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Thank you Vikkas for the gift of the cover image. You bring beauty to the world and peace to those around you.

Hedda, my friend. I love that this is the first cover you ever designed for me and is, amusingly, the last piece of yours that I am privileged to publish. Your talent is undeniable.

To my friends who support my dream and the readers who encourage me every day:

Thank you.

Please don’t forget to post your reviews anywhere and everywhere. They are more important than you know. 

Ch 1

It had all gone so wrong. Julius had sat for hours the night before, after they had thrown him in the cell made of fire hardened wood, trying to discern where his reconnaissance mission plan had gone wrong. 

Where was the flaw?

The area had been scouted by Septus and the man had never made a mistake in choosing a lookout location before. The hills had been perfectly sculpted, as though the gods themselves had chosen them and designed the bushes and the land for just such a purpose. Even his commanding officer had agreed, readily, that he had planned everything to perfection. The only way that they could have been discovered was if the gods hated him or they had been betrayed.

“Wake. Roman scum!” The sound of metal against the chains above his head and the coarse voice with the thick accent was just enough to wake him from the light sleep he was trying to convince himself he was dreaming in. He had tried to force himself to sleep near dawn, which was only hours ago by the looks of the sky

“I ‘woke’. Damned savage.” He grumbled under his breath. Their lack of knowledge of his language made it likely that the guard had not understood him. The Gauls were as ignorant as they were stubborn, the reasons that Rome thought they could conquer them and the reason that they could not, perfectly outlined in a single thought.

“You should be careful.” Said a feminine voice behind the guard. “Callo will not like what you call him when he understands your tongue better.” He turned his head to find the source of the voice as he replied. “I do not think I will care if he does. He is not likely to ever understand it, unless you tell him what it means as you seem to have a better grasp it yourself.” 

He finally managed to turn over. The chains were not easy to maneuver with, especially bound at the wrists, but what was standing before his bars made him forget everything he had been thinking. 

Beneath the shawl covering her head were curling wisps of hair the color of golden fire framing a pale delicate face with a pointed chin. Full berry colored lips frowned at him beneath a sprinkling of freckles that accented eyes as green as emeralds. She was glaring at him but instead of feeling angry Julius felt a need to make her smile.

“Do you? Understand my tongue?” He asked with a grin as he briefly thought about what he would do with his tongue if she were his woman or at least in his bed. It had been weeks since they had been anywhere that had women who were not the whores that had been used by every man that could get near them. He was not a man that shared with others. Anything, anyone, that he treasured was his alone. “Do you want to learn more of it?”

She scoffed with the slightest shake of her head, letting a few more curls fall free of the cloth in spirals so tight he wanted to tug one straight to see it bounce back to its form.

“There is nothing else of your language that I need to know. Romans are cruel and violent. You are heartless people. Death is what you deserve.” She said with the accent that did not sound harsh or foolish from her lips.

What was wrong with him? He was lusting after the enemy. It had to be the lack of a decent woman in weeks. It could not be the fact that he had never seen a woman with eyes and hair like this. The fact that he wanted to devour her lips and make her close those sparkling emeralds as she gasped in passionate exclamation was simply due to the fact that she was different than the whores that had been trailing the legion for months.

“There are many things that you could learn about my language. Not all of us are cruel even if we are slightly violent.” He sat up a little more, looking up at her from his seat on the ground. “You think I deserve death? For what crime do I deserve it? I am just a man who followed orders to find information. I have done you no harm in this life and I do not desire to.”

She laughed and him, crouching low to meet his eyes. “You are the enemy. The enemy of my people. You are here to kill the men and make the women, to make me, a slave to your will. For that you deserve death, as much as my people would deserve death if they did the same to your country. Would you not wish the same for Callo if he were in your place and you in his?”

He could not deny that was the reality of their allegiances but how many men brought home foreign wives from war? What would have to happen for her to leave with him when he eventually returned to Rome, leaving her people unconquered? The reality of that thought suddenly made him cough. He had never given such a position thought let alone considered someone to hold that title in his life. Why did this tiny woman, a Gaul of all people, staring down at him through the bars of his cell where he was captive to her tribe, put thoughts of marriage in his mind.

“I wish no man a death he has not earned.” That was a simple truth that he had been taught as a young boy by the soldier that was his hero.

“Then I hope you have not earned it, Roman.” She said, standing to look down on him once again. “I shall ask that you be spared the fate of the others. They were not as you are. One of them stole the knife from a guard and put it in his back. They fought, two Romans against us, they did not win. You are all that is left to answer the questions of the chief.”

She did not give him the chance to answer but turned, leaving him to absorb that information that he was alone in the enemy territory. His friends were dead, two of them at least. Maybe one had gotten away? She hadn’t mentioned the fourth Roman and he knew that they had found all four hiding spots. They would not risk storming the camp just to save him, but there was still a chance that they might want to use the intelligence gathered if someone made it back. If anyone had it would have been Cato. People assumed that it was because he was an animal in the battlefield, but it was because he was able to move like the animals, unseen and quick through day or night. 

It had to be Cato that survived, which meant Septus and Linus, two of his closest friends in this world, were gone. Dead at the hands of the men around him. Her men, her family and those that she called friend. A blanket of hatred settled over him for all those around him. From the guards at the gates who looked back at him with a smugness that he now understood to the children returning with firewood in their arms and the women near the well whispering. Was it about him? He was the sole surviving Roman spy they had captured. They had killed the others, likely while they were trapped within the cells, unable to run. They had no chance but a swift death that no one would ever know of because they had been betrayed by man or the gods.

Julius hung his head in a moment of mourning for those that were lost. Vengeance would come and he prayed that the gods let his hands be their instrument to rain it down upon the heads of the guilty. Pressing his palms to his eyes, Julius released a ragged breath. He would not give them the satisfaction of tears or the show of his emotions. 

How could they be gone? Until moments ago, he had been listening for the voices of his comrades. He had been waiting to hear them tease him for the foolish sound of his voice. They would have known what he was saying and would never have let him hear the end of it. Now he would never hear them again and that knowledge alone almost broke him. For the first time in his life Julius was alone. He had never been alone in his life, growing up with brothers and a sister with a large family of her own children had not left much time to be alone.

“Barbarian bastards.” He growled, fighting to stifle his emotions. He would not break for them.

Rubbing a hand down his face Julius raised his eyes to meet those of his mysterious fire haired woman. The emerald gaze was sad, sympathetic, but it was still the enemy’s face. Though it was the most beautiful he could remember this was not Rome and there was no one coming to save him this time. 

“You will pay for their deaths...someday.” He muttered under his breath

He sighed, looking around him at the cell. The bars were fire-hardened spikes of wood that went high above his head, with a thatched roof pierced in a few places that would likely let rain pour down on him. If he was alive when it rained again.

The day passed without any other words or visitors to his cell. He managed to stretch his arms and legs but standing upright was impossible due to the chain attached to the collar around his neck. Had they added the collar
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