had not included meeting him in the wild before breaking into his fortress. A reputation of masculinity and prowess as a soldier preceded him, but her overwhelming physical attraction to the man had taken her by complete surprise. She pictured his hard body with its sculpted chest, broad back, and well-muscled limbs… A servant interrupted her thoughts.

“The governor has instructed you choose a dress and prepare to be his guest at a feast in your honor this evening.”

Was this a ploy of the governor? Treat her well but flaunt her as a prize won from Rome? She expected as much. Caius would hear of her capture and send an envoy to Panua to open negotiations. The satrap’s toady minions would soon follow Rome’s example. Panua would be inundated with visitors vying for the attention of the governor. She must do her best to encourage him to enjoy his victory.

The maid came to her cosmetic table and dressed her hair for the night’s feast. The governor held her life in his hands. If she married the satrap, it meant never seeing the light of day again. Never to walk or ride into the mountains or the forest, the way she did as a child with her beloved family. To escape her role as a broodmare for the satrap, she must convince the governor his interests were best served by keeping her in his fortress.


Chapter Four

Taurus raged. The giant had escaped his men and no one knew where to begin the search. Not one man had tracked his movements. Taurus yelled at them to leave his presence or suffer pain.

Barca stood motionless after the men left and watched as Taurus gulped his wine.

“Gods! I almost had the man who murdered my father! Atticus put a knife into his throat, after he pleaded with the emperor to return his lawful wife. Gregorian refused and she married Maximus Octavius instead.”

Barca nodded in sympathy. Everyone knew the story of Lidia, who had singlehandedly defied Primus Gregorian. She often ranted about her son’s death, wanting revenge so badly she could taste it. For years she had schooled Taurus and Barca on the injustices meted out to Panua by Rome.

Barca strolled to the window. “He will come.”

Taurus looked up in surprise. “Here?”

“He seeks the girl and will attempt to free her. But he must die by my hand! I owe him that for the way he trussed me up like a pig.” Barca leaned in to Taurus with a depraved look. “Have you taken her yet?” He licked his lips. “I’d like a turn at shaming the wench after you’ve finished.”

Taurus shot him a freezing stare. “She is mine and mine alone. I will do with her as I please, when I please.” He saw the confusion on his friend’s face. “Understand this—she is the sister of Caius Gregorian and the key to my future concerning Rome.”

“Oh!” Disappointment slashed across Barca’s face. “I planned to…”

“Enough!” Taurus growled. “Your plans concern the giant, not the girl.”

“As you wish, Governor.” He backed away as Lidia slipped in from the corridor.

“What makes the two of you talk in such loud tones?”

She patted Barca’s arm. “Don’t worry. You will catch Atticus, and we’ll roast his carcass over a spit before it grows cold. Now go and rest until the feast tonight. I have arranged to display the spawn of Gregorian to our noblemen and women.”

Barca left the room and Lidia moved nearer to Taurus. “You left a great many people waiting for your decision on a wife, yesterday.”

Taurus ignored her admonition.

“Consider the daughters of Verragius and Hestonius, both excellent choices, vetted personally by me and guaranteed virgins, compliant in and out of the bedroom.”

Taurus held back a roar of anger. The idea of a marriage arranged by a seventy-year-old woman lusting to hold Panua long after she went to her grave gave him cause to vomit. He remained silent, unwilling to enter into Lidia’s negotiations.

“They are daughters of important men, and you would do well to nurture their friendship.” She left the room as Taurus sank deeper into his dark mood. He groaned at the thought of paying attention to them, but it would be a gross insult if he did not approach them and make their presence welcome.

He turned his mind to the prisoner. Better to marry one of the girls Lidia had picked for him than tangle with Rome and lead Panua into disaster. It might be wise to pack up the girl and send her back to the emperor as fast as possible. But perhaps he should ruin her before sending her to Gregorian. After all, he had been kidnapped, tied up, hand-fed, and tossed on a filthy cart full of stinking straw. The desire to see her consumed him. He recalled the kiss bestowed on him. A parting gift to a pitiful soldier she had ill-used and thought never to meet again.

What is your name? I must remember it, she had whispered with her sweet voice.

“No.” Taurus swore under his breath. “You will not forget my name. Ever!”

****

Her reflection in a highly polished silver mirror stared back in wonder. Dressed to perfection in a white dress with gold braid crisscrossing under her full breasts, Kallie thrummed with confidence. The governor expected her to shine like a star in the night sky; otherwise, why send her a selection of beautiful dresses? Jewels and ribbons decorated her hair, arranged artfully on her head. The clever yet minimal use of tinctures and powder on her face finished off a dazzling appearance. Pleased but not arrogant over her looks, she waited for an escort to the feast and thought of her mother, who had never set stock in beauty. It almost killed her to carry the reputation of most beautiful woman in the empire. Taurus’ father had obsessed over her after she fled from their betrothal. Kallie’s mother had educated her children and taught them to live with less, not more, than they needed. Raised on a secluded estate, far from the politics of Rome, Kallie had visited her grandfather, Primus Gregorian, often, but she had never considered Rome as her home. It was Actinium and the Phillipus estate that held Kallie’s heart.

The sun slid into the horizon, and she patiently waited. Images of Rome played in her mind as she stood by the window, watching as the clouds changed from gold to orange and then to reddish pink. She did not hear Taurus enter the room.

****

The breath left his body when he saw her from afar. Her stunning beauty intrigued yet irked him, for no defensible reason. In fascination he watched as the muscles on her arm flexed, revealing her strength and fitness. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a woman—or even the name of one. He and the men used to ride into the countryside to tumble willing wenches, and many a buxom woman entertained a soldier for a coin or two. In his youth he dallied often, but in the last few years issues had arisen that curtailed the raucous behavior of his troops. And now his advisors, and primarily Lidia, pressured him to take a wife and begin the dutiful business of producing an heir. Damn the old woman! Where had the time gone? His thirtieth year loomed on the horizon.

She slowly turned, and they stood face to face. Taurus had dressed in a dark tunic with golden bands encircling his wrists. His mood lifted when her eyes found his. He strode across the room, took her hand, and tilted her head. No words passed between them. Her pink, bow-shaped mouth parted and pearly-white teeth bit her lower lip. The tension increased, until he bent his head and kissed her warm, soft lips, breathing in her delicious scent of rose mingled with jasmine. His hand slid along her jaw with the lightest touch, and she pressed eagerly against his lips. As her free hand slid across his muscled chest, he took the opportunity to explore her curves with interest. A sound escaped from the back of her throat. Taurus pulled back to view her face. Dreamy-eyed, she gazed at him with an expectant look.

“Are you a virgin?”

“Yes,” she whispered, “but I have no wish to remain so.”

Taurus grew suspicious. “Oh, and why is that?”

“My virtue is currency for my brother. If I am ruined, he will deem me unimportant, especially if the man who ruins me is the Governor of Panua.”

Taurus released her from his grip. “My guests are waiting. Lidia salivates at the chance to look upon a Gregorian after all these years.” Taurus eyed her openly. “Your mother was said to have entranced my father with her beauty.”

“My mother always said her beauty proved to be a curse. We were taught skills, not pretty poses.”

“She gave you permission to run around in boy’s clothes, shoot arrows, and ride horses?”

“I’ll never be much of a lady.”

She outshone any woman, but perhaps not in social skills. “I’ll seat Lady Virga on your right. She will be helpful if you feel overwhelmed tonight.”

“Thank you,” Kallie whispered as they walked to the grand reception room.

****

A roomful of curious onlookers waited to greet them, and Kallie handled them with expert ease. She spoke eloquently to the nobles of Panua who lined the hall to meet her, and even those women with skeptical looks on their overly made-up faces were handled with aplomb. They hushed the moment Lidia Paulinus entered the room just before dinner. Kallie inclined her head graciously to the old woman.

“A Gregorian, if ever I saw one in the flesh,” Lidia said, in a half grumble.

Kallie smiled with brilliance at the old woman. She held no fear of Lidia or her ambitions. “I am pleased to have you confirm my identity, Lady Paulinus.”

“You are passable, like your mother before you. Are you a wanton wench, too?” Lidia sneered.

Kallie fixed a smile on her face, determined to pass this test if it killed her. The room hushed to hear her response. “I am most definitely a wanton wench. It is the only way to avoid marriage to an old toad in the East.”

Taurus roared with laughter and the room joined in.

Lidia shrugged and moved to sit at the high table on Taurus’ left, while Kallie sat on his right. Lady Virga took her seat on the other side of Kallie, and they used the opportunity to inspect one another cordially. Virga, a demure, ivory-skinned beauty whose icy blue eyes showed no emotion, had her long blonde hair neatly braided for the evening’s gathering. Her lovely features were angular and aristocratic, completely opposite of Kallie’s dark and sensual looks.

The magnificent food was served under the watchful eye of Lidia. The servants did not dare put one foot wrong, especially tonight, with the sister of the emperor as the honored guest. Kallie noticed Barca a few seats away, his face a mask of fury, unable to disguise the fact he viewed her as a prisoner and not a guest. Next to Barca sat a young man with a softer, friendlier copy of Barca’s face. Kallie leaned toward Virga and asked his name.

“He is Hamilcar, brother of Barca. Handsome, is he not?” Virga questioned.

“He reminds me of my brother, in Rome.” Kallie said, half to herself.

“I hope to have a conversation with you about Rome’s colorful history and notable citizens,” Lady Virga whispered in low tones.

Taurus turned from Lidia, busily chiding one of the stewards. “Lady Gregorian, you have fooled me.”

Kallie turned to meet his inquisitive expression with surprise.

“You gave me the impression you are a girl of the woods. But your skill with the nobility of Panua proves you a well-bred lady.”

Lidia grunted at Taurus’ compliment. “Proper ladies do not run off from an arranged betrothal.”

Taurus opened his mouth to retort, but Kallie interrupted.

“I am no lady. I plan to avoid marriage and its political entanglements. Like you, Lady Paulinus, I wish to be mistress of my own fate.”

Lidia paused for a heartbeat, contemplating her reply. “You will be cast down, as your brother will be cast down. I pray to see the day when another house will rule Rome.”

“Enough,” Taurus breathed mutinously. “You ruin my meal with your constant harping.”

Lidia shot Taurus a look but engaged the man on her left in conversation.

The reception proceeded in a lighter mood as Taurus signaled the musicians to play. Kallie enjoyed the food and paced her eating to match that of Lady Virga. Taurus watched with his unreadable expression. Her eyes held his as long as possible without causing insult to their company. He scanned the room and nodded to two young ladies whom Kallie remembered as Lady Verragius and the Lady Hestonius. They glowed with pleasure under his scrutiny.

“Your wife will be upset if you openly flirt with your guests,” Kallie mused.

“My wife?” Taurus asked absently.

“Lady Virga,” Kallie reminded him.

Taurus smirked. “I do as I please. I am the Monster of Panua and take whatever and whomever I want.”

“It seems to me there is another monster in this room.” Kallie glanced beyond him to the back of Lidia’s head. The old lady, as tough as iron nails and with a reputation as a mean old bitch, deserved her unkind comment. All of Rome knew she had raised the governor of Panua with flawed opinions and a biased hatred of the Romans.

“I compliment you on your observation. Do not tangle with Lidia. Give her one reason to destroy you and she will seize it.”

“You follow her like a disciple of the latest religion that rages around the empire. If you choose to believe her mad ravings over the Gregorian family it could mean your destruction, not mine.”

Taurus gazed thoughtfully into his wine, ignoring her warning. “Lidia may grow old, but her idea of defeating Rome does not. If I have inherited her thirst for revenge, it is the fault of the Gregorians.”

The meal wound to a satisfactory conclusion, but a commotion at the door caught Kallie’s interest. Kristokus whispered to the general, Captain Barca, and Hamilcar. Taurus had a wicked look on his face and gestured to Barca. The other man seemed to disagree, but Taurus pressed him. Hamilcar shot a look at Kallie aware they were discussing something concerning her.

The great ornate doors were flung open, and a squat little man waddled into the reception room. All eyes went to the man who walked the length of the aisle to the head table. Taurus sat with a bored look on his face. He stretched out a long, lean leg and idly fingered his wine cup.

The man reached the steps to the dais, paused, and bowed to Taurus. “I am the Grand Vizier, Alim Ben Alim, esteemed servant to the Satrap of Persia, and gratefully stand in your presence on his behalf, Governor Paulinus.” The little man’s thick accent confirmed his origin.

Taurus eyed him for a moment. “What is of such urgency it causes you to interrupt my evening?”

The man bowed again but this time in apology. “The sister of Emperor Gregorian is missing. It is believed she has wandered into your lands by mistake.”

Taurus considered the information. “And what do you care about the sister of the emperor?”

“My master has arranged to take her as a wife. She was to be…”

“Your master has many wives. Will one less make a difference to such a man?” The crowd tittered at the jibe.

“It matters a great deal to the satrap,” he answered.

“Return to your master in the East and ask him what favor he will extend if I find the missing girl.” Taurus feigned concern. Both men knew it would take months to embark on the fruitless journey.

The visitor glanced at Kallie. She held his gaze, her position tenuous. One word from the governor and she might be shipped off with this toad. Ben Alim recognized her; they had met once in Rome, many months ago.

“Any favor you request will be granted by my master,” the toad offered, turning back to the governor.

“Indeed!” Taurus said with an edge of disdain. “Your master will pay a price I have yet to decide upon.”

The toad shifted on his feet. “The satrap must have his wife. He will pay a high price.”

Taurus’ gaze burned into black beady eyes. “The girl is my price. She was caught wandering my lands, trespassing, stealing, disrupting my army with her companion. She stays until I tire of her.”

The satrap’s envoy nodded gravely. “Whatever compensation you require, the satrap will be pleased to pay.”

Kallie held her breath. Taurus could ask for riches, mountains of grain and expensive spices, or many other things to improve his lot and that of his people. It would benefit him greatly to hand her over. But she hoped Taurus itched to defy the Eastern potentate and his ally in Rome.

He got to his feet and pulled her with him, tugging her to stand in front of him. His hold tightened around her, his body pressed hard against hers, insulting the squat ambassador. A domineering hand slid inside her gown and cupped her breast. His other hand ran across her midsection, sliding downward to the soft flesh between her thighs. He steadied her sway, as a swirl of emotions ran through her. She had imagined this moment in private, not in a room with three hundred observers, and forced herself to take a breath and remain unaffected by his display of male potency.

“It will take months for my advisors to reach a decision on the appropriate penalty for the girl’s crime. In the meantime, I will sample the emperor’s offering to the satrap.” Taurus chuckled and the room rippled in laughter along with him. “It is my right as master of Panua. Now leave this place, Ben Alim. You are no longer welcome here.”

Ben Alim stood in stunned silence. Barca and Hamilcar moved to escort him as he jolted out of his reverie, spun around on his heels, and waddled down the long aisle.

Taurus watched as the doors closed behind him and only then realized he still had Kallie in his grip. He slowly released her. Kallie caught the look of shame on Lady Virga’s red face and the jealous outrage of a few women seated nearby.

Gods, thought Kallie, this man must be unbearable as a husband.

Taurus steered her to the door leading to his private wing of the fortress and waved the steward away as he tried to follow.


Chapter Five

They strode together through the long, dimly lit corridors. The torch-lined walls were dark and ominous. He moved so fast Kallie strove to keep up. He took her to his rooms and bolted the door behind them.

“Take off your clothes,” he commanded unceremoniously.

Kallie paused, shocked at his boldness. “Now?” She stood stock still, not knowing if she pleased him but hoping dearly to move him to her cause.

“Yes, now,” he repeated coldly. Taurus turned the full force of his gaze upon her. “You expressed a desire to lose your virtue, and now is the time.”

Kallie froze, horrified by his cold demeanor.

“You prefer I send you away with the ambassador?” Taurus growled.

Unprepared for his timing, she took a breath and began to undress. Her hands trembled as she reached for the edge of her gown. She hoped he would be tender in his advances, but, in his current state, requital dominated his mind. Her gown fluttered to the floor, revealing the wispy thin shift underneath. It left nothing to the imagination.

Taurus cocked his head in stark appraisal. His glittering gaze raked over her nearly naked form as she stood defenseless in the middle of the room.

“Remove the shift.”

Kallie opened her mouth to protest, but no sound came out. He waited, fully dressed, like a predator watching its prey. Her shift met the same fate as her dress.

“Turn around.”

Kallie’s heart pounded as she turned her back to him. He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. One hand cupped a breast, while his other hand slid to her unconquered female region. His lips pressed against her ear.

“I imagined you naked when the whole room was watching us together,” he whispered feverishly. “Every man envied my hold upon you.”

Kallie suppressed a gasp as his hand moved expertly into position.

“You are a maid but a few moments longer,” he groaned, excited by her vulnerability.

His hand went to her head, removing the ribbons and gems adorning her hair. He dropped them to the floor, careless of their value. Long, dark hair tumbled around her in a sensuous, fluid movement.

Kallie spun to face him and reached up, her hands sliding around his neck, and pulled his head to meet hers. They kissed in a crush of lips and tongues. Eagerness flooded her, but he slowed the urgency and relaxed his grip as they moved blindly to the bed in the adjoining room. Kallie reveled in the soft animal furs brushing her naked body, recalling the previous night, alone in this bed with only his scent for company. His clothes fell away as he moved onto the bed, and he loomed above her.

“Gods!” She whispered as she saw him fully naked in the moonlit room.

He paused. “I must have your consent. I don’t consider this a violation, but merely the price you pay for my protection.”

“I will pay your price,” Kallie agreed, eager to engage in the act of joining with this magnificent man. A tremor of hesitation rippled through her body as his strong hands slid to her hips. His knee parted her thighs, and she clasped her arms around him, pressing her hands to his muscular back. His questing mouth travelled from her neck to the tip of her breast and she arched as he prepared to breach her tender flesh, determined to enjoy this moment as an act of rebellion against Rome and the power eager to control her destiny.

The governor moved carefully, sympathetic to her virginal state. His breathing increased with each push of his hot, hard shaft. She held fast to him, matching his kisses, enjoying the strength and safety of his arms. An unfamiliar mewling sound low in her throat caused him to peer into her eyes.

“Are you all right?” He scanned her face, gauging her reaction to the intrusion between her legs.

“Yes,” she whispered, “yes.” She reached for him, pulling his face close to hers, kissing him hard.

In discovering the mystical rites of lovemaking she experienced the strange ebb and flow between a man and a woman who embark on the journey, unknowing if their union amounts to a mere moment of satisfactory pleasure or if the Fates have thrown them into an everlasting mix of conflict and desire.

Taurus grunted in conclusion and settled beside her. The storm within had spent its fury; exhausted and weak, she had only the strength to smile as he answered her questioning gaze.

“Get some sleep. There will be time enough to talk tomorrow.”

Kallie closed her eyes, her head leaning on his inviting chest. A comforting arm circled her waist and she glowed in the warmth of his body. “I didn’t know it would be like this,” she sighed contentedly.

“Neither did I,” Taurus muttered. “Neither did I.”

****

Kallie stood between a wolf and a sleek black cat. They beckoned, equally drawing her attention. Intense and yellow, the wolf-eyes watched while the cat paced anxiously from side to side, waiting for her to make a move, but her feet did not respond to her will.

As her eyes opened, Kallie remembered the night before, and she reached for the sheet to cover her nakedness. Taurus was gone, leaving a cold and empty space. The door leading to the outer room lay slightly open and the sound of Kristokus instructing the servants drifted through the narrow opening. A girl entered, carrying a silk robe, and waited for Kallie to leave the bed.

“My name is Mira. Come with me, please.” The robe cooled her skin as she followed the girl to the bathing room. The warm water in the pool relaxed her aching muscles and soothed her tender flesh, enveloping her in its fresh and flowery scent. Kallie sighed in pleasure.

The sun shone through a high window. Atticus! He might be in the city. They had ways of communicating, and she planned to use her wiles to send him a message. About to leave the warm, scented water, she heard footsteps. Taurus entered with the satrap’s man waddling along with him. Behind them came Barca and Hamilcar.

Kallie blushed and dipped low in the water, glaring at the men who filed into the bathhouse. She silently questioned their presence but waited for enlightenment.

Taurus wore a mocking smile. “Awake at last.” He gestured to the satrap’s envoy. Kallie instinctively guessed this show was for the toad. She inclined her head and smiled to welcome the governor.

“She is happy and willing to be here with me.” Taurus added carefully, “You are willing, are you not, Prima?”

Kallie swallowed her increasing doubt over his intention; perhaps Taurus had finished his game with her, eager to send her on her way.

“I am happy here, Governor,” she answered truthfully.

Taurus smiled at the satrap’s man. “She is well looked after. Tell your master the fault lies with Rome as to why the girl is no longer available. Gregorian underestimated his sister’s wit and resourcefulness. I suggest you seek compensation from them.”

“And her virtue?” the man asked, as though she were but a piece of meat at market.

“Long gone.” Taurus said apologetically. “I’m afraid someone beat me to it. Probably the giant she travels with. No doubt she rewarded him with her body.”

The toad retreated, his face flushed with annoyance. Taurus signaled Barca and Hamilcar to follow Ben Alim out of the bathhouse. He stripped off his clothes and plunged into the pool. Kallie made a dash for the edge, where the gentle slope of stairs led the way out. She failed miserably, as Taurus easily reached out and pulled her into his grip. She struggled until his lips met hers. Then she melted into his embrace as he held her in his strong arms.

“Why did you lie and tell him I was not a maid?”

His lips were on hers as she spoke and he smirked. “Because I have no wish to inflame his master into making war on me if he believes I violated you. It leaves doubt in his mind. Caius Gregorian will have some explaining to do. Offering a maid who turns out to be a wanton wench will be viewed as a gross insult.”

“Oh.” Kallie understood but was irritated that he called her virtue into question in front of the men in the room.

He lifted her out of the water and carried her to the bedroom. “You understand that, as long as you enjoy my hospitality, I will enjoy you?”

Kallie could not complain at his rationale. Free of the emperor’s plans, she must now concentrate on freedom from Panua. If she could reach Corinth and her mother’s people, she had the chance to live the life she wished and not be subjected to the will of men who sought to use her to produce heirs in a game of chauvinistic domination.

“I understand, and I agree as long as you treat me with respect. I am the granddaughter of Primus Gregorian, and as such…”

His eager kisses smothered her words. She fought to resist, but her body responded to him without command. Understanding the physical nature between a man and a woman no longer remained a mystery, but the emotional connection formed when a couple surrendered their bodies to one another added an unexpected element to her confusion.

****

Taurus pressed his mouth over hers, unwilling to listen to her plea. Since early morning he had thought of taking her but did not have the heart to rouse her from a sound sleep.

Speechless during their first encounter, how could he express himself to the most beautiful woman he had ever known? He had not lain with noblewomen—that would be a grave error. He kept his distance from entanglements with those ladies. Noble families would know if he favored one above the other, and he kept them on equal footing. Lidia had schooled him to keep them at bay, and he intended to maintain the advantage. Panuan women were pretty, some lovely to look at, but something about the girl in his arms outshone all of them. In looks alone she carried a room, but apart from that she was the most interesting girl he had ever met.

During their lovemaking the urge to please her entered his mind. Pinned under him, sighing in his ear as his powerful body rubbed over hers, the erotic sensation of his hairy chest and legs brushing her smooth sleek skin obviously drove her wild with desire.

She gasped his name. “Oh, Taurus.”

“Tell me what you want,” he whispered in her ear.

“Don’t stop,” she panted. “By all the gods, don’t stop!”

He gushed between her legs and she sighed in unexpected satisfaction.

Taurus held her as his heartbeat slowed to a regular pace.

“I will take you to the mountain this afternoon,” he offered. “The fresh air will do us both good.”

“Truly? But my riding clothes have been taken away.”

“Kristokus will take care of the details. Be ready for the noon meal.”

Her soft lips pressed against his shoulder. “I will be ready,” she complied happily.

****

The meal passed slowly for Taurus once Lidia and Virga joined them on the terrace.

“The Verragius family have invited us to their villa in the country, tonight,” Virga said.

“We must attend,” Lidia grumped. “It would be rude to refuse after the disastrous evening we hosted last night.”

Taurus held back a smirk. Hardly a disaster; in his opinion the evening had numerous delights. “See to it,” Taurus looked curtly at Virga.

An awkward pause passed between them. “Who shall I say is attending?”

“My honored guest will accompany us,” Taurus replied acidly.

Barca and Hamilcar arrived in time to find the food served and half-eaten. They ate their fill without a care. Hamilcar watched Taurus’ every move, like a dog waiting for its master’s approval. Barca threw sidelong glances at the Lady Virga. She in turn ignored him and concentrated on Lidia and Taurus.

Weeks on the run with Atticus had given Kallie a good appetite. “She eats like a man,” Lidia snorted in disgust.

Taurus laughed. He enjoyed Lidia’s annoyance, purposely inflaming her further. “She rides and shoots arrows like a man, too. Is it not so, Barca?”

Barca burned to teach her a lesson. No one apart from Taurus knew he had been pinned to a tree by her arrows.

“’Tis so.” Barca nodded in quiet agreement, but his eyes betrayed his fury.

“Governor, may I join your riding party this afternoon?” Hamilcar asked, a tinge of desperation in his voice.

Taurus shrugged. “If you wish. But I plan to spend the time with our guest, viewing the mountain up close. My escort merely acts as a guard to block the way up the mountain.”

“Why do you wish to see the mountain?” Suspicion laced Lidia’s voice.

Taurus waved off Lidia. “Because I wish it.”

Barca growled. “You are better off with me, Hamilcar. We have work to do.” He gave his brother a look to deny argument.

“Do you still search for the giant?” Kallie jibed.

Barca snapped. “I will have his head on a platter by the end of the day.” Atticus roamed free and Barca itched to catch him.

“You will not find him,” she mused. “He is skilled in the wild.”

“Why not return to Rome? Your plan was to come here and avoid marriage. You have what you want. Is there another reason he would stay?” Taurus asked.

“He waits until I am free to travel to Greece. Once my brother’s word is broken with the satrap and they no longer expect me to marry…”

“You will not be free, ever! You are a prisoner of Panua. You will die in a filthy cell fit for a Gregorian brat.” Lidia hissed.

“Perhaps.” She glanced at Taurus. He studied her as she chewed her last bite of food. “I would rather die than be trapped in a gilded cage,” she uttered defiantly. Taurus removed the plate from her hand and took her by the arm. “Hamilcar, stay and help your brother.”

Hamilcar’s face fell in disappointment, and he shot a look of irritation at Barca. Taurus shook his head. Lately the brothers had moved further and further apart, and Taurus must put a stop to their enmity soon, before it led to greater problems.

****

As Taurus pulled Kallie from the terrace, she glanced back at Lady Virga, who watched them passively. Not knowing if Virga held enmity toward her halted any possible overture to friendship. She respected Virga and sought to avoid making an enemy. But how could they be friends when Taurus blocked every opportunity? Kallie itched to remind him of his manners, but she dared not take liberties, not even to voice a mild protest as the governor handed her off to his capable steward. She must not jeopardize their riding plans.

Kallie donned her riding clothes and rushed to the stable, where Taurus waited, mounted on a superior horse, and she beamed at the equally spectacular mount waiting for her.

“I call this horse after Hannibal,” Taurus said. “He tried to defeat the Romans, and I will finish the job.”

Kallie needed no further explanation. “And the name of my horse?”

“Pilum. He rides true and straight, like a spear.”

They rode together, with a party of eight men riding well back. Kallie, dressed in her boyish clothes, secretly enjoyed the fact that Taurus knew every curve hidden under her disguise.

He avidly watched her handle the horse even though she had a less challenging mount; it allowed her to concentrate on the magnificent views ahead. They slowed to a trot after racing out over the flat plain toward the mountain. Kallie thrilled at the sheer joy of freedom from the enclosed walls of the fortress.

“This is wonderful!” she yelled above the noise of the horses. “What is the name of this mountain?”

“Black Mountain,” he answered. “Dark, and mysterious, and unforgiving. Men who tangle with her may lose their lives or their souls.” Taurus stared at Kallie as he spoke. Was he referring to the mountain?

She shrugged. “If you are afraid, Governor, I will go alone and report the mysteries waiting beyond.”

Taurus laughed loudly. “I have conquered her many times, Kallie. She holds no fear for me.”

“Indeed,” she mused, “the Monster of Panua is afraid of nothing.” She thought of Lidia. “Except for an old woman who calls herself your grandmother. Now there is a forbidding mistress.”

“I am her master.” Taurus balked. She had found his weakness. It irked him that Lidia tried to rule through him.

“You are master because she allows it. If you crossed Lidia, you would soon find out the truth of it.”

Taurus reached out and grabbed the reins of her horse. “Lidia is an old woman who lives in the past. Soon she will be dead, and Panua will remain in my grip. I hold the power, not Lidia.”

“Hmm.” She was unconvinced Lidia posed no threat. Kallie knew from experience that spies were everywhere. Lidia had at one time controlled a network that led from Panua to the door of Primus Gregorian.

“’Tis strange to think I could have been her granddaughter, if my mother had married Paulinus.” She laughed, and Taurus joined in.

“Strange indeed to think we could have met under different circumstances,” he mused.

Closer to the mountain Taurus signaled to the men. They broke into a gallop and reached their general. “Make a camp here and wait for our return. Let no one pass unless I give the order.”

They took the path leading into the mountain. She turned often to gaze at the view. “It is beautiful from here,” she sighed. “I knew it would be.”

Taurus followed her gaze to the distant fortress. Towering walls and magnificent architecture loomed over the valley. The city below was a jumble of rooftops dotting the expanse, with roadways crisscrossing through tightly packed buildings.

“This mountain is much like the place I grew up, near the town of Actinium, remote and wild.”

The breeze stirred her hair as she dismounted and tied the reins to a tree. Taurus joined her. It felt good to stretch their legs after the long ride. He sat on a large rock and watched as she climbed a tree, lightly teasing her on her agility and the height she climbed before pausing to look down.

“I can see your men at the base of the mountain from up here. They are behaving well.” She scooted down with even more speed, jumping the last few cubits to the ground, and screeched with laughter as she tumbled head over heels, clumsily breaking her fall.

Taurus laughed at her antics. Free of duty and responsibility, he watched with interest to see what she would do next.

“My father always made a fire-ring in the wild before we hunted game and searched for water.” Kallie gathered a pile of rocks. “Point in the direction of home often, and you will not forget the way, he always said.” She formed the stones into an arrow shape, its point aimed at the fortress. Throwing the extra stones into the centre of the ring, she rubbed the dirt off her hands. Taurus quietly watched as she climbed onto the rock with him and took the water-skin to quench her thirst. “Did you bring rations?”

He reached into a pouch, withdrew a small ration, and held it with a firm grip as she tried to wrestle it free. Fierce as she was in her attempt to uncurl his fingers, he held tight the more she struggled. He withdrew his hand. “I will give it to you for a kiss,” he teased.

“Only a kiss?” Kallie considered his request easily fulfilled. “I agree. Give me the ration, and I will kiss you.”

“No, kiss me first, and then I will give you the ration.”

Kallie leaned in to kiss him. She hovered over him, her breath caressing his face. She touched his lips with the hint of a kiss.

“That was hardly a kiss,” he complained.

“You did not specify the exact nature of the kiss,” Kallie teased. “I will give you a better kiss for two rations.”

Taurus chuckled at the game. “What will you give for the lot?”

She jumped off the rock. “Follow me and find out.”

Under the cover of the trees she turned to face him and raised her arms. He caught her in his embrace, lifting her to meet his lips. Her fingers twisted into his tangle of tawny hair, taming its waves. Clothes dissolved as they kissed, and they stood naked in the forest, sighing with pleasure. Kallie nibbled his ear as they dropped to the ground. He handed her the rations. She popped one into her mouth, and relaxed as his eyes roved across her naked body. She reached for him, guiding him to her, as the warm breeze rustled through the surrounding leaves.

“Wait.” Taurus said, coming out of his haze of desire.

Kallie paused, “What’s wrong?”

Taurus eyed her for a moment. “The Greeks have a word.”

“What word?” Kallie asked, confused.

Taurus whispered in her ear. “Orgasmos.”

“What does it mean?” She had Greek blood through her mother, but this strange word meant nothing.

“Better if I show you the meaning.” Taurus dropped his head and showered her body with kisses.

“Oh, I see,” Kallie murmured, as he took her on a journey she would never forget. She sailed on a river of ecstasy provided by the governor. Slow and deliberate, his concentration stayed solely on pleasing her. She lay in his arms, limp and exhausted. “Gods! Now I know why lovers do this with eagerness,” she moaned, drunk with satisfaction.

“Not all women have such a moving experience, but if the woman is eager the man may try a little harder.”

She noted his smug attitude at her newly discovered rapture. “How often do a man and woman do such a thing?”

Taurus laughed at her inquisitive nature. “Each coupling is different, but the choice is for the man to make.”

“Oh.” Kallie bit back a scalding reply. This was not the time or the place to disagree. She had a brief vision of Taurus and Virga together, but a passionate encounter between an ice-cold beauty with good graces and flawless manners and the vigorous governor eluded her fertile imagination.

“Come,” Taurus commanded. “We must return or the men will search for us soon.”

Dressed and ready to leave, Kallie took one last look at the fortress in the distance before turning her horse to the path down the mountain. She inspected Taurus from under narrowed eyes. His tawny hair hung loose around his face, and his hazel eyes shimmered in the daylight. A magnificent example of a man, but he knew it. She smiled as they began their descent. A trip to the mountain proved to be exactly what she needed, but not for the reasons he thought.


Chapter Six

Taurus glanced back once as the mountain receded into the distance. He shook off an uneasy sensation and kept close to his charge. For a long time he rode without speaking, lost in his thoughts. His encounters with women normally centered solely on his pleasure alone; most women were mere vessels to fill and refill at his convenience. But this one was different. Even though she had no prior experience with men she pulsed with a vibrant carnal energy that fired his sexual awareness. He recognized the urge to dominate a woman, but the unfamiliar desire to please one infuriated his sense of good judgment.

Taurus focused on the road, scanning the way home from side to side. He signaled his men with a gesture of his arm. They adjusted the speed of their horses to keep him and Kallie ahead by twenty cubits at all times. More than two-thirds of the way to the city, Taurus glanced at her. As a skilled rider, she had no trouble keeping up, but her constant twisting in her saddle to look back annoyed him. At first he thought she checked the men, but the more she repeated the move, the more suspicious Taurus became. He cut across her path, forcing her horse to come to a halt. The look of smug triumph on her face told him something was dreadfully wrong.

The men approached with trepidation as he grabbed Kallie’s arm and yanked her over to his mount. She did not protest. The knowledge dawned on him as she waited and watched.

“Four of you return to the mountain. Go up the track to the first lookout and find an arrow on the ground made of stones. Destroy it! Leave no clue as to what was there. Understood?” Taurus yelled at the man chosen to head up the task. The man nodded in response.

“Go then!” Taurus raged. He watched as the men galloped away at top speed.

Kallie spoke calmly. “It’s too late.”

“Why?” Taurus asked, contorting with anger. “What in damnation does the rock formation mean? Tell me the truth!”

“I must communicate or Atticus will rescue me, and I am not ready to leave.” Kallie scanned his face, her gaze lingering on his lips. “My brother must concede my betrothal is over, and that I no longer play a part in his schemes, before I move on to Greece.”

“You seriously believe you can walk in and out of Panua as you please?”

Kallie nodded. “I can and I will, Governor. It is easier than you think.”

He shook his head. “Do not believe for one heartbeat you can leave without my consent.”

“Caius will send a message soon,” she mused. “Ben Alim will report to Rome, and Caius will adjust his plans. You have given me a small win over the emperor, but you have been well rewarded.”

He struggled with anger at her, but also had the satisfaction that Caius Gregorian was inconvenienced. “You assume I will agree to your exile, but unfortunately you may not see Greece for a long time.”

They rode in silence the rest of the way to the fortress. Taurus delivered her in person to Kristokus. His eyes flashed a warning—no surprises.

“Be sure she is ready at sunset. We are expected at the Villa Verragius tonight.” Taurus left without another word.

****

Kallie settled into her suite to rest before the evening’s event. She called to the steward as he reached the door, ready to exit. “They say the men in Greece are handsome and proud.” She looked him straight in the eye.

“Indeed, Lady.” Kristokus answered stiffly, averting his eyes.

“I need a wise woman or a physician. I have a headache and need their service,” she complained. “Can you arrange it?”

“As you wish.” He bowed and left the room.

Kallie undressed and meandered into the adjacent room, where a body servant waited with scented oils to bathe her and comb out her hair. Kallie rested on a cool slab, draped with the finest linens, while the girl pressed strong fingers into her tired muscles. After the girl clipped and buffed Kallie’s fingernails and toenails to a shine, rich linens were draped over her clean, smooth body. Afterward, Kallie slid into bed to nap until the time came for her evening with the governor. She lay wondering who Verragius was, and why Taurus was taking her when everyone here hated her presence, until an old woman entered the room and stood by the door. Kallie beckoned her to come closer. “You are the wise woman?”

She shuffled forward. “Yes,” the woman croaked.

Kallie took in her appearance. Wrinkled and gray-haired, with few teeth left, she smelled of odious herbs and powders. This woman could help.

“I have no money for you, wise woman, but there are those who will pay well for your work today.”

“Who, my dear?” the crone rasped.

“Lady Lidia or Lady Virga will offer you much more than I ever could.” Kallie had the woman’s interest, judging by the way she licked her lips when coins were mentioned.

“I need powders that prevent a woman from…you know…having a child.”

The woman nodded sagely. “They cost much for a noblewoman. The herbs must be of good quality, not the poor homegrown nonsense the local wenches use.”

Kallie smiled. “Lady Lidia will not want a Gregorian to bear the governor’s child. She will owe you a great debt and will pay well.” An unbidden thought that Lidia might take the opportunity to poison her popped into her head. “The governor will be upset if he loses his Roman prize, so choose the powder well and use the best.”

The old woman inclined her head. She held out her hand. The mottled skin and veins stood out against papery skin. “It will be as you wish, Mistress.”

“Quickly,” she urged, as the woman retreated out the door. Kallie rolled over in the bed, pressed against the soft pillow, and slid into a deep sleep.

****

Lidia and Barca faced Taurus in his office. He simmered with annoyance, but they were incidental to his thoughts. While they argued over Kallie and the notion she should not attend the Verragius party, Taurus took a moment to rethink the day. The girl had used an opportunity to communicate with the giant. She was resourceful and clever, and she impressed him, even though he hated to admit such a thing was possible. He recalled the muscles in her arms and legs as she climbed the tree, and her sinuous body as it moved gracefully through the forest. She had completely duped him while playing with rocks and recalling stories of her childhood.

Taurus’ jaw clenched at his incredible stupidity. She’d distracted his concentration and he had fallen for her female charms, her ploy to render him incapable of interfering with a message intended for Atticus.

Atticus! Taurus seethed with hatred at the name. He needn’t bother telling Lidia or Barca the details only to have them rail further against the girl. Taurus had had enough of their opinions.

“Are you even listening to our advice?” Lidia carped.

He forced a congenial smile and placed a light kiss on her forehead.

“She will join us, and that’s the end of it. General Verragius will be disappointed if we forget the latest sensation in all of Panua.”

Lidia protested. “Get rid of her before she casts her spell over you. Shame her first, then throw her in the dungeons to rot.”

“You forget she is the sister of Rome. As long as I hold her in my grip, the emperor must negotiate with Panua. I fully intend to exploit our advantage.”

Barca remained exceptionally quiet, and Taurus attempted to heal the rift between them. They usually shared everything, including women, but Taurus did not intend to apply that rule to Kallie. She remained his exclusive property for as long as she pleased him.

He backslapped his friend. “Bring a woman tonight as your guest. How about the little redhead, Rufia? The one who makes eyes at you when she thinks no one notices.” He rarely gave advice on women or social engagements, especially when Lidia was in the room.

Barca eyed him carefully. “I will arrange it and meet you at the villa.” He left after a polite nod.

Lidia stayed silent for a moment as she weighed her words. He grew strong-willed, and she lost ground every day. In his youth she had ruled with a firm hand, but her hold on him slipped as he matured.

“Verragius’ daughter will be her best tonight. Give her your attention while in her father’s house,” Lidia cajoled.

“What is her name?” Taurus asked, deliberately obtuse. Only one woman’s name sprang readily to his lips.

“Flavia!” Lidia snapped, visibly grappling with fury. “I know she is forgettable, and I understand your lack of interest, but marry and get a son on her and make Panua’s future secure.”

Taurus remained at his desk, sipping watered wine, long after Lidia left. The general’s daughter forgotten, his mind wandered through the memory of his afternoon with Kallie. He recalled her flawless face, her dark, wavy hair, stormy, gray eyes suffused with light, and a small dimple on each cheek when she smiled. Taurus remained lost in thought until he noticed a movement out of the corner of his eye and gave the signal to approach.

Kristokus accompanied an old crone.

“What did she want of you?” Taurus wasted no time in niceties.

The crone’s lip curled in a lewd smile. “The same as all women engaged in licentious behavior,” she tittered.

Taurus shot her a look of disdain. “I am in no mood for games. Speak plainly, woman.”

“To avoid a child from your rutting,” the woman said crudely.

“And did you promise her success with your potions, beldame?”

“I can do it,” she replied, “for a price. And it’s a high price for the best quality.”

“Hmm,” Taurus muttered. “Attend to the lady’s need, and I will take care of the cost.” He lifted a pouch of coins from his desk. “The finest herbs and powders for the lady…but not to inhibit a child. I want to encourage a child to grow between us.” Taurus tossed the small bag at the woman. “No mistakes, beldame. Your life and wealth rest on her success at giving me a son to grow strong and healthy. I will challenge Rome for its highest office.”

Taurus sat back and raised his feet onto his desk. The old woman left in a hurry to begin the task. “Why are you still here?” Taurus asked his hovering steward.

“Master, the lady from Rome recited a strange thing today.”

Taurus sat upright and gave his full attention. In all his years with him, Kristokus had never once come with a problem or concern.

“What did she say?”

Kristokus repeated the phrase. “They say the men in Greece are handsome and proud.”

Taurus shook his head. “Is there a significance?”

The steward nodded. “It is a test. If I am not loyal to Panua and if I am a spy placed within your fortress, then I would respond. Another message may pass between us to confirm I am the true spy.”

Taurus had heard of such tales. Lidia was a master spy. At one time she’d had spies in the bed of the old emperor. She knew Gregorian’s business before he knew it.

He ran a hand through his hair. “Do you know the proper reply, Kristokus?”

“Only the spy planted within our midst would know.”

Taurus paced the room. A spy in the fortress, placed among the highest of the high. Damn! He had enough to worry over—the impending choice of a wife, the possibility of aggression from the emperor, and, most of all, the presence of Atticus roaming freely in his land, communicating with his captive. “Thank you, Kristokus. Keep your eyes and ears alert for the slightest hint of a spy accessing Lady Gregorian.”

****

Taurus glanced outside. The sun dominated the horizon. The time had come to go to the Villa Verragius and socialize with a girl who could become his wife. He despised such trifling events with their small talk and women flitting about like butterflies. Lidia would watch him like a hawk, dissecting every word and action, inferring the wrong conclusion. This evening she hoped to push him further into marriage negotiations and see Panua’s heirs come swiftly as she neared sixty-five annals. Taurus owed Lidia much, but where did her ambitions end and his truly begin?

He groaned at the thought of marriage. Taurus had the power to sentence a woman to death if she dallied with another man. Panuan law called only for a woman’s fidelity, and Rome had a similar law. Most men opted for discretion when married to a nobleman’s daughter and indulging in an affair, but Taurus planned to take Kallie to the home of Verragius to flaunt her as his mistress, as a defiant snub against Lidia as well as to set the tone for his prospective wife, to make it understood his marriage would be only to appease his grandmother’s burning desire to keep the name “Paulus Paulinus” alive for the ages. If they deemed it an insult, their complaints would fall on deaf ears. A Supreme Commander of Panua had every right to conquer, in and out of the bedroom.

A smile lifted the corners of his mouth. He had never housed a woman in his private quarters before. None had interested him as much as the woman who waited there now. A searing pulse of desire ran through his body at the mere thought of touching her soft skin and kissing her sensuous mouth.

****

Kallie had gone to great lengths to look her best for this evening. Taurus itched to display her as a plaything in front of his little court in Panua. She wore a red dress shot with golden thread that shimmered in the lamplight. She had artfully braided her hair in a long twist and laid the dark, glossy length over one shoulder. Bracelets of gold accented her smooth, sun-kissed arms, from wrist to elbow. A gold chain dangled between her round breasts with a large, clear gemstone winking a rainbow of color in the firelight. Bronzed powder and a tiny application of dark tincture on her features enhanced her beauty tenfold.

Taurus entered the room without preamble, dripping wet from the pool, his half-naked body streaming with rivulets of water that accented his muscles and tanned skin. The drying sheet around his waist dropped to the floor and Kallie failed to concentrate her eyes on his upper half.

He smirked as he moved to her side, causing a squeal as his wet body pressed against hers, undoing hours of preparation. “I’ll be careful,” he muttered, as his lips touched her cheek.

“You can’t do this now,” she begged. “It will take too long to rearrange myself.”

Her dress loosened easily at his touch. “You give me no choice when you look the way you do.” He chuckled at her dismay.

She threw her arms around his neck in resignation. If his guests were kept waiting or if she arrived disheveled, it would be his fault. “Fine, but they will know we have tangled together as soon as they see me,” Kallie whispered.

“You belong to me. I possess you when it pleases me.” Taurus pressed her mouth apart with his kisses until she gasped for breath.

“You are a wild animal at heart, Governor. You will be as bored as me at this evening’s party. Let’s run away together!” She giggled.

“Where would we run?” Taurus smiled at her game.

She ran her hands across his strong, muscular chest as he hitched up her legs.

“Anywhere. I don’t care.”

Conversation ceased as more pressing matters took their attention. It was over as quickly as it had begun, and then Taurus helped her dress, and he too, was ready within minutes. “You will be sensational tonight,” Taurus decreed.

“If you wish.” Kallie considered the consequences of disappointment.

They reached the sweeping staircase and descended together, her hand resting on his arm.

Lidia, Virga, Barca, and Hamilcar waited below, watching with curious eyes. Virga, in a gown of pale blue to match her eyes, had her blonde hair neatly tied at the nape of her neck and wore no adornments. Kallie may have overdressed for the occasion, but Taurus paid no heed to Lady Virga and barely acknowledged Lidia.

Nestled in the fur-lined seats of his carriage, they started forward with a lurch. Taurus slipped his fingers between the folds of her gown and fondled her curves, while she considered the possibilities the evening held. Somewhere in the fortress a spy waited to seek her out and help lay the groundwork for a plan of escape.

The villa was a beautiful house surrounded by fertile orchards and fields, outside the city limits. Kallie breathed in the country air, fresh and exhilarating, and she sensed Taurus’ amusement at her excitement. He greeted General Verragius amiably and introduced the general’s wife and daughter, who feasted their eyes on Taurus. The daughter resembled a young deer, all legs and arms, with the awkwardness of youth evident in her gait. A young man stood behind them, and he eyed Kallie with open admiration.

“Ah,” Taurus exclaimed loudly, “Verragius Junior, come forward and meet the sister of the emperor. It is difficult not to stare at such a delightful woman, is it not?”

The youth ambled forward to greet the governor, and his arrogant, confident eyes swept over Kallie as they met. “Lady Gregorian,” he murmured, and his lips pressed her hand for a moment too long.

A trickle of uncertainty ran up her back. She must watch this young man carefully. He oozed danger and tested Taurus’ patience. General Verragius took her arm, whisking her away from the two men, who stared at each other like two bulls in a cowfield.

“Forgive my son. He is young and foolish.” Verragius laughed and spoke loudly enough for Taurus to hear. “He is a boy trying to be a man, without the subtle knowledge it requires.”

Taurus chuckled, “The general and I go back a long way. We have conquered many towns and wenches together. Have we not, Verragius?”

The general laughed, red-faced. His wife and daughter were steps behind him.

“Yes, the good old days,” the general remarked, trying to leave the subject of infidelity. His wife might take him to task later for it. Verragius intended to monopolize the governor by seating him apart from his enchanting companion, but Taurus recognized the manipulation and nipped the plan instantly. “The lady will sit with me, on my left, and Verragius, you on my right. She will entertain us with stories of Rome and her adventures with the giant.”

Kallie smiled politely. The last thing on her mind was Rome and Atticus.

Barca laughed with false vigour, and Hamilcar sat stone-faced, staring at his empty plate with vacant interest. Lidia grumbled farther down the table. Kallie glanced in her direction but met the eager stare of young Verragius. He smiled, warm and friendly, but his eyes held deeper meaning.

Virga complimented Lady Verragius on her beautiful home and the soft tones of the musicians in the adjacent room. Kallie relaxed and leaned in beside Taurus to talk with the elder Verragius and his interest in the old emperor, Kallie’s grandfather. She shared memories of Primus Gregorian, hardly believing him dead five years. Verragius had served in Rome as the Panuan ambassador during Gregorian’s rule, smoothing the ruffled feathers of the emperor whenever Lidia annoyed the great man. Verragius recalled many distinguished names from the last few decades in politics and genuinely displayed an interest in discussing current events. Taurus and he had a fine friendship, and Kallie noted the elder Verragius’ respect for the governor.

Hamilcar commented on the satrap’s man who had ruined last evening’s reception. Young Verragius perked up. “I hear he arrived to claim his master’s property and offered a great price.”

Lidia chimed in. “If we had struck a bargain with the man, riches would have fallen at our feet, and we need wealth to hold back Rome.”

Taurus sat back, smugly looking around the room. “The satrap would gladly slit my throat if he knew the treasure I have stolen from under his nose.” He gave Kallie one of his charming smiles. The room hushed and Kallie sensed Taurus using the moment to his advantage somehow. Before Kallie could answer, Verragius Junior spoke up again.

“Perhaps Caius Gregorian will do the deed and slit your throat on behalf of the satrap. After all, his sister’s honor is at stake.”

Taurus smirked, but Kallie knew the comment angered him and the young man would pay for it later, if Taurus had his way.

“It is an honor for the sister of Gregorian to spend time with the Supreme Commander of Panua. Do you not agree, young Verragius? She wandered into Panua and gained my full protection from the satrap, as requested. I have done no wrong. I merely exercise my rights as her benefactor.”

Kallie avoided the shocked faces of the women. Taurus flaunted their relationship, and young Verragius dared to challenge him.

“Gregorian should thank me for my kindly disposition to his sister.” Taurus raised the wine cup to his lips.

“If Gregorian offered your sister the same brand of protection, would you thank him for his kindness?” Young Verragius had a fire lit behind his dark eyes, and Kallie was sure the two men verged on the edge of a brawl.

Taurus turned to the elder Verragius with a raised eyebrow. “Your son needs reminding of his family loyalties, General. I plan to marry into a family I trust implicitly, not one with an upstart in its midst.”

Kallie shot a look at Virga. How could Taurus marry young Flavia when he was married to Virga?

Young Verragius grumbled. “Well, Lady Virga, would you want the same treatment from the emperor that your brother gives to the Lady Gregorian?”

Kallie turned her attention to Taurus, who fumed at the audacity of young Verragius, but her ears rang with one word. Brother!

Virga declined to answer, and Lidia grunted in disgust.

“Get out of my house this instant, you stripling!” General Verragius yelled.

The boy toppled his dishes and bolted for the door with a look of triumph on his face that told them all he had meant to cause trouble and it had worked.

Lady Verragius called for the servants to clear the mess but watched and waited for Taurus’ reaction. He smiled congenially.

“Flavia and I shall walk in the garden.”

The girl was on her feet, bounding toward him like a deer in the woods. Taurus yanked Kallie to her feet.

“Join us, Lady Gregorian. You will enjoy the freshness of the outdoors.”

Lidia’s face dropped like a stone in water.

Flavia led the way as Taurus hooked his fingers into Kallie’s elbow and drew her into the gardens. Lamps lit the narrow pathways, casting an ambient glow. Kallie’s mind ran wild as Flavia talked on and on about the flowers and herbs growing in the family’s private enclave. General Verragius and Lidia watched from the terrace while Lady Virga and Flavia’s mother sat indoors, servants waving large palm fronds over their heads.

Taurus maintained a bland expression as the girl finished her tour and waited to see if she met with his approval.

“Flavia, you have a wonderful gift with words and a sweet, graceful nature. I thank you for a lovely evening.” He kissed her hand with cool formality, and Flavia floated on a cloud of happiness toward the house, no doubt to display her favored hand to everyone and brag of a successful evening, even if her brother had spoken out of turn.

Taurus turned to Kallie. “And what is on your mind this evening?” He stared deep into her eyes, his nose almost touching hers. An unexpected thrill ran through her.

“I am shocked to learn the Lady Virga is your sister. I had thought her your wife.”

Taurus nodded.

“Why did you not correct me?”

He shrugged. “Would it make a difference one way or the other?”

“Yes. Now I don’t think her treated poorly by a husband.”

“Surely you know men, married or not, consort with all manner of women,” Taurus boasted arrogantly.

Kallie fumed. “Yes, and that is exactly why I will never be married. How humiliating to live that way. I have risked my life to escape a marriage, and I will do so again if I must.”

Taurus eyed her curiously. “Can you honestly expect a man to be faithful?”

She frowned. “My father and mother were true to one another. It can happen, even though it is rare. They say the men in Corinth remain with one woman for life.” Kallie shrugged. “Marriage is for fools.”

Taurus sketched a mock bow. “Well, we finally agree on something.”

As he strode away, she watched his golden hair glow in the lamplight; his broad back and muscular frame completed the glorious sight. He paused. “Well?” He gestured for her to join him. “Come along, it’s time to leave.”

A magnetic force pulled her into his open arms, and she sighed in silent relief. He was not married to Virga and had no interest in Flavia.

I don’t care. I can’t afford to care. Nevertheless, her heart soared skyward to the myriad tiny stars shining through the clouds.

****

They lay in his huge bed, covered with soft furs. Kallie had been asleep, but something disturbed her. It happened again, a soft call in the night, perhaps from the servant who slept outside the room. She moved silently from the bed to the adjacent room. Mira, her servant, waited, her eyes alight with a secret.

“Yes?” Kallie whispered.

“My husband is a servant in another household. He sends a message for you.” The voice was barely audible in Kallie’s ear.

“Give me the message.”

The girl paused in thought, recalling something. “They say the men in Greece are handsome and proud.”

Kallie’s heart beat faster. “No, they are old and loud,” she answered.

The girl giggled and continued. “They say the women are frigid and cold.”

The whites of Mira’s eyes sparkled in the dim light as Kallie considered the words. Dare she take the chance? Taurus was already upset over the episode when she toyed with the rocks.

“They soon warm up for silver and gold.” Kallie grabbed the girl’s arm. “Which household is it?”

“Verragius.”

Not surprising. The general had spent many years in Rome. Kallie whispered, “The elder?”

The girl shook her head. “The young master.”

Kallie nodded and waved the girl away, returning to the bed where Taurus lay sleeping. She shivered and wriggled closer to him, aching for the scent of his skin and for his irresistible touch.

Her naked body brushed his. He reached out, enclosing her in a warm embrace. She sighed, sliding her leg over his, and provocatively ran a hand over his belly.

“Restless?” he whispered sleepily.

“Yes,” Kallie murmured.

“I know a remedy.” He rolled onto his back, at the same time pulling her onto his hard body.

She whispered their secret word.

“Ah,” Taurus breathed with satisfaction, “I have created a monster.”

“Make love to me,” she pleaded.


Chapter Seven

Lady Virga, alone in her bedchamber at her favorite time of the day, indulged in her secret pastime. A born scholar, she devoured any and all writings from Rome, including banned texts. Her grandmother and her brother forbade “the poisonous writings of a rotting empire” that circulated the country. Virga refused to comply by the sin of omission—what they did not know did not hurt them. Reading texts written by Calvinius “the scholar,” who studied Christian ideology, had become more and more popular. His true identity remained unknown to the masses, and the popularity of Calvinius increased the more he wrote against Rome and its centuries-old policies. He represented a new breed of man that believed all cultures must blend together to create a new world order under a code of common principles followed by all people, not just Roman citizens. His idea that the great thinkers of the world should unite to advance civilization, instead of fighting against one another, poised mankind on the brink of a new age.

Virga crafted ways for women to fit into this new world order, envisioning a woman’s role in shaping and influencing society. Her thoughts matched the ideas of Calvinius, and she hoped to meet him one day and discuss his wise and worldly views, views which proved him an older, well-educated man.

No longing in Virga’s heart ached for revenge against the Gregorian family. She wanted peace and unity with her neighbors to the west, to study without disruption the history of Panua and Rome once, long ago, joined under one government.

She sighed and picked up the latest text from Calvinius. She had tried to communicate with him in code, passing letters through a network of spies, but, caught between the two most powerful people in Panua, she watched and waited, hoping someday to escape the restrictions imposed by her strong-willed grandmother, who cared nothing for happiness and family peace. Power dominated the old woman’s mind, and marriage connections with rich, influential families strengthened her hold on Panua. Virga’s heart longed for conciliation with Rome and the Gregorian family, along with the chance to meet like-minded Romans, linked in a treaty of friendship, without the bonds of enmity.

With her long, blonde hair fanned out across the pillow, Virga despaired of ever meeting a man of interest. Grandmother Lidia focused on Taurus’ need for a woman to provide Panua with an heir, but as soon as he filled the fortress with sons, it would be Virga’s turn to politically align with a house of her grandmother’s choosing.

Her pink lips curved into an amused smile when she thought of the Roman girl, Kalliassa, and her unexpected arrival that had brought a breath of fresh air into an otherwise stale world. Virga observed in awe the power she wielded over her brother, even though he believed he controlled the situation; they were caught in a hopeless path of destruction, made all the more interesting by the girl’s refusal of conventional roles. She rode horses, travelled alone, lived in the wild, and had single-handedly walked into the life of the governor and now lived with him like a wife.

Husband and wife! Virga dreamed of it sometimes. Lidia had hinted at possible matches in the past with elderly men, previously married with children older than she, but Virga saw Taurus’ face light up when he spent time with Kallie, and ideas about her future husband filled her head. If a Gregorian woman refused a satrap from the East and got away with it, then surely she could foil the plans of Lidia. She pulled up the covers of her bed after tucking away the papers she secretly studied.

What if she arranged an adventure? Running away to work with Calvinius on his dream to change the world seemed possible. Men and women living in harmony and peace, conflict at an end, and the age of enlightenment dawning for all people. Calvinius believed in moral chastity and equality for married couples. A unique individual, he welcomed living as he preached, proposing to make his life a living model of simplicity and faithfulness.

Virga turned over in bed and sighed. To find a man interested in the principles of Calvinius, when most men hurried to find a mistress the moment they were married, was no easy task. Her eyes lingered on the dimming light of the lamp. Did Calvinius find the ideas contained in her coded letters interesting? Or did it amuse him to have a young girl, in her twenty-fifth year, consider herself his intellectual equal?

****

Lidia Paulinus waited for the governor in his splendid office. Idly she remembered her son, Paulus, and how he, too, had enjoyed a privileged life thanks to her years of unending work. Her son had tried her patience, her one and only child, but as the years after his murder passed, his flaws dimmed and a glorious memory burned in her mind. The Roman elite took her precious heir, and since that day it had become her life’s work to end the rule of the Gregorian brood. It irked Lidia that Taurus hadn’t sullied the Roman girl and sent her away, but then again, she enjoyed the idea that a daughter of Rome remained a captive in Panua. She planned to send out messengers with nasty rumors about the girl. Every tongue must wag over the precious sister of the emperor—plaything of the governor by her own choice! It would set a fire under a few backsides in Rome.

Barca entered the office and paused abruptly. She waved him in. “You and I must talk, Barca,” she cackled.

“I have been thinking the same thing, Lady Lidia,” Barca said smoothly. “’It is time we made arrangements for me to take a wife.”

Lidia gave him a smug look in reply. “My attention is on our governor and his delay in choosing a wife. Verragius and Hestonius grow impatient, and I have all but promised them the governor will chose one of their daughters soon.”

Barca raised his eyebrows. “How can he pick a wife with the Roman girl filling his days and nights?”

Lidia straightened her shoulders. “You know the answer. For years you have been by his side, at my insistence. Why have you not talked him out of her company and lured him into the city for an evening of male pursuits? Distract him and he will put her aside.”

Barca whispered, low and intense, “When he takes a wife, will you keep your bargain with me?”

Lidia smiled wickedly. “Of course. You will be rewarded with Virga as a wife. We agreed months ago. But Taurus must be married and producing heirs first.” Lidia’s dark eyes glinted with victory. Soon Lidia would have the Gregorian girl under her power. Atticus Antonius would be captured, and she would have all she desired.

Revenge! Destruction! Death!

****

Taurus strolled into his office and found Barca and Lidia in close conversation.

“Grandmother! Have you come to berate me on my behavior last night?” He dropped a formal kiss on the back of her hand.

Lidia laughed falsely at the notion. “You are the governor. I am but a subject of Panua. I simply remind you we are entertaining Hestonius tonight. A quiet evening, just you and I, Barca and Hamilcar, and your sister.”

Taurus shot her a frown. “Our guest will accompany me, not be left unattended while we dine with Hestonius.”

Lidia released a high-pitched laugh. “Lock her up for the evening.”

“No. She will sit by my side in a place of honor. See to it.” Taurus briskly turned to Barca. “What is your business this morning, Captain?”

“Lord, I have come to tempt you away from all this.” Barca’s gaze swept over the parchments waiting for attention.

Taurus eyed him impatiently. “After I attend to affairs of state, I have plans for this afternoon.”

“Oh?” Barca and Lidia bleated simultaneously.

“We are taking a ride across the plateau. The trail leading to Silver Lake is a sight to behold at this time of year.”

The magnificent ride through a forested region with a shining lake on the other side waited for Kallie’s fresh eyes. He watched as they tried to swallow their arguments. Lidia, as always, failed.

“A lovely outing if you were accompanied by an eligible girl. Have you not yet tired of your Roman bauble?”

Taurus ignored the irritation. “Good day to you, Grandmother. I will see you both at dinner.”

He eyed Barca with a look of dismissal. A slice of guilt at his treatment of Barca cut through him. But he didn’t care to explain his interest in the girl to either of them. Barca openly hated her, and Taurus understood his enmity and the reason he viewed her as a trespasser and a rival for attention.

In their youth they had caroused all night, enjoying wenches and wine until the sun came up. Taurus had outgrown those days, and lately he craved more than boisterous male companionship and grasping women. In the quiet moments of his day he tried to make sense of it, but he could only reason that the Roman girl made his world incredibly right and life would somehow never be the same.

****

Kallie stood between a wolf and a sleek black cat. The wolf gave a low growl deep in its throat. The cat hissed in response, standing its ground but making no attempt to move. She reached out and touched the wolf. Its muzzle rubbed against her arm as it kept watch on the cat. She sensed the wolf’s pleasure at her touch. It howled triumphantly as the cat retreated into the shadows.

Kallie opened her eyes. The bed beside her lay empty, but she smiled at the boyish clothes waiting on a nearby chair. Taurus planned to take her out. Carefully she arranged her dark hair into a tight knot at the back of her head and donned her clothes. The steward had procured better-fitting breeches and a shorter tunic this time. The dull colors had little appeal, but Kallie thrilled at the chance to be outdoors. Her accomplice from the night before shifted around the room.

“Is there anything I can do for you, Lady?” she whispered conspiratorially.

“Yes,” Kallie breathed quietly. “I need a yellow cape to wear over my tunic. Find one as brightly colored as possible.”

The girl nodded and left, leaving Kallie to stare into the highly polished mirror.

Yellow!

Her father used the color to signal all was well at the Phillipus estate. She smiled at the memory of the yellow banner flying high above the rooftop of their home, signaling their well-being, and her cape would serve as a message to Atticus if he missed the rocks from yesterday’s adventure. She thought she had spied a glint of metal high in the mountain, but she could not be sure. The governor’s men had been sent to destroy her rock formation, and Kallie had put a brave face on it by telling them it was too late, though not truly certain, but now, with the help of Verragius Junior, Kallie intended to communicate wisely.

Kristokus was nowhere to be seen this morning as unfamiliar servants moved through the chamber of the governor. Kallie quietly left and searched the halls, taking care not to catch the attention of the guards. She memorized the floor plan of the fortress. A locked door at the end of the hall led to a high tower where the governor’s standard flew over Panua. The key to such a door would rest with the steward, or perhaps the master kept it tucked away. Access to the tower could prove useful for signaling Atticus quickly.

Kallie sidled along the hall to look around the doorway leading to the back stairs. Servants used the stairs to reach the master’s quarters and remain unobtrusive to the rest of the household. She peered into the dimness, and when faint footsteps approached, she ducked behind the door.

Kristokus flitted past like the walking dead. His ability to appear from nowhere with uncanny timing disarmed her. Kallie darted into Taurus’ bedroom via the pool before the steward could find her stalking the halls.

“Lady Gregorian, the master awaits you in his office. I will escort you,” said Kristokus, his voice calm and steady as always.

****

Taurus waited with guarded anticipation as he planned their trip. His beautiful country home sat on the edge of a shining lake, kept for his exclusive use, and he shook his head at the ridiculous notion of shutting out the world to indulge in his desire for her company and impress his ideals upon her.

She entered the room wearing riding clothes, and a bright yellow cape that swung below her hips, and favored him with a wondrous smile.

Although his heart leapt, he kept his face bland and his manner reserved. He rarely displayed personal emotion, something Lidia had schooled into him over the years. A cool exterior gave one’s enemies pause for consideration, and Kallie remained a mystery even though he craved her physically. He intended to keep emotional attachments under strict control. But when her face beamed with pleasure, it couldn’t fail to move any man to gain her affection.

“You look happy and well rested.” Taurus smirked at the memory of her restless night.

“I am.” Kallie breathed in excitement. “Are we going somewhere?”

Taurus nodded.

“Where?” Her eyes widened with thoughts of an adventure.

“I’m taking you to Silver Lake.”

“Silver Lake! It sounds beautiful,” Kallie echoed with enthusiasm.

Taurus, satisfied with her reaction, pressed her hand into his. “Come, I’m anxious to leave.”

They breezed through the doors of his office, laughing as they talked of the coming day.

****

Lidia appeared out of the shadows and climbed the stairs to Taurus’ quarters. Kristokus stood at the top waiting for her.

“Well,” Lidia muttered, “you have something to say?”

Kristokus motioned for her to step into a dim recess, his voice low and secretive.

“Her servant girl is married to a minor steward in the Verragius house.”

Lidia rubbed her wiry chin. “Watch her closely and report to me, but do not interfere.”

Kristokus nodded. “The Roman ordered a yellow cloak for today’s ride.”

“Hmm,” mused the old woman. Lidia knew the tricks of spies and the clues they left one another. “The giant will be looking for a sign. Send Barca and Hamilcar to me, at once.”

She slid into the shadows without another word, leaving Kristokus to do her bidding. After all, she was master of Panua and always had been.


Chapter Eight

Taurus watched Kallie take in the sight of Silver Lake and the stunning panoramic view from their resting stop with the horses. The men rode far behind them at Taurus’ command, and as the two of them silently gazed at the lake, Kallie shifted uneasily beside him.

“Why did you bring me here?”

Taurus froze. He’d brought her to share a part of his life few ever saw, to connect with this woman in a way he had thought impossible in his world of seclusion and solitude. It struck him that she sensed his need to keep her by his side was something more than a selfish whim. As the governor he owned her, but as a man he ached to open his life to her and draw her closer to the man behind the legend of the monster.

“You appreciate the outdoors like no other woman I have known. It is magnificent, but not everyone embraces nature the way you do.” Taurus smiled. Her eyes, the color of the lake, rippled with shimmering light, like water when the sun glints the right way. He jumped down from his mount, took her down from Pilum, and kissed her fiercely, with undisguised passion.

“Something is wrong. What troubles you, Governor?”

Taurus grunted in disgust. “The ever-tightening reins of power wrap around me and I am unwilling to surrender my freedom in exchange for the debt I owe Panua.”

“You mean Lidia has you in her grip.”

“Lidia and Panua are one and the same, some might say.” Taurus relaxed his hold on Kallie. “I envy your ability to make choices that affect your life directly. I have no other course but to marry a woman from Panua and get an heir.”

“You said yourself you don’t have to remain faithful to a wife. She is merely a broodmare to produce a child,” Kallie reminded him.

“That’s true. I can have anything and everything I want. I am the Supreme Ruler.” Taurus’ voice rang with mock arrogance.

“Are you annoyed Lidia is pushing when you are not yet ready to be bound to a woman in marriage?”

Taurus considered her words. “Once I thought to marry. But it was not to be.”

“What happened?” Kallie’s voice burned with a curiosity that pleased Taurus.

“She was young and pretty, we were the same age and grew up together, but before we married she died of a sweating fever.”

“That is sad,” Kallie replied sincerely. “What was her name?”

“Helena. Her name was Helena,” Taurus croaked with difficulty.

“She must have been very special to capture your attention when you were so young. It is not an easy task to forget and move on.” Kallie pressed his arm in sympathy.

“I have no choice in the matter, but perhaps there is a glimmer of hope that I may yet find a way to fulfill my expectations.”

“And when you do, marry and have done with it.”

“I must marry the woman best suited for the task of providing heirs to Panua.”

Taurus helped her back onto her horse. “I intend to take my time making a final decision.” Taurus slid his arm about her and pressed his lips to her ear. Perhaps he should speak words of warmth to the girl. Easy to spend time with and stunning to look at, but he reminded himself she was a foreigner and possibly a dangerous one. He eyed Kallie, snugly wrapped in her cloak. It seemed too much on such a fine, warm day.

“Is the colour yellow of any great significance to the giant?” Taurus asked with a smirk.

Kallie shrugged at his inference. “Yellow is a sign of safety to my family. It means all is well and there is no need for action.”

“What color will you wear when you need rescuing from my fortress?” Taurus asked congenially.

“I will not say, Governor.” She shrugged and, with a ripple of mirth, kicked her horse into a gallop. He sped after her, laughing at her sheer joy of the outdoors.

“Look!” Kallie pointed toward the water. “A boat on the lake.” Taurus reined in beside her as they drew near their destination.

“My boat. You and I will sail tonight at sunset.” He glanced to see if the thought alarmed her. He loved sailing on Silver Lake and often spent many nights aboard his boat.

Kallie’s mouth opened in a perfect circle. “I have never sailed before. This is wonderful,” she cried out.

“You’re not afraid of the water?”

Kallie’s eyes sparkled. “Me? Afraid? Not at all. I swim like a fish.” She eyed the boat with interest. “Where does it take you?”

“The lake is enclosed. There is no way to sail in or out. It is merely for me to play upon the water. I often sail to the far end of the lake and sleep under the stars.”

“Can we sleep under the stars sometime?” Her eyes sparkled in contemplation.

“I had hoped to convince you tonight, after a pleasant sail around the lake.”

A magnificent villa came into view, nestled between trees at the edge of the water. Taurus led her in the direction of the entrance, and the staff fussed over their arrival. He warmly greeted them in return, and they bowed, more relaxed than the staff at the fortress, without Lidia hovering over them. Taurus, free from the prying eyes of Barca and Lidia, planned to show off his sumptuous villa in a more relaxed and friendly spirit than if they had been present.

“Oh!” Kallie exclaimed in sudden disappointment. “You are having dinner tonight with Hestonius. Your steward told me, this morning.”

Taurus laughed, highly amused by her concern for his dinner engagement.

“I have rearranged the evening. Do not worry. We will offend no one if we stay here tonight.” That wasn’t exactly true; Lidia would be livid.

Taurus reached for Kallie, skimming the curves of her luscious body with eager hands. The pressing need for a sexual encounter raced through him. “My blood runs hot,” he murmured in her ear.

****

The governor’s immediate change in mood upon reaching the villa excited her senses. She reached up to run her fingers through his hair.

“Did you bring Helena here when you were young lovers?” A pang of jealousy ran through Kallie and she immediately regretted mentioning his childhood sweetheart.

“No, she was a nobleman’s daughter, not a chit to be toyed with,” Taurus said absently. “And I was but a boy learning to be a man, back then.”

Kallie inwardly balked at his words, but in truth she had ruined any respect her position afforded her when she ran from her betrothal. It marked her as an improper woman and a liability to any respectable man.

Taurus took her in his arms and gazed into her eyes. “No woman has come here. You are the first.”

“I don’t understand why.”

His eyes scanned her face and body with fascination. “You belong to me—I am your master. No other man will sample the pleasures you offer.”

Kallie’s heart thudded. “But surely you mean in the sense of here and now. You cannot possibly expect me to live indefinitely at your beck and call. I am the sister of the emperor. I will live under no man’s authority. You are helping me avoid the satrap and I am helping you avoid annihilation by Rome.”

Taurus shook his head. “You have protection on my terms, not yours. In the distant future, perhaps, you will live in Greece with your mother’s people, but I need Rome and the East at odds with one another for years. My only way is to pit the satrap and emperor against each other in an unending squabble over you.”

“Years!” Kallie echoed in dismay. His logic over the need to keep her must be argued, but the steward announced their sailing trip, and excitement quelled her immediate need to argue the point. She viewed his face in profile, handsome and rugged beyond description; she drank in his features. Soon she must make the decision to leave Panua and its controlling governor, but for now she enjoyed his company. Her heart sank inexplicably. She understood the unseen forces unleashed by Lidia, who had set plans in motion long before Taurus stepped into his governorship. Surprisingly, Kallie had thought him devoid of tender feeling, but a glimpse into his heart brought home the need to escape before he imprisoned her completely: body, mind, and spirit.

****

Lady Virga sat perfectly still as a servant girl artfully braided her blonde hair into two long lengths and twisted them around her head. She had chosen to wear a deep blue gown made from fine Egyptian cotton, with rows of sparkling gems adorning the neckline. She eyed her reflection in a polished glass framed in onyx. Her brother had left with the Roman girl, and her grandmother chose to visit the house of Hestonius for the afternoon. Lidia, always the politician, intended to placate the elder General Hestonius with a report of Taurus’ need to check further suspicious activities from foreign invaders.

It amused Virga to know Lidia covered her brother’s indiscretions. Usually Lidia coerced him into his distasteful duties, but her brother became increasingly difficult to handle, and Virga contemplated the opportunities resulting from his rebellious attitude.

As she was about to step onto her private balcony to enjoy the warmth of the day, Kristokus entered, sending her attendants scurrying into the corner.

“Lady Paulinus, I regret the interruption. Our scouts report an envoy comes from Rome, and no one is here to receive him when he arrives in due time.”

Kristokus drew his brows together. Usually Taurus or Lidia dealt with visitors, and in their absence Barca took over. Today only Virga remained as the person with enough status to entertain a Roman envoy.

“Do not worry, Kristokus. I can take care of him. I assume he travels alone and is unarmed.”

Kristokus nodded. The sergeant of the fortress vetted visitors before they proceeded to meet the nobles of the household.

“Show the envoy to the reception room and inform me when he is comfortable. Send a herald to Silver Lake to inform the governor at once.”

Virga sighed. She had hoped to use this day to attend to personal interests. Her studies in the history and politics of the Greeks and Romans suffered lately. Many of her female counterparts embroidered and practiced music every day, but though Virga had some accomplishments in those arts, she preferred a scholar’s life. Sorting through the history of Panua and its stormy relationship with Rome gave her a sense of what life could be if Rome and Panua had not split apart twenty years ago, after Lidia’s retaliation for her son’s premature death.

She strode swiftly to the window of her suite. Far in the distance, a gathering of men waited patiently on horseback in tight formation, unmistakably Roman in their style, and Virga inexplicably shivered, unafraid but fascinated by Rome.

The time dragged on until finally Kristokus sent word the envoy waited in the reception room.

Virga glided down the stairway to the door leading to the ornate room where the family entertained dignitaries. Well-appointed, with rich, dark furniture and tasteful pieces of art gathered from around the empire, the room had understated elegance.

The steward preceded her into the room, and Virga instantly became aware of the envoy’s presence and turned to greet him. As their eyes met, she paused in mid-step, her whole body attuned to his, as though some secret vibration passed without either one expressing word or deed. He smiled; his striking, radiant features engulfed her senses.

Beautiful! The only word to describe him, and yet here stood the most masculine man she had ever laid eyes on. Tall, with raven hair and the bluest eyes lit by a source from deep within him, he had a strong and well-shaped physique, with a natural confidence borne with an easy sincerity. Virga instantly admired his genuine air of authority tinged with kindness and respect.

“Lady Paulinus, I presume?” he asked, lips curving in delight.

“Yes, indeed,” she replied, remembering her manners. “May I offer you some wine, Ambassador?” Virga waited for his introduction.

“Thank you.” He took the cup from her. Their fingers touched briefly, both highly aware of one another’s physical presence. “I am Calvinius. Envoy of the emperor.”

Virga’s eyes flew open. “Calvinius!” She hardly dared believe that the man she’d corresponded with for months stood in the room. Virga closed her mouth, fearing it hung open for a moment too long after his revelation. “Surely not the famous scholar?”

He nodded. “Yes, Calvinius the scholar. The author of treasonous ideas about the world in which we live.”

“You represent Rome, yet you write against her ideals and Roman traditions?”

“It must seem strange for Rome to send me as her delegate. Truly a shock, if you know of my work, but the powers in Rome believe I can negotiate the release of Lady Gregorian better than any other man.”

Virga walked the length of the room to compose her thoughts. This man’s writing had been the focus of her life for the past two years. She had imagined him an old, wizened scholar, but this man exuded a vital, energetic vigor, and the strength of her attraction shook her nerve. He watched her every move from across the room. Her legs weakened at his candid appraisal of her figure as he advanced like a moth to a flame and stopped directly behind her. Conscious of her bare arms and exposed neck beckoning to him, she briefly imagined them naked in bed with his firm hands upon her body. She turned and caught sight of his sparkling eyes filled with curiosity and interest.

His voice lowered. “I keep your letters safe, and prized above all else. I read them often and have spent many a sleepless night devising a way we two might meet.”

Virga’s senses were alive with excitement. He stood close, closer than common courtesy dictated. She tilted her face to his as he pressed on. “Tales of you reach many provinces, Lady Virga, but I have come to know you through our secret communication.”

She nodded. “I, too, have read your writings many times, except...” Calvinius waited for her to finish. “I imagined you as a much older man.”

“A common occurrence, I assure you.” He laughed at her hot cheeks. “It is why I work in the shadows. To be taken seriously when you resemble a stripling, compared to the greatest thinkers of our time, is difficult. I sense in your writing that you wish for a world of peace and unity. Your clarity is helpful to me, Lady Virga. You are well-schooled and a quick study. I have come willingly to negotiate for Rome, but a selfish reason hides behind the noble one.”

“What reason?” Virga hardly dared believe her good fortune that he came at a time when she was alone, without the interference of Taurus or Lidia.

“To meet you and express my regard in person. You share my ideals for a united people, and together we could change the world.”

His flawless beauty shone from deep within. She had fallen under his spell reading his texts, and now in the presence of a man she had anonymously revered, she found her destiny. This man was meant for her, and she for him. Tall, confident, and self-assured, he conveyed the belief that she would not refuse him.

“I cannot stay long, Lady Virga, but truly my purpose will be clear soon, and it is an honest one, be sure of it.” He took her hand and pressed his lips into her soft delicate palm, warm and firm against her flesh, and she quivered in joyous delight at his touch.

“Now,” he glanced around. “Where is the governor, or his good lady grandmother?”

****

Kallie lay in the sun on dry land as the boat bobbed in the water. Taurus had tied the craft to a small jetty on the far side of Silver Lake, where their afternoon together had been wondrous. Both reveled in one another’s company during their day alone on the lake. Now Taurus cooked the fish he’d caught in a net, letting it sizzle over the fire while he sat by her, casually talking of Silver Lake, the place he had come to love. She understood his desire to spend time at the lake, with its magnificent hills and breathtaking views. Time flew past.

After a delicious meal, they prepared to board the boat. Kallie stepped to the edge of the lake and dove headfirst into the water, disappearing from sight. She broke the surface directly in front of Taurus. Cold and dripping wet, she giggled as he wrapped his warm arms around her shivering body. “Come swim with me,” she pleaded, tugging at his clothes.

Taurus stripped and joined her in the lake, cavorting in the water until, lifting her out, he lowered her onto the wet sand. She screamed in delight as he teased her, pinning her beneath his strong body.

“Oh, Taurus, not on the cold sand!” She scolded gently.

“Where then?”

Kallie pressed against him, stealing the heat from his hard body.

“On the boat,” she murmured.

“I knew you were a born sailor.” He laughed and carried her aboard.

“I’m wild and impetuous,” she admitted freely. “A side of me that has caused many arguments in my noble family.”

“The emperor seeks to tame you.”

Kallie shrugged. “Caius rules the empire and would rule my family, too. I have no wish to be part of his plan to appease his allies.”

Taurus stroked her limbs, obviously intent on satisfying his growing sexual need. “After we join together, I will teach you how to sail.”

“Oh,” she breathed, “I would love to learn.” Pleased at sharing one of his treasured pastimes, though tinged with guilt at her easy acceptance of his demands, she wished he expressed pleasure verbally, but a man with his force of character likely deemed it a weakness to give compliments or speak appreciatively to a woman.

Halfway across the lake as they sailed the craft together, she noticed a figure in the distance waving to catch their attention. A small skiff made its way toward them.

“Look!” Kallie called, “Someone is coming.”

Taurus peered across the shining water. He groaned. “My steward. It must be important. My staff knows better than to interrupt me without good reason.”

The steward looked grim. “Master, a message has come from Panua. An envoy from Rome awaits your presence.”

Taurus dismissed the steward with a nod. “I am surprised but not shocked by the news. Rome has chosen to move quickly. Why?” Taurus turned to Kallie. “Well, well!” Scorn flowed on his tongue. “It seems your presence has caused Rome to turn her eyes in our direction.”

“Caius will demand my return. You must forbid it.” Kallie intended to use every drop of her influence to remain under his protection.

The governor’s gaze narrowed, weighing his options. “First, I meet the envoy, and then I decide your fate.”

****

Taurus strode into his office with Kallie in tow, sifting through possibilities in his mind. No doubt the Romans were here to make demands. “Where is the envoy?” he yelled.

“With the Lady Virga, on the terrace,” Kristokus replied stiffly.

Taurus threw him a look of annoyance. “Alone?” He questioned the man’s sanity.

“The lady has a guard near at hand.”

Kristokus followed them as they hurried to the double doors leading to the garden. The lilting sound of laughter filled the air. Taurus rarely heard Virga laugh. The light musical quality hinted at enjoyment of the envoy’s company.

He blocked Kallie’s view, and she came to an abrupt standstill when he halted. When she edged around him to see the envoy, she pitched forward in surprise, her mouth open but with no sound. The envoy and Virga turned as Taurus stared in calculation.

Kallie spoke first, her voice a thin whisper of its usual strength. “No…”

Taurus reached to catch her as she swooned, lifted her in one quick motion and passed her limp body to one of the guards, and waved for Kristokus to attend to her needs.

Then he pivoted to face the envoy. Virga smiled coolly at him. “May I introduce Calvinius? He comes from Rome to meet with you, Governor.”

“Calvinius! A messenger for Rome. Hard to believe, given the treason you spill.”

The envoy nodded agreeably. “I carry a missive, bearing the imperial seal. Rome is aware Panua protects their noble sister at her request. The family merely wishes a clear understanding of her position while in your care.”

Taurus poised ready to fight verbally or physically. “They have no rights here,” he growled.

“Is the lady ill? She looked pale and distraught,” Calvinius observed.

Tall like Taurus, an impressive man in his own right, Calvinius, the older of the two, had an aristocratic air that bothered his host. Taurus tensed with an almost feral attitude. The men warily eyed one another.

“Come now!” Virga spoke up. “We all have the lady’s welfare on our minds. Is she truly ill, Brother, or simply overtaxed from your time at the lake?”

Taurus eyed Calvinius with disdain. “I saw no problem until the Roman appeared.”

Calvinius opened his arms in a gesture of friendship. “I mean no harm. I come in peace to negotiate terms between Panua and Rome.”

“Terms!” Taurus bellowed. “The satrap has the ear of Rome. I hardly trust your master’s way of negotiating, Calvinius.”

“And yet Rome’s most important sister must be returned. You understand the betrothal between Rome and the East is a simple matter of diplomacy. There is no plot to undermine Panua and its people. Your state will rise as the fortunes of Rome begin to rise.”

Calvinius spoke smoothly, staying calm and self-possessed while Taurus remained tense and irritated, but the envoy’s words appealed to his intellect.

“Rome wishes to swat at us like an insect flying in her face,” Taurus retorted.

Virga reached for the wine pitcher and poured each man a generous drink.

“Rome is changing, as the world changes,” Calvinius began. “They wish to align with their neighbors and begin the process of rebuilding from the inside out. A glorious new age will change the old ways of the empire into a fresh, all-encompassing power. They cannot fight off adversaries forever. There comes a time when the depletion of men and resources outweighs the benefits of world domination.”

Taurus eyed Calvinius. “You speak your ideals, not Rome’s.”

“That was true of the old emperor, Primus Gregorian. But the current emperor has made no move to make war. He simply moves to ally with former adversaries through diplomatic means.”

Taurus’ feathers remained ruffled. “His sister came seeking political asylum from an unwanted union.”

“Do you offer the women of Panua the choice of a husband, or are marriages arranged by the head of the house, as in Rome?” Calvinius glanced at Virga. The clever envoy made his argument clearly and concisely.

“That is not the point. Our women do not run around foreign countries, trespassing and causing mayhem wherever they go.”

Calvinius looked slightly amused. “True. Lady Gregorian is a handful. The family has given their guarantee she is released from the contract with the satrap. The imperial document has been archived. I have a copy for the lady. She has no reason to fear a return home.”

Taurus drank from his cup and gestured for Calvinius and Lady Virga to sit with him. Kristokus entered the room and sidled up to him. Taurus gave him permission to speak.

“The lady is resting and will likely sleep for a few hours.”

“Good,” Taurus said, inwardly relieved.

Calvinius smiled congenially. “The Romans mean no harm to Panua, and to convey this message with sincerity, I have come to propose an offer of marriage between Rome and Panua.”

Taurus’ body tensed, like an arrow waiting for release from a bow. He could never consider such a proposal.

“I am heir to Panua, and as such it is my duty to marry a woman from Panua. The blood of my sons must be untainted by foreigners. There can be no other choice for the leader of a small, violable nation.” Taurus spoke the words by rote, having heard them from Lidia for years as she championed her cause against Rome.

Calvinius nodded politely. “You misunderstand me, Governor. The emperor seeks a wife, and word of your sister’s unparalleled beauty and unblemished character has reached him.”

Taurus stood up, flaunting his usually imposing height. Calvinius stood also, casually matching the intimidating stance.

“You need time to weigh the benefits of an alliance with Rome. Let me assure you, Governor, there are many. The sister of the emperor must be returned, and he in turn will marry Lady Virga in a show of Rome’s good faith. Otherwise Panua will be left to the jackals that roam the periphery of their good fortune.”

Calvinius paused and eyed Taurus for a brief moment. “Unless you suggest a more equitable solution, I suggest you thoroughly deliberate the matter.”

Taurus was taken aback by the offer. The last thing he had expected was an opportunity to align with a power that could easily trample them after a few years of organized restructuring.

“An escort is waiting for my return. If you agree to the terms, then send a messenger to the border by sunset tomorrow.” Calvinius paused and turned to Lady Virga, who waited breathlessly nearby.

Taurus spoke. “Your master will be disappointed with your work here, Calvinius.”

“I’ll wager him more than satisfied.” He laughed lightly. “It has been my greatest pleasure to be your guest this afternoon, Lady Virga.” He took his leave.

Taurus stepped onto the terrace overlooking the city and gazed into the distance. Virga joined him and they stood together, silently waiting until they spied Calvinius on his dark horse, riding to meet his escort party.

“Well?” He waited for his sister’s reaction to a possible union with Rome.

“I will do as you wish, Brother. I am unafraid,” Virga replied, not taking her eyes off the rider far below, a fine sight to behold on a huge horse with plain trappings.

“Calvinius. An odd choice, don’t you think?” Taurus remarked.

“Extremely,” Virga agreed, her eyes avoided his.

“I must go to Lady Gregorian.”

“May I come too?”

He nodded, and Virga followed as he hurried to his suite.

****

Kallie lay in the governor’s huge bed, awake and alert as he entered the room. “Has my silver-tongued brother convinced you to return me into his loathsome care?”

Taurus sat on the edge of the bed and smoothed her hair.

“Calvinius laid out terms on your brother’s behalf.” His arm slid around her and he pressed his lips to her cheek.

“Calvinius?”

“Yes,” Taurus said patiently. “You swooned before meeting the man.”

Kallie shook her head. “I only remember seeing him and then it becomes dark and unclear.”

“You dislike him. Why did he cause you distress today?”

“I did not expect the emperor to be in the room. For a moment I thought Panua captured, and the tides turned.”

Taurus glanced at Virga as she moved closer to the bed, staring as though in a dream. “The emperor…in the room?” Virga asked, her voice high and light.

Taurus shook his head. “You are confused, Kallie. You saw Calvinius.”

Kallie thought he had gone mad. “I know the emperor. He is my brother, and I saw him today.” She moved her hand onto Taurus’ arm. “Did he secure a promise from you? Will I be returned?”

Taurus’ face turned into a furious mask of frustration. “Damn that Caius Gregorian. He walks into Panua pretending he is Calvinius, using smooth words to gain his way, and leaves with an ultimatum. How dare he?” Taurus growled. “Masquerading as a scholar!”

“Ultimatum?” Kallie sat upright. “Be careful, Governor. He is shrewd.”

“He is Calvinius.” Virga exclaimed. Kallie tried to disagree, but Virga continued. “He is both Calvinius and Caius. It makes sense. He prepares Rome to face the coming years of change, planting a message in the minds of the greatest philosophers of our time. They adopt his ideals as though they thought of them. He has naught to do but wait for the right moment and agree to the demands of his people.” She laughed. “I admire the simplicity of his plan. Caius. Calvinius. He is one and the same.”

Taurus absorbed the information Virga imparted. He glared possessively at Kallie. “You will not be returned. His claim on you was forfeited to me when you entered Panua.”

Kallie breathed a sigh of relief, the tension flowing out of her body.

“I’ll be damned if I will negotiate with a man who sneaks into my home in disguise,” he hissed.

****

Virga watched as Kallie and her brother exchanged smiles. She marveled at his tenderness with the girl, and she imagined Calvinius stroking her and worrying over their future. An idea occurred to her, born out of watching Kallie and her unconventional way of doing whatever she wanted. Virga silently left the room while Taurus recounted the emperor’s visit.

Taurus had failed to notice their connection earlier when Calvinius held out his hand to her in farewell. Her palm had slid against his, and their eyes held fast, a hidden message in their shimmering depths.

Surely he had spoken of his desire to take her away. Is that what he meant? My purpose will be clear soon, and it is an honest one, be sure of it. His exact words blurred in the memory of his blinding smile. To think clearly after he suggested marriage to the Emperor of Rome required concentration. Calvinius was the emperor! He had come to meet her under the guise of negotiating for his sister’s release. His words rang in her head. Unparalleled beauty. Unblemished character.

Sunset tomorrow.


Chapter Nine

Caius sat in the large command tent of his makeshift camp. Men patrolled the borders, watching Panua with keen eyes. The order had been issued to bring any messengers directly to the emperor. Captain Ovidius suggested the emperor sat in grave danger by waiting for word from the governor until sunset the next day.

Caius gave the appearance of listening, but his thoughts were on today’s events. His conclusions regarding the Lady Virga had far exceeded his hopes. The writings he’d collected over the years had given him an insight to her intelligence and wit, but he had been completely astonished at the woman’s grace and beauty. Word had circulated for years about the sister of the governor: reputed to be a cool beauty, her face resembling carved marble, her figure lithe and trim, and her aloof and calculating manner similar to her adoptive grandmother’s. Caius had been intrigued when he read her first scroll to Rome, which had landed in his hands by accident. Virga had written to request permission to view documents pertaining to Panua and Rome, from decades-old treaties to political appointments of bygone days. Caius personally answered those letters under the name of Calvinius, a convenient way to disguise his identity, and as the years passed he looked forward to her responses. In his mind she became a faceless friend who offered encouragement as he followed his path to enlightenment. When the opportunity arose to meet her, Caius jumped at the chance, cloaking himself in the identity of Calvinius and riding into Panua as an envoy of Rome. He had craved seeing her, to discover if his personal fantasy woven around the mysterious woman proved accurate.

Tonight he sat in his tent berating himself for leaving without one word of assurance she considered him a suitable husband. After their initial conversation, as he kissed her hand, one of the guards had arrived as a chaperone. Caius knew the proper etiquette, but it irked him to have no further time alone to cement a bond with Virga. Careful and cautious in his daily duties as Emperor of Rome, in this matter of the heart he found his usual logic lacking, and his mind drifted to the moments spent with the blonde beauty.

A soldier called a challenge outside the command tent. The tent flap pushed back, and a familiar soldier entered.

“Any word from Panua?” Caius’ brows drew together.

“We have discovered two men who carry a message for your ears only.” The soldier’s tone was tinged with skepticism, unconvinced his emperor should meet the messengers without the usual interrogation from a subordinate. Caution must be adhered to when spies and assassins were common tools used by the enemy.

“See them in.” Caius stood, his body tense, his mind burning brightly. The governor would reject his terms without consideration, but perhaps he tabled a new proposal.

The soldier hesitated.

“Yes?” Caius inquired impatiently.

“They don’t seem typical messengers.” The soldier shrugged as Caius signaled to admit the men from Panua. The first man, large and portly, looked more like a wine steward than a messenger. He held a leather case containing a scroll. A short and nondescript boy accompanied him. They were dressed in rough tunics, with caps covering their heads. The big man doffed his cap and bowed low to Caius.

He fixed his gaze on the man. “What news?”

The soldier took the scroll and handed it to Caius.

“Out,” he ordered. Caius unfurled the scroll while Captain Ovidius watched the two guests for sudden moves.

Caius lowered the scroll and gazed at the big man. “What is the meaning of this?” He narrowed his gaze in suspicion. The scroll dropped to the floor, blank, without one blemish on its pristine paper.

“The message is for you alone. It comes from the Lady Virga and must be delivered by my companion.”

Caius bid his captain leave. A message from Virga could prove either welcome or unwelcome. Ovidius raised the tent flap and held it open as he and the large man stepped outside. Caius turned to face the boy, curious over the message and its possible contents. He assumed word had leaked out that he was Caius and not Calvinius. Perhaps the thought of a life with an emperor disagreed with her temperament. After all, Lidia—a woman who hated Gregorian with the deepest core of her being—had raised her.

The boy moved forward and stood directly in front of him, looking up at Caius with pale blue eyes. Caius reached forward and instinctively removed the boy’s cap. Long blonde hair tumbled out from underneath. “Lady Virga! What in the name of the gods are you doing here, alone?”

With an impish smile on her face and dirt smudges on her nose and cheeks, she gazed up at him.

“I am borrowing your sister’s ways.” Virga’s face flushed with excitement, her icy blue eyes shone in defiance.

“The governor refused to consider my offer?”

“He will not release your sister, although she has no wish to leave, so it can hardly be called captivity.” Virga explained Kallie and Taurus lived as man and wife, and Caius nodded, preoccupied with other thoughts.

“And what of you? Has he given permission for you to marry?”

“Will you send me back to Panua if I come without consent? My brother will never agree to Rome and Panua joining forces through our union.” Virga sighed. “You came to me as Calvinius, but as the emperor perhaps you feel differently after revealing your true persona.”

Caius grinned. His mind lit in wonder at her presence. “I acted foolishly back in Panua. I put you at risk. The moment I laid my eyes on you I longed to take you with me.”

Virga’s eyes opened wide.

Caius reached for her hand. “If I were to lose you now, after finally meeting and realizing we two are perfect together, I would be mad with frustration.” He pulled her nearer. “I want you as my wife. Did you understand my purpose?”

“I hurried away before the governor had time to block any chance of an escape. What does all this mean?”

“I am Caius Gregorian, Emperor of Rome. My father rescued my mother from your grandmother’s tyranny, and they have been fierce enemies ever since. Calvinius is the name I use to voice ideas too new and untried for the old guard in Rome to consider. As Emperor I must provide stability and security for my people, but over time my ideas will take root and grow throughout the empire—Virga, my empire and yours!”

Caius looked deeply into her eyes, assured this woman was the right one for him. “If you choose to be my wife, we will leave this place bound together as one.”

He burned with a passionate desire to change the world and a passionate desire to share his life with her. He offered her something no other man would or could give her—the choice to become his wife. It was hers to make, right here, right now.

“Caius or Calvinius, whoever you choose to be, I will be your wife.” Virga smiled up at him as he watched her in fascination.

“As soon as we reach Rome we will be married. Afterward, a huge celebration will be arranged for the people of Rome to welcome you into their hearts.”

He took her to sit by the warm coals sizzling in the metal brazier and passed her a small cup filled with the best wine. She sipped from the cup and then he took a sip. They passed it back and forth, sharing the delicious drink, symbolizing their unity of purpose. He placed his arm around her, and she tucked her head in under his chin.

“My escort must return soon. His absence will be noted if he is gone too long,” Virga murmured.

Caius called to Ovidius, who guarded the doorway of the tent. His confident voice resonated with authority. He instructed a few men to accompany Virga’s companion to Panua.

“Is there anything you need or want to make this parting from Panua easier on you?”

“I have everything I need,” she said, her eyes sparkling with happiness.

“I drew up our marriage contract, even though I knew it would likely be rejected by your brother.” Caius grinned boyishly at her.

“Were you confident I would accept your offer?”

“Hopeful,” Caius said. “But doubtful you would be agreeable once my true identity came out, given our family’s history.”

“Your sister told us who you were after she recovered from her swoon, afraid you had taken Panua and had come to fetch her in person.”

“Hmm,” Caius mused. “She is free to do as she pleases.”

Virga slid her hand into his. “Taurus has no plans to free your sister. He will not mention your edict decreeing her freedom from the satrap.”

Caius shifted slightly. “Kallie is able to handle her situation and will leave when ready. She has a way of achieving her wants.”

“Is that a Gregorian family trait?”

Caius grinned, absurdly happy with the woman sitting next to him. At thirty-three years of age, never once in all his years of scholarly learning had he thought love would come to him as quickly or surely as it had now.

“When our contract is signed, then I will truly answer yes, Lady Virga.”

They kissed, innocently sweet and tender, as Caius held her in his firm embrace. His hands slid into the long blonde hair hanging freely over her shoulders.

“I love you,” Caius whispered, and Virga melted into his arms as they dreamed of the life they would share together.


Chapter Ten

Kallie sat on the huge bed she shared with Taurus, her fingers plucking at the sheets while he raged over the marriage of Caius and Virga. A month ago Virga had secretly fled the fortress in disguise and run off to meet the emperor. He was supposed to be waiting for Taurus’ decision on the matter, but apparently the Lady Virga had made up her own mind and now they were wed.

Taurus growled. “A Gregorian and a Paulinus married. This is the blackest day for my grandmother and my ancestors, who have been sorely mistreated by Rome.”

Kallie laughed with scorn. “You share a bed with me, and I am a Gregorian. I have finer blood running through my veins than you. My grandfather was an emperor, and now my brother rules. Do you not think it is a black day for Rome?”

He turned in annoyance. “My sister should have married a man from Panua. It is imperative we keep our blood pure.”

Kallie stretched her stiff back, bored by his complaints.

“That’s Lidia talking, not you. Your parents were minor nobles who sold you to Lidia for a good price.”

Taurus’ look of fury scorched her. “Who told you such a lie?”

“I made inquiries,” Kallie said imperiously. “You are a country boy brought here to fulfill the wishes of an old woman casting her net of revenge against Rome.”

“Hmm,” Taurus grunted. “I am the blood of Paulinus, even if distantly related. My mother’s cousin was connected to his family.”

“Hardly a lineage to fuss over.” Her lip twisted with scorn.

Taurus swigged his watered wine and tore off a crust of bread, chewing vigorously.

“And,” Kallie continued, “My mother and your father were supposed to be wed. Lidia thought her a fine choice at the time.”

The Governor rolled his eyes. “Until she ran off, pregnant with your father’s brat.”

Kallie laughed at the outrage on his face. “You say it as if you have never seduced a maid!”

Taurus reached out and managed to catch her before she scrambled away, and she squealed with laughter as he pinched her rear end.

“Don’t you dare,” she giggled, dark hair tumbling around her shoulders.

“If your mother was half as beautiful as you, then I understand your father’s compulsion to have her.”

“My mother should have tossed my father aside for his lack of manners.” She wriggled out of his embrace and made a weak attempt to leave the bed. He gathered her in his arms and pinned her under his weight in the blink of an eye.

“I have a few compulsions of my own,” Taurus breathed hotly on her neck.

“Mmmm.” Kallie sighed as his lips pressed against her cheek. “Show me,” she murmured in a haze of delicious want.

“Is my blood good enough for you, Lady Gregorian?” Taurus took off her shift.

Kallie wasn’t listening; she was already halfway to blissful fulfillment.

****

The bed stayed warm and comfortable long after Taurus had left. Kallie stared into the center of the room, tired and hungry. A bag of herbs lay hidden in a drawer, given to her by the wise woman. She took a measure of the herbs and swilled them into weak wine while listening to the servants’ gossip about Lidia and her grand marriage plans for Taurus. His edgy and short-tempered demeanor these last few days hadn’t gone unnoticed. The old woman pressured him relentlessly.

I must leave this place.

Kallie called for the servant girl, Mira, who passed messages to young Verragius on her behalf. Any hope of Caius sending word to release her from the betrothal had died. He was too busy enjoying his new wife.

She admired Virga and hoped she made a wonderful companion for her brother. Both brilliantly educated, they liked nothing better than to study and write the day away.

Not her! Married and tied to a life of domestication seemed a sure way to lose the essence of one’s self. Freedom remained the only option for happiness.

The room with the straw came to her mind. Taurus had left it as a private joke that he could send her back to an uncomfortable prison anytime he chose, though it seemed unlikely he would ever follow through on his veiled threats of punishment, given the pleasure they brought one another. If only the rest of the world would go away and leave him alone. Unfortunately, he too believed he must marry and produce a Paulinus heir, a son, to carry on his name and his lineage. Kallie cared not about future generations. Living in the here and now was the most important thing to her. But she would not and could not allow him to keep her as his mistress while he took a wife. Her nature did not permit such a blatant transgression.

She had always known their relationship was fleeting and fragile. He was too strong and powerful for her to break free without careful planning, and she had the arrangements in place. Atticus would be waiting for a signal. Tonight!

She retrieved the key for the tower door leading to the top of the fortress. Nothing but flags waved in the breeze on a narrow turret. She had stored the knowledge of the hidden key for weeks. The time had come to use it, and now Kallie tiptoed to the room with the straw. Mira gathered it into a large blanket and tied the corners into a bundle, and Kallie took it, along with a lamp, and started for the tower stairs. Mira kept watch in the hallway for the steward while Kallie rushed up the tower stairs and dumped the straw below the flag.

After hurrying back she picked a piece of straw from her hair as the steward arrived with a message.

“The Governor has requested you dine with him and the Hestonius family tonight at sunset.” Kristokus left as quickly as he had come.

Kallie ran to the chest to gather the clothes she had worn on the journey to Panua and collected a few other things for her escape. It has to be tonight! Atticus could wait no longer. It had been simple to pass messages through young Verragius. He ached to defy Taurus and knew the pathway to reach her uncle, although she doubted he had direct knowledge of where Atticus hid. Her last coded message had been to watch the fortress for the next few nights and when the signal was given Atticus must meet Verragius at the appointed place.

A wave of nausea passed through her like a gust of wind. She ran to the washhouse, but by the time she reached it, the moment was gone. After eating bread and a sip of wine, her head spun dizzily for a few moments but again the moment passed and she returned to the task at hand.

Mira breezed in and out of the room a few times with a watchful face.

Kallie waved her over. “Did you receive an answer to my last message?”

“Yes, Lady,” Mira breathed in a low voice. “He will be at the gatehouse tonight, after dark.” Mira left quickly as the other servants attended their duties in the bedchamber.

Kallie trembled. Did she have the resolve to leave? Usually strong and full of vitality, today she felt weak and drained. She would not see Taurus until the gathering tonight. He claimed to be busy with state duties, but Kallie knew the real reason he avoided her these last few days. He preferred to ignore the rumors of his impending marriage, due to proceed on the first day of the coming calend.

The day passed slowly, and Kallie tried to walk in the gardens, although she desperately wanted to visit the stables to check on the horses and prepare Pilum for the coming escape.

The time came for her to attend the reception room in preparation for tonight’s meal. Dressed in a black gown studded with colorful gemstones worth a fortune, she threaded a gold ribbon through each artful braid in her hair and dreaded this evening’s dinner.

The Hestonius family had congregated in large numbers, and Lidia stood among them, her face set in a resemblance to a grinning hyena. Kallie arrived before Taurus and briefly faltered, a feather cast on the wind. She had no one to turn to until the governor arrived, and for the first time she noticed this place was foreign to her. The urge to flee pulsed through her, but she did not know the cause.

Barca eyed her and approached smugly. “Well, well. You are not so clever now, without a bow and arrow in your hand.”

She tried to cover her growing unease. “I understand you are angry that a woman bested you.”

Barca growled. “You have not bested me. You have simply entertained the Commander for a while.” He laughed in ridicule. “Tonight he announces his marriage to the lovely Alithia, daughter of Hestonius.”

Kallie shrugged. “Perhaps it is you who should be concerned, Barca. Yet another woman will keep him from you.”

“As long as you are put aside, no one much cares whom he marries,” Barca shot back.

The high-pitched laughter of Lidia floated across the room. Angered for weeks by Virga’s willingness to run off with the emperor, she obviously enjoyed this evening immensely, with victory within her grasp.

Hamilcar drew up beside Barca. “My brother is upset the giant evades him.” The young man laughed uproariously in the face of his older brother. “Is he begging you for a clue to his whereabouts?”

“Keep your tongue still, Brother, if you know what’s good for you!” Barca moved away, his taunting at an end.

“Thank you, Hamilcar.”

“He has another reason to hate you.” Hamilcar spoke in a low tone, his rich brown eyes sparkling in the lamplight.

“What reason?”

“He hoped for the Lady Virga’s hand, to vault him to the pinnacle of Panua’s nobility through marriage.”

Kallie considered this information carefully. “And she…returned his interest?”

Hamilcar chuckled and shook his head. “No, she knew he merely wanted to position his way into the governorship should anything happen to her dear brother. And now she is a Gregorian.”

Everyone in Panua wanted power and position. “And what about you?” Kallie asked.

Taurus entered the room, and the focus shifted to the man who ruled them. Kallie recognized undisguised devotion as the young man gazed at the governor. Gods! He worships the man.

Taurus walked straight to Kallie and took her hand. He smiled at Hamilcar in appreciation; his voice low and sensual. “She is a vision of loveliness, is she not?” Not waiting for a reply, he drew her away.

Hamilcar nodded, dumbstruck, and watched him escort Kallie to sit with his honored guests, including Alithia. Lidia smiled as the meal progressed, content and smug.

Taurus acted as though nothing had changed. The Hestonius family greeted the governor and Kallie with polite conversation and introduced the young woman she knew would marry Taurus—a pretty girl, timid and demure. Taurus nodded with disinterest. His false smile faded quickly under Lidia’s watchful eyes.

Kallie remained tense during dinner, and Taurus mistook her mood for annoyance with him.

“I will make it up to you,” he whispered as his eyes flashed over her exposed cleavage.

Kallie laughed lightly. “I wish you well in your marriage, Governor. May you have many heirs for the sake of Panua.” She raised her glass high, and the company around them fell silent. She sipped her wine, and Taurus took the cup from her, draining its contents.

“Here’s to the fine sons who will carry my name far into the future.”

The company joined in the toast. Kallie glanced at the large doors leading out onto the terrace. The moon had begun to rise, and the sky darkened quickly at this time of year.

When dinner ended, Kallie anxiously hoped to retire for the evening. “Governor, may I leave you to the company of your guests?”

Taurus eyed her with a question behind his gaze.

“Your betrothed and her family wish to talk with you alone.” She forced a smile, even though every part of her railed at him.

“If you must, but I expect you in my room later,” he grumbled half-heartedly.

She scanned his face, committing the details to memory.

I’ll never look upon him again. Her heart sank, and the pit of her stomach ached at the coming loss. “I will miss you, Taurus,” she whispered softly. She rarely used his given name.

His lips curved into a satisfied smile, not knowing this parting would last for eternity.

****

Holding a burning taper in her hand, Kallie raced up the stairs and unlocked the tower door. She reached the turret and ran to the straw piled high under the banners flapping in the light breeze. She had to hurry. It had taken time to dress in her boyish clothes, gather the few things hidden in her room, and wait for the proper moment to avoid the servants in the hall.

Mira had been helpful, but Kallie had to do this alone. The taper touched the dry straw, and she stood back to watch the flames spread eagerly across the top of the bundle and catch alight. As smoke curled upward, Kallie hurried down the tower stairs. At the bottom of the spiraling staircase, she paused to lock the door. She flung the key across the hall into one of the dark recesses lining the wall and paused in surprise as a man stepped out of the shadows. Barca!

He wore a contemptuous look on his face as he closed the gap between them.

“You little bitch!” His face twisted in fury. He grabbed her by the scruff and pushed her against the wall. “I’ll kill you for this, but first you will tell me where to find the giant.”

Bile rose in her throat. Barca could kill her without a thought, but she would never betray Atticus.

“He’s in Greece, long gone from here.” Kallie held his eyes to convey sincerity.

“You lie!” Barca spat. “Lidia has spies, and knows of your deceit.”

A knife glinted in his hand as he raised it to her face, the point of the blade touching the soft delicate skin of her cheek. “Pity to waste such fine Gregorian looks. The Governor will be disappointed.”

His arm tensed as he prepared to use force. A loud thud came from behind him, and he fell to the ground. Kallie stood rigid, her back to the wall as she raised her eyes to see Hamilcar with a crooked smile on his face.

“Go!” His head jerked to the stairs leading to the servant’s quarters. Kallie gaped a moment too long. His face split with a wonderful grin.

“Greet my friend when you reach the gatehouse.”

He steered her to the door. She took one last look at Barca, lying on the floor among scattered pieces of a large vase. He would enjoy a huge headache for days and never know who gave him the nasty blow.

Kallie, too shocked to speak, turned and ran with all her might. As she careened down the stairs at top speed, servants rushed upward.

“Fire!” someone screamed.

“Smoke!” called another. They yelled for buckets of water and thick blankets as Kallie threaded her way through the soldiers and workers rushing to put out the fire, now visible from the courtyard. Women and small children hurried in the same direction as Kallie before it was too late to escape the fire.

No one tried to stop her. She kept her head down but encouraged the soldiers to help the family of the governor, hoping the chaos continued for a while longer. The fire in the tower would burn out within half an hour, enough time to steal a fine horse and reach the gatehouse.

Unfortunately, Kallie couldn’t see Pilum in the darkness of the stable, but the head boy on duty recognized her.

“Make ready the governor’s horse. He comes this way and plans to find the men responsible for this.” Kallie pointed to the tower. The boy followed her instructions, having no reason to ignore the favored woman of the governor.

The horse, a beautiful chestnut mare, spirited and challenging to ride, appeared moments later. Kallie had no time to change her mind. Gods, he will be angry! Hannibal is his favorite.

She tried not to look anxious while the boy helped her onto the horse. Soldiers, workers, and peasants alike jumped out of the way, as she guided the horse to her destination. In the confusion, she searched for her accomplice. The gates were not open, and she worried she might be imprisoned in the inner courtyard.

The familiar face of Verragius popped out among the throng of people. He signaled, and the gates slowly opened. Sighing in relief, she drew near him and he jumped onto Hannibal’s back to settle behind her.

“Ride to the city below, where we will find your friend the giant. He has given me a landmark to seek.” Verragius yelled in excitement, he tightened his arms about her waist, holding firmly to the saddle.

“Ride quickly, Kallie,” he shouted above the din of the people. They sped over the narrow stone bridge spanning the river. Halfway to the city, Kallie stopped and turned to look up at the fortress. The flames were gone, and it was too dark to see if smoke filled the air.

“You have a friend in the fortress?”

Verragius chuckled. “I have many friends.”

She shrugged, in no mood to play games. She trusted him because the words spoken by the servant girl were the ones she had waited to hear. Verragius, cocky and arrogant, enjoyed dangerous situations.

“The one in the fortress is a favorite of mine.” His voice was a low purr. “Is he well?”

“If you mean Hamilcar, then he is well. If you mean Barca, then I would say not.”

Verragius burst into peals of laughter.

They skirted the city avoiding the now thinning crowd. “Where to?” Kallie murmured.

“He will come to us. We wait at the entrance of the great aqueduct.”

The moon appeared from behind a cloud, full and bright. Kallie shivered. The wolf from her dreams entered her mind’s eye. Could a man change into a wolf at the command of the full moon?

A figure moved in the distance. Judging by the size of its girth, her uncle Atticus waited up ahead. She jumped from the horse at the sight of his friendly smile and leapt into the safety of his embrace. “Uncle,” she cried.

Atticus studied her face in the moonlight. “All is well with you?” Atticus asked with his characteristic gruffness.

“Yes,” Kallie smiled, although an unfamiliar sensation tugged at her chest.

Atticus turned to Verragius, as he dismounted the horse, greeting him with caution. “It is arranged. You and a companion have a place in the house of Theodosius, the sculptor.”

The younger man nodded as a scroll passed between them. “I hope to see you in Greece, my friends.” Verragius said with a note of inquiry in his voice. “I am in your debt. This is more than I dared hope for.”

“Your debt is paid.” Atticus growled solemnly and then laughed. “If we can keep this fine horse?”

“I wouldn’t dare be caught with the beast.”

Atticus raised his bushy eyebrows. “Then we’d best be on our way.”

Verragius turned to Kallie as she prepared to depart. “Thank Hamilcar for his kindness,” she whispered.

“He is thanked well enough.” Verragius raised the scroll high in the air.

Kallie glanced up to the fortress looming over the city. She said a silent goodbye to the life she had briefly known with the Governor of Panua, their time together soon to be a dim memory, perhaps not a fond one, after escaping in such a blatant fashion.

I’ll never forget you, Taurus!


Chapter Eleven

After yelling to the Hestonius family to seek safety, Taurus bolted out of the reception room. Kallie dominated his thoughts. Shouts of “Fire!” rang throughout the halls of the fortress, and the direction of the hurrying men caused his gut to ache. He pushed through soldiers carrying buckets of water and blankets to fight the flames, calling for them to form an orderly line.

The smell of smoke filled the air, increasing as he neared his quarters. The doors to his rooms lay open and Kristokus waited with a cloth covering his nose. “No one is in here, Governor. I searched carefully and sent the servants away.”

“Where is she, Kristokus?” Taurus held a firm grip on his temper, and his growing dread.

“Nowhere to be found, but Captain Barca has been injured.”

He pointed in the direction where Barca lay on the floor groaning.

Taurus shook his friend. “What happened here?”

Barca held his hand over a nasty bump. “The girl set a fire and planned to run. Someone came at me from behind as I tried to stop her.” He groaned again. “The key to the tower is over there.”

Taurus ordered a few men to climb the tower and snuff out the fire.

“Where did she run?” Foreboding washed over him. He wanted an answer, but it would not be to his liking.

“Down there, I think.” Barca gestured to the stairs leading to the courtyard.

Taurus ordered Kristokus to attend to Barca’s needs and hurried down the stairs. If he had been intent on escape, once the diversion took effect he would head for the stables and find a horse.

Rushing into the stables he yelled out, “Any horses missing, Silus?” The boy on duty gulped at the sight of him covered in soot streaks and smelling of smoke.

“Your lady came by earlier and took Hannibal on your order. She waits for you in the courtyard.” The boy’s eyes were huge with fear.

Damn her! To steal his best mount was unforgiveable, but Taurus groaned, angry not at the theft of the horse—he could do without the beast. Her swift and deliberate departure cut him to the quick. She had planned this for a long time, and someone had helped her.

Taurus moved through the adjacent drill yard. He called an order for his captain to send out multiple search parties to track the girl and her accomplices. Nothing else could be done but to wait, and Taurus had no patience. As Governor of Panua he would be defied by no one. No one dared disobey him.

No one…except a girl from Rome who shot arrows and played with fire!

****

Hours later, Taurus stared unseeing into a fire in the great reception hall. The fireplace filled the expansive wall, and a large dog lay in front of its warm, comforting flames. It raised an ear as footsteps approached. Kristokus came into view, and the dog lowered its ear with disinterest.

“Master,” the steward spoke quietly.

“Hmm,” Taurus grunted.

“The woman known as Krayunna is asking for you.”

Taurus raised his eyes to the steward. “Who?”

“The beldame. She tends to our residents.”

Taurus shrugged. “I have no need of her. There is no potion or spell to bring me peace.” Taurus laughed harshly. “But bring me the strongest wine you can lay your hand upon, Kristokus.”

The steward inclined his head. “She is asking to see you before she rides with the ferryman across the river Styx.”

Taurus snapped out of his solitary thoughts. “The river Styx?”

The steward nodded. “She fell ill during the commotion tonight. Her head bleeds, and she moans in pain. The physician has done all he can for the woman but fears it will not be enough.”

“What does she want of me?”

“Perhaps in her moment of death she wishes to unburden her conscience before the journey to the other side,” Kristokus offered.

Taurus doubted she had anything of interest to impart to him. However, the superstitious side of him balked at refusing a wise woman on her deathbed. He feared curses and ill wishes, the same as most of his people.

The room where the old woman lay was dark and damp. A single lamp flickered in the dimness, illuminating the face of the beldame, and cast an eerie glow around the room. Shadows made strange shapes upon the wall.

“What would you say to me, woman?” Taurus asked, leaning in close.

She opened her clawlike hand and held it out to him.

“My reward,” she rasped in pain. “I would have the riches you promised to bestow upon me.”

Taurus eyed her in confusion. He had no recollection of an offer. “I will give what you deserve, woman. Tell me what you want.”

Her eyes strayed to the money pouch at his side. “Gold, coins,” she muttered, her eyes glistened in the dim light.

Taurus had no idea what she had done to warrant a pouch of gold.

“You have what you seek. You must pay for the work I have done.” Her eyes fluttered and closed briefly, while Taurus watched death close in.

A crawling sensation rippled up his spine. Better to heed the woman than regret it later. He reached for the bag and dropped it into the hand of the beldame. She clutched it and gave a toothless smile, taking her last breath.

Kristokus shrugged and reached for the money, to reclaim it for his master. “The crone will not need it now.”

“No!” Taurus said in superstitious alarm. “Burn her along with the money, or be cursed by the ferryman.”

Kristokus drew back.

Taurus took one last look before leaving. A thought nagged him. Why did the old beldame believe he had what he wanted on the very night he suffered his greatest misery?

****

Hamilcar waited in the great hall for Taurus as he strode across the room.

The governor eyed the young man. “How fares your brother?”

“Fine. It is a bump on the head, nothing more. He makes much out of little.”

“Does he recall who came at him?”

Hamilcar shrugged. “No, he was attacked from behind.”

Taurus grunted. “She had accomplices, by the sound of it.”

“Very possible,” Hamilcar agreed, his face free of expression.

“Who do you think?”

“Servants or petty nobles vying for favors from Rome, no doubt,” he suggested.

“You are in charge of the inquiry. Your brother is not up to it, and his mind lacks the discipline for a proper interrogation of the staff.”

“As you wish, Governor. I will do my best to root out information in your quest for the truth.” Hamilcar bowed and left the hall.

****

“It appears they have crossed through many neighboring provinces. Our spies in Rome have no word of her present whereabouts. She has disappeared with the giant.” Barca spoke bitterly as Taurus listened without comment.

Lidia sat in a great chair, curled like a rattlesnake ready to strike. “Good riddance to her and her bad blood,” she grumbled.

Taurus gestured for Hamilcar to give his report.

“We have no clue as to how she managed the escape. The girl who attended her has vanished.”

Lidia jumped out of her chair like a wild animal. “She is nothing but a Roman chit who happens to be the sister of Gregorian. Forget about trying to recapture her. It is time for your marriage to take place. By the end of the week you will have Alithia to worry over.”

Taurus all but groaned aloud, concerned only with recovering Kallie. Agents in Greece, Rome, and various provinces searched for her. “There will be no marriage,” Taurus vowed stubbornly.

“No marriage?!” Lidia hissed like a mad cat.

“I care not for your dreams of lineage and dynasty.” Taurus’ eyes glittered with defiance.

“I have given you the means to become what you are. You will do as I say.” Lidia paced the room, waving her fist at him.

Taurus laughed wildly, with a trace of madness. “I will not be here to do your bidding, Grandmother. I am leaving today, before the sun reaches its zenith.”

Lidia stamped her foot in anger, stunned by his decision.

“If you go, you lose everything—your title, your lands, and your claim to the family estates. You will be no better than a peasant living off the land, exiled forever. I’ll make sure of it,” Lidia threatened.

“So be it. I accept the consequences of my decision.”

Dressed in a simple pair of leather-clad breeches and a short clean tunic, and with some money and a good horse waiting, Taurus wanted nothing. Nothing but freedom from the place that had come to represent everything he despised about his life.

He watched Barca’s eyes shimmer with anticipation. With Virga gone, there was no one to impede his progress to the top. He stood firm beside Lidia.

Taurus left the room. Hamilcar followed in the shadows of the corridor. “I will accompany you, if I may.”

If Barca ran the state, Hamilcar would be nothing but his whipping boy.

“Be ready to leave soon. I will not delay for any reason.” Taurus spoke on impulse, hardly giving thought to his choice to leave. It came out of him unexpectedly when Lidia pressured as she had always done. Never had he thought to leave Panua before. He had no reason to want to go. But now he had every reason to leave. She was his reason. Kallie!

If only he’d realized what she meant to him. He hadn’t known until the emptiness of his world without her mocked him. He had been an utter fool to think he could keep a woman like her content to be his mistress while he took another as a wife. She had noble blood and good breeding, but more than that, she was beautiful, clever, and fun, and the way she looked at him when they were alone together—she hid nothing of her feelings, whispering sweet words to him.

Yet he had taken all she offered without much more than insults in return. He would seek her out and make up for his poor behavior.

Would she care?

Hamilcar kept up the brisk walk beside Taurus en route to the stables.

“We must go to Greece first,” Hamilcar suggested.

“Why?” Taurus was in no mood to play games.

“Verragius is there, and he hinted that he spoke with her the night of her departure.”

Taurus snapped his head around. “How do you know?”

“I received a message from Athens. Verragius has sent for me to join him, but I need help traveling, and you need help finding the girl.”

Taurus had nothing to lose and no idea where to begin. Verragius seemed the closest thing to a starting point. Taurus laughed, suddenly amused.

“What’s so funny?” Hamilcar asked.

“Verragius Junior! I might have guessed. Does he have designs on her?”

It was Hamilcar’s turn to laugh. “No, he has no care for her.”

“Why risk his life to help her escape?”

“He exchanged his services for a comfortable position in Greece. They possess a certain tolerance for those breaking societal rules prohibited by other countries.”

Taurus grunted as they rode out of the fortress gates and bypassed the road for the city, heading straight for the great sea, where he and Hamilcar would find a ship bound for Greece. The wind ruffled his hair and the hot sun beat down on his head, but he was free. Free of Panua, free of the responsibility of governing, and finally, and most importantly, free of Lidia.


Chapter Twelve

Virga sat hand-in-hand with Caius Gregorian, admiring the ornate fountain dominating the private gardens of the imperial quarters. Dressed in a soft blue gown with tiny multi-colored gems decorating the luxurious cloth here and there, she listened as her husband spoke in his rich voice about the policies of Rome and how much work needed to be done.

She half-listened to him as her memory settled on Kallie and her visit a few months ago. Finally meeting Uncle Atticus during the fleeting visit, she was pleasantly surprised when the giant turned out to be far less than the vicious barbarian portrayed by the Panuan people. Kallie had been her usual effervescent self, but underlying it Virga sensed a deep sadness. Insisting they have time to talk alone together, she inquired after her brother and grandmother, but Kallie said little about them or their anger at her for running off with Caius. Only that they were not likely to forgive her—ever.

Caius leaned in and gave her a feather-light kiss on her smooth cheek.

“You haven’t heard one thing I’ve said, have you?” Her husband doted on her and forgave her lapse in concentration.

They kissed, gently at first, but her husband’s eyes smoldered with desire, and she recognized the look on his face. A steward coughed lightly as they bantered easily together. They paused, and Caius gave the signal for the man to speak.

“Lady Virga has a visitor.” The man was stiff and uneasy in his demeanor, and they knew instantly it was someone to be wary of.

“Who is asking for me?”

“A man by the name of Aquilus. He said you would wish to see him. We informed him you must be approached through the proper channels, but he insists you know him well.”

Virga paled.

“Shall we send him away, Virga?” Caius took her hand.

“Aquilus is my mother’s family name.” She looked meaningfully at Caius. “Someone from Panua seeks me out.”

“Send this man Aquilus to the grand hall.” Caius made a formidable impression in his luxurious reception room, enough to intimidate his visitors from all over the empire. He and Virga dressed formally to greet the guest from Panua. She speculated a messenger came from Taurus or Lidia. Perhaps someone had died.

Their speculation ended quickly as they entered the reception room to a great fanfare of announcements and titles.

Virga flinched at the sight of her brother, waiting for the imperial couple. Less than his usual imposing self, he was dressed in simple garments, having travelled many leagues. Taurus held his head high, not one to grovel or bow to another, no matter the circumstances.

Caius spoke first, as protocol decreed. “Governor Paulinus, welcome to Rome.”

Taurus acknowledged the greeting quickly. “Thank you, Imperator.” He glanced at Virga. “Imperial Lady, you have my gratitude for agreeing to meet with me.”

Aware at once that Taurus was a changed man, Virga noted his eyes held a look of anticipation and his stance was wary but hopeful.

“Has something terrible happened? Are you ill, Brother?” Virga could think of no reason he came to be in Rome, alone and standing in front of a man he considered an enemy.

“I, Taurus Aquilus, former Governor of Panua, have come to renounce my claim on Panua and pass the right of governorship to my sister, Lady Virga, the legitimate child of Paulus Paulinus.”

Virga stared as though he had announced he rode a flying horse.

“Former governor?” Caius repeated, to be sure of his words.

Taurus smiled as though relieved of a great burden. “Yes, former governor.”

Virga had a great many questions for her brother. Taurus must have suffered through a crisis of sorts—a revelation. Caius waved to his stewards.

“Bring our guest into our private apartments. See to the finest accommodation and the best servants.”

Taurus opened his mouth to refuse, but the look on Virga’s face changed his mind, and he followed a steward into the private domain of the most powerful man in the world.

****

That evening, summoned to a casual, intimate dinner with the imperial couple, Taurus watched his sister as she reveled in the attentions of an emperor. She had the kind of relationship he himself had dreamed of once with Kallie. The thought caused his guts to churn and his heart to ache.

Taurus divulged details concerning his decision to leave Panua, though he dared not reveal his love for Kallie; part of him kept his innermost secrets private.

“I apologize for my treatment of your sister. I was flawed in my dealings with her. I truly hope I have not irreparably damaged her reputation among her peers.”

Caius quietly accepted the apology but took his words at face value, giving nothing away concerning his sister. Taurus hoped against all odds that Kallie might appear out of nowhere, that he might catch a glimpse of her once more. It was not to be.

Virga and Caius did not speak of her again, and Taurus dared not ask directly where to find her. He had no right to know. He had forfeited the right to that knowledge by treating her as a personal plaything. The subject changed a number of times, and the evening slowly drew to a close.

“It will not be easy to go against Lidia to reclaim Panua for Rome, but I think with some crafty negotiating it can be done, using the generals.” Caius smiled at the opportunity to bring the two nations together again.

Taurus agreed. “Hestonius and Verragius are sick of Lidia’s games. They are open to discussion, as long as they are allowed to maintain a high profile among the Panuan people.”

“Will you stay a few days more, Brother?” Virga’s eyes shone with unshed tears.

Taurus could hardly wait to leave. “I cannot, dear Sister. I have business elsewhere. But know that your husband’s devotion to you pleases me greatly.”

“Write and let me know how I may reach you,” Virga pleaded. Taurus could not refuse, after all he had put her through when she resided in Panua.

“You can find me at the estate where our mother raised us. The steward’s house is livable, even though abandoned for many years.”

Virga relaxed. He could not understand why it mattered where he lived. They pressed together in a last embrace, each wishing the best for the other. Taurus planned to leave at the break of dawn. Caius stood back, allowing his wife the luxury of her brother’s company one last time. Taurus knew he calculated the benefits of taking on Panua as a minor province.

Virga lowered her voice. “You love her, don’t you?”

Ice water ran through his veins. Yes, he loved her, but he would never see her again.

“It matters not, Virga. She ran away thinking me a monster. I ill-used her, and she broke free when she had the chance.”

“You do love her!” Virga smiled.

Taurus held her gaze, defeated by her optimism. “You have with your husband what I hoped to have with her. Except he knew better than to make a fool of you.”

He turned on his heel and left. He had revealed too much and cared not to relive past mistakes. It proved unbearable to be in the company of two people who loved each other so well.


Chapter Thirteen

Kallie sat in the warm sunshine, her belly too huge to move far, but she rested and relaxed as Atticus and her parents talked over old times together. The baby shifted often, kicking fiercely to announce the presence of a new and vital life. Waiting for a sign of the impending birth and not knowing which day this new life would arrive irritated Kallie.

Her mother and father had welcomed her with open arms after her brief flight to Greece. She had intended to live there indefinitely, but on discovery of her condition, she collected her belongings and journeyed home to her parents’ estate. Occasionally she thought about Taurus, but for the most part she banished him from her thoughts, knowing the futility of wishing things were different. His sights rested firmly on duty and the responsibility to his people, and marriage to the Hestonius girl.

“Daughter,” her mother called from the shade tree by the main house.

The tone of her mother’s voice made her smile. Attentive and caring during these last months of pregnancy, Kallie’s mother possessed a wealth of knowledge regarding childbirth, for which Kallie was grateful. After all, she had borne three children, Caius, Germanicus, and Kallie. And when it came to family, Carissa devoted her energies to them when they needed her most.

“Hmm,” Kallie answered, wiggling her toes.

“A scroll has arrived from Rome for you.”

Kallie wrinkled her nose. Caius searched for a suitable husband for his dishonored sister, promising not to force her into a union, but they both knew eventually she must submit to the will of her brother. The good graces of her parents stretched far but were not limitless. And Caius pruned the family tree so as not to leave any fruitless branches.

Her beautiful mother sat on the grass, looking up with unconditional love. “Do not worry. The baby will come soon, and your figure will be restored to its former glory.”

“I spare no thought for my figure, Mother. The needs of a baby are mysterious. I have no idea what to do with a child.”

“It will come naturally enough, and I will set you on the right path when needed.”

Kallie sighed. Her mother and father never failed to provide comfort. “What does Caius want with me this time?” Caius usually penned imperious orders pertaining to family business.

“Nothing. Virga writes to you.” Carissa chuckled.

Kallie perked up and unfurled the scroll. She enjoyed Virga’s long missives full of interesting details of people and events. Kallie suddenly reached for her mother’s hand. “She is beautiful, is she not?”

Carissa laughed. “You know I set no store in beauty, but she has a lovely nature and suits Caius well enough.”

Kallie agreed. When she had first met Virga, it never occurred to her that she and Caius would make the perfect couple. But now to imagine one without the other seemed impossible. Kallie lifted the scroll.

My brother arrived in Rome to renounce the governorship of Panua. Caius is the de facto ruler, with plans to oust Lidia and Barca from their comfortable position. Truly I am shocked my brother has reneged his duty and shunned the Paulinus name. I can think of no reason to do this. Can you, Kallie?

There is a place on the outskirts of our province, near the sea, a place where we lived as children, by the town of Thalassia. He intends to live on the old Aquilus estate in a simple house. He knows nothing of you but tried to make discreet inquiries.

Your dear sister,

Virga

The scroll dropped from Kallie’s hand as she struggled from the chair. Taurus in Rome! To think he no longer ruled Panua churned her mind.

“Mother, I must go to Thalassia immediately.”

Carissa shook her head. “The baby is coming any day. Your impulsive ways must bend to your impending motherhood.”

“All the more reason to be on my way today.” She stopped at the door of the house and gripped the edge of the frame, crying out in pain.

Her father and her uncle came running at the noise.

“The baby comes soon, whether you have plans or not,” her mother chided.

“Gods!” Kallie muttered. “Of all the inconvenient times for a child to…” She had no thought to speak further as pain ripped through her body.

“Maximus, help me get her to bed, and Atticus, you send for the midwife,” her mother coaxed confidently.

In no condition to do anything but comply with her mother’s wishes, Kallie lay on her bed panting while her mother prepared the room.

“I’ll track him down and show him how much I’ve suffered on his account,” Kallie gritted her teeth as another sweep of pain washed through her body.

“You’ll have a sweet baby in your arms soon, and by then you won’t care about the pain and will hardly remember this part by the time it’s over.”

Kallie shot her mother a withering look. The excruciating spasms came quickly and left just as suddenly, heralding the start of a completely new experience. From now on she shouldered the responsibility of another life.

“Mother, I don’t think I’m ready for this!”

“Few of us are ever truly ready,” Carissa soothed, “but we learn as we go.”

A fierce scream erupted from her mouth even as the midwife arrived. Her mother took the opportunity to speak with her father.

A somber expression covered the face of Maximus Octavius. “How is she?”

“Time will tell.” Carissa shrugged.

“I’ll kill him if anything happens to her or the child,” Kallie’s father vowed gruffly.

Carissa squeezed his arm. “She is a strong girl, with a will to match.”

“I mean to go to him, Father,” Kalllie panted between spasms.

Maximus held his daughter’s determined look. “Why? Your life here with us is a good one. You and the babe will want for nothing.”

Carissa spoke up. “You of all people know the answer to such a question.”

Maximus relaxed his stance, nodding at his daughter. “You must make up your own mind about the baby’s father, one way or another.”

****

Kallie lay back on the bed with her infant cradled in her arms and mused, partly in awe and partly in resignation.

Why must he look so much like his father?

She traced the contours of the tiny face with her fingertip. The nose and mouth, forehead and cheeks, even his tiny shell-like ears, were all Taurus in miniature.

The entire family mooned over the new baby as the focus of the Gregorian household firmly fixated on his needs. Grandparents and great-granduncle wrapped willingly around his little finger at merely three days old. Kallie, recovering quickly from the rigors of pregnancy and childbirth, hummed a tune as she nursed him. Her father sat by her side.

“What will you name him?”

“I want his father to choose the name.” Kallie voiced her optimistic idea.

Maximus nodded thoughtfully. “A great responsibility comes with a child,” he reminded her.

Kallie stared at her father in delight. “Yes, you are right. That’s what I’ll call him for now,” she smiled.

Maximus waited to be enlightened.

“The perfect name for the son of Taurus. Magnus!”


Chapter Fourteen

Kallie watched from afar as a man walked into the small village of Aquila, returned from a day of laboring in the field. How different he looked from the first time they’d met. Still ruggedly handsome and powerful, but now with an inner peace, absent when he governed Panua. His reaction to her appearance might be anger, but she had little choice. Her secret must be told. It mattered not if the whole world never found out, except for him.

He shared a laugh with a few men before they wandered away to find a watering hole to slake their thirst and return home for the night. The last drops from his waterskin dripped into his mouth before he turned onto the north road heading out of the village.

Kallie remained hidden under low-hanging branches. Her horse and cart waited behind the thick cover of the trees. She breathed in and out slowly, her head full of reasons to turn and leave without ever looking back. Perhaps a woman filled his nights. One who erased his interest in the past and the memory of those he once knew. And perhaps he didn’t care to be found.

She bit her lip and steeled her resolve after the long journey with Atticus. She glanced to the trees where her uncle waited, a sentinel. Her faithful guard for many months must be free of the responsibility placed on him. From this day forward she must either live off her brother’s good graces or tread an unknown path with a man who could bring her absolute misery if he desired. She risked everything. As soon as Taurus knew her secret he would gain power over her. He might want the child but leave her to face life alone. The question was whether he would do such a thing. Would Taurus be so cruel, break her world in two and shatter her heart with one swift move?

She followed his path into the woods. A small home lay in a clearing amidst the heart of the undergrowth. She had lost sight of him as the cottage came into view and guessed he was inside making use of the last hours of daylight to eat and prepare for the next day.

For a long time she stood in the same place. Dressed in her boyish clothes, her hair tied back in a tight knot at the nape of her neck, she hesitated, knowing it foolish. But once done, there was no going back. Afraid of her future, she turned from the cottage to think clearly. Words tumbled inside her head, and as she took her first step away from the clearing, a voice rang out.

“If you mean to harm me, I will take action against you.” A familiar voice echoed in the clearing.

Kallie froze but called back, “I mean you no harm.” She scanned the trees, waiting for his reply. It came from a different direction.

“Drop your weapons.”

“I have no weapon. I am unarmed.”

“You are playing with your life by delaying,” an amused voice taunted her.

Kallie warmed at the flood of memories. “We could make camp together. I have supplies enough for both of us.” She heard him chuckle nearby.

“With you and your giant friend? I think not.” Taurus stepped out from the cover of the trees. His voice broke with emotion. “How did you find me?”

“With help from a friend,” Kallie whispered, overcome with both joy and fear at seeing him face-to- face.

He stood his ground, unsure of her purpose. “Why?” he rasped.

Unable to speak, she quenched her parched mind at the sight of him. Strength, power, and raw masculinity enveloped him.

His hand raised in a gesture of resignation. Pain flitted over his face. “You have every reason to think me a complete fool. I had no right to treat you as a possession. I took your precious gifts and never once spoke of your beauty or how special you are, Kallie. I care for you more than I have ever cared for anyone.”

“Taurus…” she began, “there is something...”

He shook his head. “I am a poor laborer, and you are filled with the finest Roman blood. I am nothing but a peasant adopted by Lidia and named after a vile creature who clawed his way through life.” He gave a wry laugh. “I am simply Taurus Aquilus. That’s who I truly am, Kallie, merely an orphan without a rich benefactor.”

Staring at each other, the tension threatened to force Kallie to her knees. “You are the same man I knew in Panua. I see no difference because your name has changed.”

“I command no army or city. I have no fortress or palace to call home.” Taurus rubbed his forehead, dirt smudged across his face. “I have nothing, and I want for nothing in return.” He shot a look at the cottage. “Even that sorry shack is borrowed,” he mocked.

“And your wife, the woman you married, where is she?” Kallie forced the hope out of her voice.

His brows creased together. “You think me married all this time?”

“I am not sure. I truly heard no news from Panua until I received a letter from your sister.”

Taurus tilted his head in confusion, eyes glinting in the setting sun. “You traveled all this way unsure if I married another? What then is your purpose?”

The blood drained out of her face. The time to share the reason for her need to find him had arrived, and the explanation failed to materialize. “Come with me. It shall be revealed.”

Taurus hesitated for half a heartbeat but accompanied her to the road. The horse and cart waited at the end of the track. Taurus slowed, wary upon seeing the giant, but the big man ignored him, mindful of Kallie’s instructions.

Taurus drew up behind her, holding back a few paces.

“Ave,” Atticus said gruffly.

Taurus inclined his head. “Ave,” he replied cautiously.

“We need time alone, Uncle.” Kallie paid no attention to the men sizing one another up.

Atticus grunted, headed for the road, and disappeared around a bend.

“I always intended to fight him to the death, but now I hold no animosity for him.” Taurus shrugged.

Kallie shook her head, distracted. “Taurus, do not be angry with me. When I fled Panua I did not know. Truly, had I known I might have considered staying, even though you shamed me before the whole world.”

Taurus listened while she stammered in disconnected statements.

“I could have put up with it. I might even have liked the girl you were to marry, even though I don’t believe sharing a man is…”

Taurus placed his hands on her shoulders to shake her lightly into the present.

“What are you saying?” Her eyes locked onto his warm and inviting stare. They hadn’t touched in almost a year. “Kallie,” he murmured, as their eyes held. “You are more beautiful than I even dared to dream.” Her lips parted and he bent to kiss her, tender and gentle. Their warm breath mingled in the cool evening air.

“Taurus, I want you to know I didn’t mean for it to happen this way. Fate adds a twist and a turn that we…”

“You talk in riddles,” he chuckled patiently, unaware that fate planned to change him in a way no one could believe possible.

Kallie edged nearer the cart and cooed in her peculiar way.

“Are you truly all right?” Taurus asked, as a bundle of swaddling filled her arms.

She hesitated, knowing his world was about to shift and alter with the first glimpse of his baby. She offered the boy to his father for the first time, pride and joy filling her heart and soul.

“I haven’t given him his true name, but I call him Magnus. You’ll know why after you spend time with him. He has a big presence for such a little person.”

Taurus lifted the child out of her arms in awe. “This is my doing.”

“Yes, it most certainly was.”

“I paid the crone to switch your herbs into a mix to help bring a child. She tried to explain on her deathbed but I did not understand, at the time, that she meant a child.”

Kallie looked skeptical. “Why?”

“I thought it a way to annoy Rome and the East. Perhaps, all along, I searched for a way to keep you with me.” Taurus’ fascinated gaze held fast to his child. The baby’s hand moved in the air and grasped at nothing. Tiny eyes opened at the sound of a new and deep voice. He gurgled at Taurus, and then his attention strayed toward his mother.

“He’ll be hungry soon. There won’t be much time for talk while he is in need of milk.”

Arms and legs kicked wildly and the tiny mouth opened in excitement. Kallie sighed and took him into her arms.

“I can feed him in this wagon or at the house. I’d prefer indoors, away from the cool night air.”

Taurus jumped into action and led the horse and cart down the path, while she hurried alongside him. The house was meager but comfortable. Taurus drew up a chair and lit the fire. As Kallie sat feeding the baby, Taurus poured the wine and broke the bread.

“Here, you must be hungry. But what of your uncle?”

“Atticus will return later.” Kallie smiled down at the baby.

Taurus looked on as she fed their child, compelled to marvel at his son. “He’s so small and yet perfectly formed. A strange thing—children never interested me, and now I find I want to know everything about him.”

Kallie nodded. “Yes, he is all I can think about day and night.” She raised her head and looked him straight in the eye. “And his father, too. Taurus, I intended to write, once settled with my parents, but I heard rumors of Panua and the emperor’s proclamation—it is now a part of Rome.”

Taurus briefly outlined his trip and his meeting with Caius and Virga. Magnus dozed in her arms, drunk on his mother’s milk. Kallie passed him to his father, and Taurus held him like a man holding his most precious possession. He gazed tenderly, his lips curved in a satisfied smile as the baby lay sleeping in his arms.

“What do you think of Magnus Aquilus?” Kallie asked during a lull in their conversation.

“He is strong and sturdy,” Taurus said, solemnly.

“I meant his name. Perhaps you would prefer we call him Taurus, or some other family name.”

Taurus shifted, accommodating the baby’s weight in his arms. His long lean legs stretched out casually. “Hmm,” he thought for a moment. “He suits Magnus. It is a grand name for the nephew of an emperor.”

“He is your son. You must choose his name,” Kallie insisted, worrying he might later regret the boy’s name.

“Will you be my wife, Kallie?”

Caught off guard, she whispered, “I thought you didn’t want marriage. We discussed it in Panua, remember?”

“I didn’t want marriage with any woman until I met you, but I stupidly thought I could have you and Panua. I deluded myself with the fantasy of keeping the citizens of a petty little state happy, even if it meant hurting you.”

Kallie caressed the baby’s downy head, not daring to believe he truly meant it.

“Convinced that you were content with our arrangement, I foolishly considered you would settle for less than an equal part in our bond. Your brother is a wise man. He has with Virga what I wanted with you. A woman, a friend, and a companion, as well as the love of my life.”

Taurus glanced away in shame at the memory of his actions. “You suffered as my prisoner when I should have honored you as my guest. I am no better than the satrap and his minions.”

Kallie lifted Magnus and placed him in a reed basket beside her chair. He made a little squawking sound, and she soothed him for a moment until he settled. “I enjoyed our arrangement, except for the fact you were marketing for a wife,” Kallie mused.

“You’d do better to take the babe and return to Rome. Allow your brother to arrange a decent union, a suitable match for your station.”

“I want my son raised by his true father, not by a social climber who wishes to advance a political ambition.”

“You could have any man you laid your eyes on. A senator, a governor, even a king, if you set your mind to it. Your hesitation in the woods belies the sureness of your decision.”

“I know who I can have,” Kallie replied without arrogance, “but I want my son’s father.” She flashed a defiant yet playful look. “As the father, you hold dominion over your child’s life—and your wife.”

“No woman affects me the way you do. It is you who hold dominion over me. I am mad to suggest an alternative, even if it’s better for you and the babe.” He took her into his arms. “Are we in agreement? You and I, and Magnus, are a family.”

“Yes,” Kallie echoed, “we are a family.” She glanced at their son, sleeping peacefully after drinking his fill. “We have some time before he needs mothering again.” She tilted her face up to his. Her lips parted and her eyes invited him to make advances upon her.

“I hardly deserve your attention, Lady,” Taurus groaned as he kissed her cheek.

“But I merit yours.” Kallie sighed as his hands found their way under her clothing. She reached for and tugged the hair knotted at her neck. It tumbled down in long, dark waves. Her fingers found the lacings of his tunic, and after a few kisses they withdrew into the next room, shedding the last few garments separating their desire to be together.

****

They slid between the cool sheets, caressing one another. Kallie gasped at the boldness of his exploration. Enough time had passed since her baby’s arrival, but she blushed at the uninhibited delight her newly enlarged bosom brought to her beloved. He stroked and petted her tender breasts, licking and nibbling with a minimum of restraint, until she pleaded for him to release the milk straining to burst from her swollen mounds. “Your son will fuss if you take all his milk,” she moaned.

“I may leave him something to suck on,” Taurus growled. He reached for her hips and pulled her close, his hard shaft trapped between their bellies. She braced against his body, anticipating the moment they came together as one, rekindling their love and passion with a familiar intimacy shared so often in the past.

“Every day I missed you, Taurus.” Kallie pressed her lips against his forehead.

“Before we join as one, know that I adore you and only you, Kallie. I pledge my fidelity to you, and from this day forward I give you my everlasting love.” He took her hands and kissed her fingertips.

She gazed at him in awe. “I pledge mine. My fidelity and love is for you only.”

This moment meant more than all the treasure in the world. Neither money nor power could ever buy the joy she experienced in the arms of Taurus, her one true love. She guided him into her willing body, shivering in ecstasy at his touch. With slow and deliberate strokes he took her beyond the brink of joy as he poured out sweet assurances of his devotion.

Afterward, in the golden glow of their union, Taurus stroked her arm with his long fingers. “I will find a proper place for us to live. Not this hovel I’ve called home for months.”

Kallie bit her lip.

“What?” Familiar with her manner when matters gnawed upon her mind, he waited.

“Your son enjoys a gift of property from the emperor and his wife. It is ours until Magnus is old enough to claim it as his own.”

Taurus nodded. Wealthy nobles normally received expensive gifts bestowed at birth. “And where is this land?”

“Not too far,” Kallie waved in a vague gesture.

“Not near Panua. The emperor would not give land reclaimed by Rome after twenty-odd years.”

“Silver Lake!” Kallie’s eyes shimmered.

Taurus’ mouth twitched slightly as he digested the news. He gave no other reaction, and she couldn’t tell if he was pleased. Taurus slowly shook his head.

“You don’t want to live there?”

“Yes, I want to live there, and I am pleased Magnus is the heir to a fine estate and an equally fine upbringing, but surely you are set on Greece or Actinium. What about your home and your family?”

“I intend to see my family often, but the thought of Silver Lake as our home pleases me. I asked for it when Caius suggested bestowing a property. Virga favored the idea immediately, and the emperor trusts his wife’s instincts.” Kallie slid her hand across his hard-muscled belly. “We will visit Greece and Actinium, but our children will thrive and grow where we are happiest.”

“You have more babies planned?” Taurus laughed.

“Judging by our reunion, it will not be long before Magnus has a sibling.”

“Whatever you want, Wife.” He grinned. “We’ll leave for Silver Lake in the morning. Atticus is welcome to come along and help us settle in.”

Kallie giggled. “Did I ever tell you I often dreamed of a wolf when I slept in your bed?”

“No.” Taurus frowned. “What does it mean?”

“You are the wolf, the untamed life I have always wanted. Our family will be happy and full of joy, like mine when I was a little girl.” She sighed and laid her cheek on his chest.

“The moon is full tonight, Kallie. Perhaps it’s a sign.”

They got up to look out the small window at the moon eerily washing them in a silvery cast of pale light.

“Yes,” Kallie muttered superstitiously. “Legend says the wolf rules Rome.”

She picked up their son and held him securely in her arms. No harm would come to him, she silently promised. Her beautiful boy embodied the center of her world. A shiver ran down her spine.

Magnus will be Emperor one day.

Her son, the son of Taurus, would someday replace her brother, Caius. The dearest wish of Lidia Paulinus, to end Gregorian rule, had become a tangible possibility. The heir of Paulus Paulinus would rule the Roman Empire.

Was it the old woman’s plan all along? Lidia had waited twenty years to fulfill her dream, and in Kallie’s arms rested the male heir to both families. Her hand gently rubbed Magnus’ back as he tipped his little head with partially opened eyes, and gave his mother a toothless smile, happily slumping onto her chest.

Taurus need not know of her vision. Caught up in the happiness of becoming a father and a husband, Lidia’s manipulating hand might change his views. For now, they had a child to raise and a new family to create together.

Taurus reached out and circled the two of them, mother and child, in his strong embrace. Kallie sighed in complete contentment and leaned her body against his. Who would have thought she held the key to the empire? The future was set, the path hers to follow. Magnus, Emperor of Rome!

She smiled up at Taurus. “Are you sure you want this life? You are exiled forever more.”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything.” He hugged them both gently. “My heart belongs to you.”


Epilogue

Ten Years Later

A watercraft hove into view and Kallie waved at the five passengers returning from an afternoon on the lake. Magnus and Maximus sat in front, and Marcus, her four-year-old, sat by Taurus, who watched all three of his boys with the vigilance of a loving father. Atticus poled the craft along the edge of the reeds, older but still strong and vigorous.

Kallie held the latest addition to their happy family. Carissa Attia Taura, affectionately named Catia.

The older boys jumped from the skiff and ran to their mother, yelling and laughing over their exciting adventures, dutifully waiting until their little brother Marcus released his father’s hand and kissed his mother. They took him to the house, where Kristokus patiently waited for his charges to wash the dirt off their bodies before allowing them near the kitchen.

Taurus eyed Kallie as she bit her lower lip with her perfectly white teeth.

“What has happened?”

“News from Rome,” she said thickly.

Atticus motioned to leave, thinking she preferred to speak to her husband alone.

“No, Uncle, stay! This concerns all of us.”

Atticus froze. “You know me as superstitious. To see fish floating on the lake and a rotting bird this morning was a bad omen.”

“A letter arrived from my parents this morning. Virga delivered twin girls a week ago.” Kallie trembled as she spoke, her voice a thin quiver of its usual strength.

Taurus lifted Catia out of her arms and handed his daughter to Atticus. He offered his open arms to his wife and she stepped into his embrace, chilled even though it was a warm summer’s day. “And?” Taurus asked, knowing she had dreadful news.

“Virga is dead. She died having the twins. Caius is distraught. He is in seclusion and will not see the babies.”

Kallie’s eyes widened with horror as she spoke. Every woman knew having a baby was a life-threatening situation, but Virga had birthed one daughter successfully. She and Caius were in the prime of their lives, both healthy and happy. And now this!

“I am shocked by this news. We have four children, and for each one I prayed to the gods for your life, and every time my prayers were answered. The wife of the emperor, the subject of every prayer in the empire, should not succumb to childbearing.”

Kallie wrapped her arms tight around her husband, sobbing quietly.

“We must go to Rome,” Taurus said with a surety that caught Kallie off guard.

“Why?” Kallie asked, unwilling to leave their perfect world at Silver Lake.

Atticus spoke up. “He’s right. Your boys are the heirs to Rome. Caius needs them to pull out of his distress. And the new babes need a proper mother, not servants.”

Taurus agreed. “My sister would want us there for Caius and the girls.”

But the foreboding in Kallie’s bones frightened her. Years ago she had envisioned Magnus as ruler of Rome, and now the wheels of fate turned in an unstoppable motion. Magnus, favored nephew of Caius and the eldest male heir, was bound for imperial greatness. Clever, well educated, strong and handsome and, most of all, a natural leader, he ruled his peers with an innate sense of entitlement. Not cruel or unkind, he nevertheless possessed a gift for knowing how to make his will be done. Not only a blood nephew of the emperor but also a blood nephew of Virga, he was a natural choice for Caius as a successor.

Kallie returned to the house with Taurus and kissed their darling baby daughter before the nursemaid took her for an afternoon nap.

“It is true. The blood of Paulus Paulinus will inherit Rome.” Emotion deserted her voice.

Taurus turned to her in curiosity. “I am not Paulus Paulinus’ true son. Just an orphan, remember?”

Kallie’s eyes slowly moved to his. “Paulinus sired many children.”

Her husband shrugged. “I’m sure he did. What of it?”

“You’re one of his…his children.” She fumbled the words marking him a bastard.

“No, I am not his child. Lidia paid my mother. Virga and I were the youngest; she couldn’t afford to keep us, and she sold us to Lidia for a price.”

Kallie understood more than Taurus. Lidia had taunted her with the truth years ago at the fortress in Panua. Taurus carried the true blood of Paulinus, sired as a result of his infatuation with Taurus’ mother, a dark-haired beauty and widow of a minor noble. Paulus conveniently kept her as his mistress. Her youngest children were of Paulinus’ lineage.

After recounting the story from Lidia all those years ago, Kallie sat quietly.

Taurus paced at the floor. “Why then would Lidia not tell me such a thing?”

“If you were adopted as his heir, it would not matter much whether you truly were his blood. The laws are the same in Rome. A man adopts his heir, gives his name, and the deed is done. Lidia preferred to keep you under her thumb, believing you owed her your allegiance because she chose to elevate you. But your privileged position was your birthright from the beginning.”

“Are you not afraid I’ve inherited my father’s monstrous reputation?”

“The day I laid eyes on you I wanted you. I asked your name because I intended to find you. How many generals named Taurus, with your looks, are in the ranks?”

“When you held me captive, you knew even then?”

Kallie raised her eyebrows. “When I held you in my sights in the forest I knew. A heartbeat away from pinning you to a tree, I changed my mind when I saw your face. I pinned Barca instead.”

Taurus laughed. “If you had pinned me to a tree, would I have been so lenient with you? I was an unforgiving, unrelenting fool back then. Why did you seek me out after Magnus was born? You could have taken him to Rome and lived as a wealthy woman in your own right, avoiding the stigma of Paulinus.”

“Because I love you, Taurus, and I care not whose blood runs in your veins. We have united bitter enemies, and they both have won the war. One child, our child, can change the world.”

“Lidia should have told me Paulinus was my true father.”

“Lidia’s insecurities ran deep. She kept many secrets, even from her son when he ruled Panua.”

“I wonder if the old crow is dead,” Taurus said, curious of her fate. “If not, she must be closing in on eighty annals.”

“It is likely she is dead.” Kallie remembered Virga, and fresh tears welled in her eyes.

Taurus tugged her into his arms and held her for a long time. “Thank you,” he whispered after a while.

“What for?”

“Finding me and giving me a life with you and the boys, and Catia.”

“Change will come when we move to Rome.” A warning note chilled her voice.

“We go together, and that’s all I care about.”

“Me too.” She and Taurus could survive anything. They had weathered ten years of marriage, with four children. As long as they were a family, it would work out for the best.

He cupped her face in his hand and kissed her tenderly. “I love you, Kallie. Nothing will change my mind.”

She sighed, wrapping her arms around him, burying her face against his broad chest, enjoying the strength and warmth he exuded.

“Nothing will ever change us, or my love.”
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An old woman sat with the high priestess and waited, her time coming to an end. “Do it,” she hissed firmly.

“Once done it cannot be undone,” the priestess cautioned.

“Good,” the old woman muttered. “This is my only chance to take what is rightfully mine.”

The priestess gave a signal and the gathering of women slowly wound into a rhythmic trance. Chanting and swaying simultaneously, a hundred female seers, priestesses, sibyls, oracles, and others with ancient mystical powers joined with one voice to intone the rites of the transforming. The old and ancient rite forgotten by many, a few knew the beginning and a few knew the ending, still fewer recalled the core, but, recited in full during the second moon of the same month in the bosom of their holy shrine, it granted absolute power to the high priestess.

The old woman stayed perfectly still during the transforming. A young girl lay on the altar beside her, drugged and quiet. The process, arduous and long, must be exact, and she managed to endure it. Finally the priestess looked up, holding her arms high in the air for silence, and pronounced with gravity, “She is gone.”

A quiet reverence filled the stone chamber. The young girl on the altar stirred. Her hand moved to her forehead as she rose up and surveyed the room, her gaze coming to rest on the lifeless body at her side. Her rosy lips curved in pleasure and her outstretched hand reached for the priestess. Long shapely legs slid off the cool slab, and her lithe, supple body stood naked and nymph-like before the assembly.

A gasp of appreciation echoed off the walls. The women waited solemnly, watching the girl.

“Welcome. Are you well?” the priestess whispered, handing over a parchment and a reed pen.

The girl nodded and wrote three words in a dark foreboding scrawl, awaiting scrutiny.

I am Ereshkigal.

A second scroll scribed in an identical hand lay open on the altar.

I am Ereshkigal.

The priestess, satisfied the transforming had proved successful, touched a taper to the bright flame of a single candle and set fire to the scrolls.

“Bow to your new mistress, women of wisdom.” A murmur of accomplishment rippled through the chamber before the gathering complied.

The priestess addressed the girl. “What is your wish, Mistress?”

A charming smile graced the young girl’s divine features. No one could guess what lay under her exquisitely self-possessed exterior. “We go to Rome. My destiny waits in Rome.”
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