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* “Susanne Marie Knight is a talented, versatile author whose
books run from light traditional Regency with a magical element, to
time-travel, sci-fi romance, paranormal romantic suspense, mystery,
and contemporary romance.” Jane Bowers, Romance Reviews Today.

* “Absolutely splendid! Mature, balanced, and imaginative; a
balanced prose style.” J. Manchester, New York critic.

* 5 Sesterces... and 5 Stars! I confess I’m new to the genre of
Ancient Roman romance and all that, and I have to say now, after
reading A SESTERCE FOR HER THOUGHTS, I’m hooked!! Olivia, our
fish-out-of-water from the twenty-first century, has to quickly
adjust to the brutal world of Imperial Rome. Fortunately she has
help, otherwise it’s for certain she would’ve been in more danger than just the initial beating at
the beginning of her adventure. Her concern for the Emperor
Claudius is touching, and as for Quintus, well, he is a warrior
with macho integrity. As a couple, they have a huge divide in
cultures and expectations to overcome. Thankfully, they concentrate
on the things they have in common, instead
of the differences. And then, of course, comes Olivia’s dilemma...
For a peek into a creative imagining of what may have happened two
thousand years ago--an alternate reality, do yourself a favor and
read A SESTERCE FOR HER THOUGHTS.--Just
Imagine Fanzine

 


* 5 Stars! Quite a different read: part creative and part
historical. Ms. Knight shows just how very different life was two
thousand years ago, and yet people still had the same needs driving
them. I enjoyed how she sprinkled Latin into the conversations to
show how Olivia had to slowly translate and interpret Roman
conversations. Frankly, I enjoyed everything: we discover each
piece of the puzzle, to then put it all together to learn the
surprise twist... or twists at the end.
Excellent!--Norwood Reviews
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Historical Note






The fourth emperor of Rome, Tiberius Claudius
Caesar Augustus Germanicus, better known as Claudius, reigned from
41 AD to 54 AD. He was already fifty years old when the previous
emperor (who was also his nephew) Gaius (Caligula) was
assassinated.

Early in his life, Claudius suffered from ill
health including an abnormal gait, involuntary movements involving
head and hands, and a disturbance of speech. For some reason his
mental capacity was questioned even though he wrote voraciously--a
twenty-book Etruscan history; an eight-book history of Carthage; a
history on the Roman civil war that was halted by the
powers-that-be, most likely Augustus himself; an Etruscan
dictionary; an autobiography; a paper on Cicero’s confrontation
with Asinius Gallus; and even a book on dice-playing.

Despite his productive output and because of
his disabilities, he was denied any appointments to political
offices by the first emperor--his (step) grandfather Augustus, and
the second emperor--his uncle Tiberius. To be blunt, Claudius was
considered a fool and a figure to be made fun of.

And then, as the last-man-standing in the
Julio-Claudian dynasty, he was chosen to be emperor by the
Praetorian Guard--not the Roman Senate, and therein lies the source
of many of the frictions and problems Claudius dealt with during
his tenure.

A Sesterce For Her
Thoughts is a time-travel romance novel
that sends a contemporary woman back to the year 43 AD and
Claudius’ invasion of Britannia. The Emperor is fifty-three years
old. Most of the information about him in this book is true and
obtained from the historical sources close to the era: Suetonius,
born 70 AD; Tacitus, born about 56 or 57 AD; and Cassius Dio, born
155 AD. There’s also some information from Josephus, born 37 AD;
Juvenal, born perhaps 55 or 60 AD; and Pliny the Elder, born 23 AD.
The other on-the-scene-source is Seneca, born 4 BC.

Also true are the details about Claudius’
third wife, Messalina, and his fourth wife and niece, Agrippina.
Again, true, is the fact that Claudius’ children--Britannicus (most
likely poisoned), Octavia, and Antonia--were murdered by Nero,
Rome’s fifth emperor, and Claudius’ great-nephew and adopted son.
The explanation of Claudius’ physical ailments, however, is my take
on what may have happened.

I decided to write
A Sesterce For Her Thoughts to “right a wrong”, to offer an alternative history for the
last of the Claudians. Perhaps something like what I’ve related on
these pages actually happened....






SPQR

Senatus Populusque
Romanus
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Prologue






Being at a crossroads in one’s life wasn’t
all that unusual. At least that was what Olivia Roselle Kent had
been told... and also had experienced. She knew that major
decisions also created major consequences. If a person chose to go
left, Situation A would happen. Going right engendered Situation B.
Straight ahead yielded another result, as did staying in place with
no movement at all.

Olivia was at a critical crossroads right
now.

At the uninspired age of twenty-four, she
could remember at least three other times she’d been at a pivotal
point. The first was when she accepted placement in an accelerated
school curriculum--a major decision for an eleven-year-old. This
path had its good and bad aspects. Good because she enjoyed
learning. Truthfully, she couldn’t soak up academic courses fast
enough. Bad because she ended up being two years younger than her
fellow students.

Her emotional immaturity, however, led to
crossroad number two. Pressured by an upper classmate to “go all
the way”, Olivia succumbed to his superior eighteen-year-old charms
before she was psychologically ready. She lost her virginity at the
tender age of fifteen. Definitely not the best of times. As a
result, she closed herself off from any future sexual encounters...
even now, today, at twenty-four. She was, as Joanne Woodward
phrased it in the movie “A New Kind Of Love”, a semi-maiden, and
that was how she would stay.

The third crisis point didn’t have anything
to do with decisions. What happened had been out of her hands. Her
beloved brother Charlie, older by two years, died when he was
twenty, the victim of a hemorrhagic stroke.

Poor Charlie.

Sitting at her shared apartment window,
Olivia stared out at the nearby majestic tree whose branches swayed
in the hot August breeze. A weeping willow tree. Apt name. She
always grew sad when thinking about Charlie.

Biting her lower lip, she then glanced down
at the letter in her lap. What was in the letter concerned her
current dilemma, her current crossroads. It also, most likely,
involved her oldest brother, Mathias.

Mathias...

Her thoughts got interrupted. Her roommate,
Sandy, a trust fund twenty-something with more money than brains,
came barreling through the apartment’s front door and then down
into the living room.

“Hey! As soon as I got your
text, I had to hightail it home. I couldn’t wait.” Sandy dumped her
Saks Fifth Avenue booty on the antique coffee table. “Okay, Ms.
Kent, spill. Tell me about this mysterious letter from the
prestigious Aviti Foundation.”

Olivia shrugged. “What’s to tell? There’s
been an archeological discovery, in Colchester, England--the
remains of a settlement from the early Roman Imperial period. I’m
invited to participate in the dig, all expenses paid courtesy of
the Aviti Foundation.”

Sandy squealed. Without a doubt, she was an
excitable girl. Even her bleached hair stood up at all angles.
“That’s so fantastic! Really! Why aren’t you jumping up and down?
An all expense paid trip... including airfare?”

“Yep.”

“And in your field,
too?”

Olivia nodded slowly. “Evidently the
excavation team’s been looking for a forensic anthropologist. As I
just graduated in May, they think I’m available, trainable, and
cheap.”

“Well, Livi, you are,
aren’t you? Available, trainable, and cheap?” Sandy’s bony
shoulders then slumped. “I’m sad, though. You know I’ll miss
you.”

“I’ll miss you, too. But
I’ve been sponging off you long enough. It’s been three months
since I got my degree, and I’m still unemployed, not that jobs are
easy to find. Especially in my field.”

Always practical, Olivia
stood and paced the small area of the room. “And that’s why
this opportunity...” She waved the paper, “... with the timing, and the no cost,
is so... suspicious.”

That thought got Sandy to thinking. Her light
eyebrows scrunched together and she tilted her head. “But how did
the Aviti Foundation pick you? Did you apply for a grant or
something?”

“Nope. I didn’t do
anything. But I haven’t accepted yet.” Olivia folded the letter
back in its original creases. “Maybe I won’t. You know I don’t like
to fly.”

Although Charlie’s doctors had stated that it
was unlikely that flying had caused his blood vessels to rupture,
she firmly believed that the last airplane trip he’d been on had
been the cause of his death.

Mathias had insisted that
she was dramatizing Charlie’s death. Olivia, just as vehemently,
swore that Mathias had been born without a heart... or rather,
emotions. And so, as Mathias would have phrased it with his “all
Latin, all the time”: alea iacta
est. The die is cast.

But instead of being drawn closer as in being
the last members of the Kent family, she and he were constantly at
each other’s throats, figuratively speaking.

Sandy pulled up on her spiked hair. “I’m just
half a year behind you... not in Forensic Anthropology, of course,
but still... I’ve never gotten an offer like that in the fashion
field.”

Olivia had to laugh. “Forensic Fashions! I
like the sound of that.”

“Ha ha ha!” Sandy pouted
her plumped up lips. “You can laugh if you want, but hey, that
Foundation had to get your name from someplace. It’s like a sign.
An omen. You should do this. You need to go.”

“Hmmn.” Olivia picked up
the letter again. Here was a chance to travel to England free, all
living expenses paid with a bit of a stipend as well, and work on a
dig uncovering ancient Roman artifacts. Plus there was a bonus; she
could use her forensic anthropology degree.

On the other hand, she could stay in
Brooklyn, in her friend’s apartment, and stare out the window.

Tough choice!

While to most people, if not all, the
decision was a no-brainer, but Olivia hesitated. Something was just
not quite right about the whole situation.

She heard the ding of a notification from her
smart phone. Getting her handbag, she then checked the text
message. “It’s from my brother Mathias.”

“Oooh,” Sandy cooed. “Your
brother Mattie is so hot!”

Olivia blew out a troubled breath. Maybe he
was, maybe he wasn’t. All she publicly admitted was that he had six
years on her, and that he was a pain in the butt. The turd.

She read his message, blinked, then read it
again.

Got the offer? U coming?

I’m here:
Veni, vidi, vici!

Say yes or I’ll put out that u plagiarized yr
thesis.

BTW, head honcho @ Aviti was quite impressed
with it.

No accounting 4 taste!

C U @ the site.

“Oh my gosh.” The phone
slipped from her hand to then bounce on the floor. Thank goodness
it fell on the carpeted area. Nothing shattered.

“What is it? What did
Mattie say?” Sandy reached down and picked up the phone. She handed
it over without looking.

A rush of words tried to make it past
Olivia’s mouth but only one made it through. “Bastard.”

“Livi!”

An explanation was needed in a hurry. She
read her brother’s message aloud, and then said, “Here he is
boasting, ‘I came, I saw, I conquered!’ What a monumental ego.”

She felt her lower lip
quiver. “It’s just that I want to make my way in the world without
any help. Without any of his
help. Do you know what I mean, Sandy? He’s the
bane of my existence. Sure, Mathias can be helpful, sometimes. He’s
the kind of guy that will gladly give you three wishes, but then
the end result of the wishes all turn out to be lousy--super lousy.
Like in that horror story ‘The Monkey’s Paw.’”

Sandy’s bug eyes widened. She obviously
didn’t understand the reference.

Olivia paused for air.
“Anyway, here’s what happened. I had to do a master’s thesis for my
degree. We were tasked to research and analyze something unusual.
You know I’m partial to the ancient Romans... thanks to Mathias’
influence... so my topic was Looking Back
On Emperor Claudius’ Death. It’s sort of
like a forensic analysis based on contemporary accounts on what
happened the night Claudius died back in the first
century.”

Sandy giggled. “Honestly! That’s heavy.
Whatever floats your boat, though. Okay. So, what happened?”

Olivia took a moment to think over her
explanation. “So, my brother Charlie always felt a kinship with the
Emperor Claudius, and I don’t know, I chose that topic because
Charlie would’ve been pleased.” She shrugged. “Anyway, Mathias is a
professor of classics at the high-status Aviti University, based in
London, and yep, before you ask, the University is connected with
the Foundation. So, since he’s, um, knowledgeable about ancient
Rome--all things Latin, really, I decided to run my thesis by him.
I’m figuring he must’ve passed it around. And I guess that’s why
I’m getting this offer.”

Sandy scrunched her eyebrows together again.
“But that’s a good thing, right? I mean, all Mattie did was show it
around. He didn’t twist any arms for you to get this
opportunity.”

“True, but that wasn’t the
deal. He was just supposed to read it and tell me what he thought.”
Olivia pressed Mathias’ contact name on her phone. She hadn’t
talked to him in a long while, and oh, how she wanted to wring his
neck. To prepare, she fisted her hands.

He didn’t answer... no surprise.

Sighing, she returned the smart phone to her
handbag.

“What does that mean, then?
You’re not going to England? Can I take your place?” Sandy giggled
again, and fluffed out her short spiky hair.

Olivia shook her head. She supposed she was
going. Like the Hero’s Journey as immortalized first by author
Joseph Campbell, and then author Christopher Vogler, she’d received
the call to action. A call for an adventurous journey to Great
Britain, to Colchester. She had to leave her familiar, ordinary
surroundings here in New York and venture out into a challenging,
unusual, and possibly hostile world. The end result would be that,
for better or worse, she would forever be changed.

She sighed. That was life.

The problem was however, that just like in
‘The Monkey’s Paw,’ by W. W. Jacobs, she knew there would be
consequences. And with Mathias thrown into the mix, those
consequences might turn out to be too terrible to bear.

But then again she probably was being overly
dramatic: a Drama Queen times ten. After all, she’d just be
traveling to England. What could possibly happen that would be too
terrible to bear?
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Chapter One


As the jet touched down on the tarmac, Olivia
stared out the small side window, watching as the control tower
zipped by. Up ahead, under fleecy blue skies that promised warm,
temperate weather, the airport terminal’s bustling workers waited
for the jet’s arrival.

She did it! She was here, in the land of myth
and legend--of Queen Elizabeth, Shakespeare, and Romanized Britons,
to name just a few notable attractions.

Very, very cool!

Instead of flying a regular commercial
airliner, she had the luxury of traveling in a private jet,
courtesy of the Aviti Foundation. And that allowed them to fly
directly into the London Stansted Airport in Essex, bypassing one
of the busiest airports in the world, Heathrow Airport. London
Stansted was located much closer to Colchester and the
archaeological dig. Almost door-to-door.

“Colchester was known as
Camulodunum, back in the day. The Roman day, y’know. And, I betcha
dinna know Camulodunum is thought t’be Arthur’s Camelot.” Fae
Medeis, a fellow passenger and a “wee slip of a girl” to use Fae’s
jargon, leaned over the tiny aisle separating their two seats. “At
least that’s one theory.”

Fae was also joining the dig. No specialty,
as she’d insisted, but as a grunt worker--again her phrase. Which
was odd because why would the Aviti Foundation import someone from
the States who had no experience on excavations? Obviously there
were plenty of people located nearby who could fill “grunt worker”
positions. Then again Fae had said she was originally from Ireland,
so perhaps that had something to do with Fae’s selection. Maybe she
had a family connection she wasn’t mentioning.

But that wasn’t any of Olivia’s business.

“Actually yes, Fae, I knew
about Camulodunum, but not about Camelot.” Olivia slipped on her
black-framed eyeglasses. Not that she needed them to see. The
lenses weren’t prescription; she used them instead to look more
professional. “Legendary Camelot... wow, imagine having a tie-in
with King Arthur and his court, in addition to Emperor Claudius and
the Romans.”

Their conversation was overheard by the other
passenger on board. The private jet had seating for four, but only
one other person rounded out their number. Joe Levy, an attorney
from Boston, sat across from Olivia. Sour-faced with a head nearly
as long as a horse’s, he lifted his nose up at her and at Fae.

He’d barely said two words the entire trip,
but now he cleared his throat. “That’s clearly garbage. Arthur, or
whomever Arthur is supposed to represent, traveled from town to
town, constantly moving around, the better to rule and hold court
among his peoples. The city of Camelot was simply a myth.”

Myth and legend. That was England, all
right.

“Nice t’know yer so sure,
Joe.” Fae wrinkled her own nose at him. “I suppose you can support
yer theory?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s
a well-known fact.” Joe sniffed, and then turned his attention back
to the legal brief in front of him.

Olivia studied the dour, mid-thirty-ish man
and puzzled on why he also journeyed to Colchester. The Aviti
Foundation was based in the UK so why would they want an American
lawyer at the site?

Which led her then to
think about her own situation. In the three weeks since she
received Aviti’s offer, she’d thoroughly researched the Foundation
and the University. Everything seemed to be on the up and up; but
again, why had she been selected? Even though she’d called and texted her
brother in the interim, she hadn’t heard from him. It would’ve been
helpful to get his perspective but... Oh well. No contact was
Mathias’ way.

So here she was, in the last days of August,
starting her unexpected adventure. She had no idea on how long her
employment would last, but, hey, it was a job--a job in her field.
After boxing up and storing her meager belongings in Sandy’s
apartment, she’d then packed a suitcase with all the necessary
supplies for four months. This gig shouldn’t last longer than that.
She included things like health and beauty stuff, books uploaded to
her tablet, instant coffee and snacks, and something for
entertainment--her lucky pair of dice. Surely she’d find a kindred
spirit or two who liked to gamble.

“C’mon, let’s grab our
gear.” Fae jumped out of her seat and hurried to the storage area.
“I gotta stretch me legs, Olivia, and smell some fresh
air.”

“You need to wait for the
attendant.” Joe Levy, his mouth pressed into a straight line,
tapped his oxford shoe on the floor. “You can’t just--”

“Oh pooh.” Fae wrinkled her
nose and then removed her carry-on. “Yer an old stodgy, Joe, aren’t
you?”

Olivia tried to hide her smile. Those two
were already at each other’s throats and they hadn’t even made it
to the archeology site yet.

Naturally Fae was the first one to deplane.
Olivia followed, and then Joe brought up the rear. Since they
traveled on a private jet, there was no need to use the baggage
claim carousel; their luggage was handed to them.

Once inside the terminal, Olivia scanned the
other travelers milling about. Wasn’t Aviti supposed to provide a
ride over to the accommodations?

“I hope we sleep in tents,”
Fae offered. “I do love t’grab my zzzs under the stars.”

“Tents? Oh no, that’s not
going to happen.” Joe stated firmly. “I’m expecting a private
cottage on the grounds of Kingston Castle.”

“Ooh, sweet!” Fae swiped
her loose platinum fair hair from her face and then turned to
Olivia. “What about you, lass? Where you be sleepin’?”

Olivia shrugged. “Don’t know. My instructions
didn’t say and I didn’t think that far ahead to ask.”

Fae tsk-tsked. “Maybe you’ll be invited
t’stay at the Castle. Imagine, an actual fairytale castle. Maybe
you’ll have a room next to his lordship himself. I’ve heard the
Earl of Kingston is quite the package.”

“Not interested.” Olivia
rolled her one-piece luggage to a stop and then sat her carry-on on
top. “Tell you what, if I’m scheduled to be in the Castle, I’ll
trade places with you for the tent.”

“Oh no,
me girl! I’m takin’ the tent! But maybe we be
bunk-mates.”

Joe smoothed down the material on his suit
jacket, then arranged his two suitcases around him. He huffed. “You
women are annoying.”

Fae leaned into Olivia and spoke in her ear.
“What the devil is this guy doin’ here? What a dark cloud!”

Olivia couldn’t help but laugh. Fae Medeis
was a hoot. This dig promised to be a good time after all.

A pot-bellied, bearded fellow named Rolfo,
whether that was the first or last name was unknown, turned out to
be their driver. He efficiently gathered them up and got everyone
tucked away in a large seven-seater SUV, steering wheel on the
reverse side, of course. Along the short drive, he provided a
running monologue about the city of Colchester and their
destination, Kingston Castle.

“Now that you’re all here,
the dig kin start in earnest. Only preliminary work has been done
so far. We do have the datum point up. ‘Tis set in
concrete.”

“What’s a datum point?”
Fae, sitting next to Olivia, interrupted from the back
seat.

“’Tis for location and
elevation purposes, lassie, and then off of that, grids of one by
one meter squares have already been plotted.”

Rolfo took his gaze off the road a little too
frequently for Olivia’s liking. He caught Olivia’s eye. “Although a
fair creepy skeleton’s been uncovered already in plot S30 E20.
That’s where you’ll be working, Ms. Kent.”

Olivia nodded and then stared out at the
beautiful scenery on either side of the road. Lush, mature trees of
varying shades of green waved a leafy hello as their car passed by.
She thought about the bones in plot S30 E20. Most likely the
question for her would be whether the remains indicated murder most
foul or had it been a natural death?

“As fer staff, the site
supervisor is Sir William Weathersby. A wee man, with knobby knees
and short trousers. Just a dash of a mustache. Runs a tight ship,
but you do yer work ‘n he’ll take care of you.”

Rolfo turned his attention to the road to
take a left, and then looked over his shoulder to the back again.
“Petros Gianakis is the site assistant. He’s a jolly lad, just
under thirty, I think. He’s a bit of a geek about his work.”

Joe, sitting in the front passenger seat,
sniffed. Obviously he didn’t think much of geeks.

“Next up,” Rolfo continued,
“is Mathias Kent--yer bro, eh, lassie? I could tell you two were
siblings as soon as I laid my eyes on you. Anyway, Matt is here to
classify the Roman artifacts. And do the translating should we find
any inscriptions.”

Olivia waited but Rolfo didn’t add any
personal information about her brother, so she asked, “So how would
you describe Mathias?”

“Matt?” Rolfo barked out a
laugh. “A bit of a stiff rump, don’t you know, but he’s a good egg.
Solid man. He’s in yer corner, lassie.”

She twirled a loose lock of her hair around
her finger. Well, that was debatable, but yep, it was good to hear
Rolfo’s positive evaluation.

“As fer the rest of the
crew, they all are plain diggers, as you’ll be, Ms.
Medeis.”

Fae piped up, “Oh, but Rolfo, in case you
haven’t noticed, I nae be plain!”

His grin stretched as wide as his bushy
beard. “To be sure, lassie. To be sure.”

They passed a field containing a flock of
fuzzy white sheep. He pointed at the animals, again taking his
focus off the road. “The Castle likes to host animal events for
children over the holidays, especially at Easter time.”

He then smacked the palm of his hand on his
forehead. “Oh, I’m forgetting. We’ve got one more staff member,
Tony Andrus. Got to these here parts ‘bout a year ago. He does a
little of everything ‘round the dig.”

“What about Joe?” Tapping
on Rolfo’s burly shoulder, Fae asked, “How does a lawyer fit
in?”

“That question would be fer
Mr. Levy.” Rolfo nodded his huge head in Joe’s
direction.

Joe cleared his throat as if he had something
momentous to impart. “The Earl,” he said grandly, “depends upon me
to overlook this operation and advise him on everything concerning
procedures and administration.”

Olivia mulled over his words. As she’d
thought earlier, it was awfully peculiar for the Aviti Foundation
to import an American attorney for this specific job. The
Foundation plus the University had to have a stable of lawyers
catering to their every legal need.

Worry about your own
job, her conscience warned her.
Keep your nose out of everyone else’s.

Right. She needed to follow her own advice.
To distract herself, she looked out the window once again. Up
ahead, she spotted a magnificent structure that boasted of an
Italian style of architecture. The complex’s imposing height and
the breadth of its buildings dominated the Essex countryside. If
she wasn’t mistaken, it was constructed in the sixteenth century,
and was rich in design elements from the Tudor age.

The English air was certainly rife with myths
and legends; Kingston Castle took her breath away.

Rolfo used a side approach to arrive at the
Castle thereby ensuring that the SUV was able to pull up by the
arched front doors.

“Here you go now.” He
exited the car, held the doors open for the three newcomers, and
then removed the luggage from the back. “Funny how the mister has
two bags to the ladies’ one apiece. Bit of a dandy then, Mr.
Levy?”

Joe harrumphed, obviously not liking Rolfo’s
comment. Olivia had never heard someone harrumph before, but Joe
Levy definitely had perfected the sound.

Under cerulean blue skies, they all stood in
a line in front of the stately building, and held onto the pull
bars of their suitcases.

Rolfo handed out colorful brochures. “I’ve
been instructed to say that a welcoming dinner will be set up in
the Long Gallery fer all workers and staff fer the excavation.
Dinner to be served at seven o’clock sharp ‘n you’ll be expected to
mingle in the Gallery one half hour before. As the hour is already
nigh on four, you’ll have a bit of time to unpack, unwind, ‘n
perhaps even take a nap. Tours will be given after dinner, so
please, don’t wander about until then, eh? ‘N, by the bye, the
dress will be business casual. Whatever that means.” He winked.

“Lor! I knew I shoulda
packed a dress.” Fae stomped her tiny foot.

“You’ve each been assigned
a bedroom at the Castle--no tents or cottages.” Rolfo smirked,
revealing that he’d overheard their conversation. “A map of the
layout is included in the brochure along with the color of yer
particular bedroom and the washroom or toilet delegated to yer
color.”

Nodding, Olivia then had the strangest
feeling. The hair on the nape of her neck stood at attention as if
someone was watching her. She looked up at the cascade of windows
above her, but didn’t see anyone spying down at them.

Hmmn.

“So.” Rolfo clapped his
large hands together. “See you at six thirty.”

No one moved.

He fluttered his fingers. “Off with you
then.”

Right. Pulling her suitcase, Olivia, along
with her new companions, Fae and Joe, entered the great house.

* * * *

Olivia took one last look in her room’s
cheval mirror and nodded approval at her professional yet casual
outfit. Her dark, wavy hair was restrained in an elegant chignon.
Her slightly off-the-shoulder black top and the long, breezy skirt
decorated with a profusion of irises looked perfect for a
get-to-know-you dinner. A bangle of bracelets, dangly earrings, and
beige strappy espadrilles completed the look.

All set.

She then slipped on her window-dressing
eyeglasses for instant authority...

Wait. She probably would be seeing Mathias.
Mathias knew she had twenty-twenty vision, and even if she stated
she now needed a correction, he’d have the audacity to whip off the
glasses and peer through the lenses. Busted.

She sighed. Nope, she wasn’t going to go
there. She put the glasses back in the case.

Then she walked around the surprisingly
modern-style green bedroom, a little shaky on the three and a half
inch wedge of her sandals. Insecurity gnawed at her. At five foot
nine, she was already taller than a lot of folks. Those extra
inches might make people uncomfortable... or her uncomfortable.
Maybe she should wear another pair of shoes?

A knock at the door changed her focus. She
hurried over to answer it.

“Olivia! Don’t you look
bewitchin’ tonight! Like a fairy princess steppin’ out to mingle
with mere mortals.” Fae rushed in, closed the door, then eyed
Olivia up and down. “Betcha our host, the Earl, is gonna drool over
yer fair figure.”

Fae looked cute in cream-colored leggings and
a long hibiscus top. Her straight platinum hair curved loosely
around her pixie face, but the way she was staring really made
Olivia flush.

“Please, Fae. I’m not
interested in that kind of thing. I’m here on business. But I have
to admit I’m a bit nervous to see my brother. Haven’t seen him in
almost two years.”

“Oh pooh. He’ll love you.
Who wouldn’t?” Fae then plopped down on the king-sized bed. “Aren’t
these rooms terrific? I feel like a wood nymph with all the fresh
flowers strewn about me room.”

“You are like a sprightly wood nymph. I can almost see pixie dust
sprinkled over you!” Olivia smiled. “Flowers, you say? I have to
confess I didn’t notice them.” She looked around the room. Fae was
right; there were five different displays of fragrant
beauties.

And then... she walked
over to a table set under the window. “Oh my gosh, look at this.
Here are carnations placed in a ceramic amphora.” She gingerly skimmed her
fingerpads over the roughened surface of the vase. “This can’t
possibly be a genuine Roman artifact, can it? It looks real,
slightly worse for wear, but can it be almost two thousand years
old?”

She examined the rim, neck, handles,
shoulder, belly, and the foot of it. “I think it’s genuine, but how
can it be placed so matter-of-factly in a guestroom instead of a
museum?”

Fae joined her by the
window. “Sorry I’m dumb, but what’s an amphora?”

“Of
course you’re not dumb! I just know this because of my brother.
An amphora is a
container, used to carry or store wines and oils. These vessels
were made in the millions... or billions. Who knows? In Rome,
there’s even a huge waste mound of them, called Monte
Testaccio--millions of pieces of amphorae all from Roman
times.”

Olivia moved away from the
window. “I bet we’ll uncover an unlimited number of pottery
sherds--broken bits of amphorae
--during our dig.”

“Cool!” Fae looked at her
wristwatch. “Lor! Look at the time. C’mon, it’s almost six thirty.
Wouldn’t want any of the staff t’get their collective noses out of
joint by being late t’the mingling hour.”

“Certainly not! Plus I
wouldn’t want a visual on those noses being out of joint.” Olivia
shivered. Especially Mathias’ nose. He had a temper to rival
Jupiter’s.

They took the Grand Staircase down to the
first floor, walked across the width of the building, and then took
stairs up to a mezzanine level. Conversations and background music
from an ancient string instrument--a lyre--drifted out to them in
the hallway.

“Okay, here goes!” Fae
winked and then was the first to cross the threshold into the Long
Gallery.

Olivia inhaled, then exhaled, and followed
suit.

The Long Gallery was aptly named; it was
around fifty feet in length. But it wasn’t wide at all, perhaps
only fifteen feet across? The wooden arched ceiling was very high
however; that and a huge window at the end of the room made up for
the narrow floor space.

Two rectangular tables were already set up
and fully dressed for dinner--one toward the back of the room, and
the other closer to the entrance and jagged off to the right.

And the people... oh, the people! By the
plate count on the tables, there looked to be twenty or so folks
that were part of this excavation. She saw Joe Levy, talking with a
studious looking young man. Rolfo was present, too, chatting with
an auburn-haired girl who wore a business jacket. Olivia also
spotted the man who must’ve been Sir William; his mustache truly
was just a dash, as Rolfo had mentioned.

She didn’t see Mathias, but he could’ve been
at the far end of the room by the window.

“Ladies! Ladies, we are
delighted to have you join us.” The man she’d predicted to be Sir
William hurried over with his hand outstretched. “Sir William
Weathersby here, and you must be Olivia Kent.”

He shook her hand first. “So very like your
brother, my dear. Charmed. Charmed.”

Olivia completed the handshake. She and
Mathias might look alike however their temperaments were completely
different. But she squelched that thought. “Very nice to meet you,
sir. I understand you’re our site supervisor?”

“Indeed I am. Looking
forward to working with you, Olivia.” He then turned to Fae. “And
you, my dear, you must be little Fae Medeis.”

“Oh, I dinna know about
little, Sir William. I do pack a wee punch.”

Olivia turned to hide her smile. One thing
was certain, Fae definitely packed a punch!

Even though the room was narrow, Sir William
curved his hands above their elbows and then moved forward as a
threesome. “Please allow me to introduce you about. Everyone here
is agog to meet you two gels.” He then lowered his voice.
“Unfortunately, the Earl was called away at the last minute. He
sends his regrets.”

It was a whirlwind tour up and down the Long
Gallery. Names, job descriptions, flashing smiles, handshakes, the
whole bit confusedly merged together in Olivia’s sleep-deprived
brain. Later, she only recalled two other women as part of the
excavation. She also remembered seeing Petros Gianakis, an
energetic fellow whose scruffy beard was in the style of a
Klingon’s.

Looking over at the open-draped window on the
end wall of the Gallery, she spotted Mathias, in deep conversation
with a very striking man, probably in his mid-forties. A man so
striking, she concentrated on him for a second, instead of
Mathias.

Several locks of black hair lightly streaked
with grey fell on the man’s high forehead, while the rest curled
tightly around his head. Deeply tanned, this man was no stranger to
the sun. The bottom part of his face was covered by a shaggy black
beard heavily dotted with grey. Even though he wore gradient
sunglasses, she could see that his eyes were as dark as a moonless
night.

As for his impressive body--his long-sleeved
black polo shirt showed off a muscular chest and bulging biceps,
and his jeans revealed strong, well-defined thighs. He stood a few
inches shorter than Mathias’ six foot three.

Yep, she could admit this man got the heart
rate going, but truthfully, her heart was beating just fine on its
own, thank you very much!

She then focused on her brother. Also dark
haired, Mathias, with his black-framed eyeglasses, bore a striking
resemblance to Superman’s alter ego, Clark Kent. At least to her
eyes he did. Strange how the last names were the same. Over the
years, Olivia, being the ornery sister that she was, often teased
him with that nickname.

She excused herself from Sir William and
headed over in Mathias’ direction.

“Well,
well, well. What do we have here?” Her brother lowered his
eyeglasses to rake his blue-eyed gaze over her. “Salve, Livi. How well you look,
though I must say that off-the-shoulder blouse is a bit risqué.” He
tut-tutted. “We were just talking about you.”

He never changed, always
making her feel like a silly, tongue-tied teenager instead of being
twenty-four to his thirty. And at all times he assumed the role of
teacher, magister, while she brought up the rear as the student,
discipula.

Slipping a loose strand of
hair behind her ear, she threw some Latin back at him and asked how
he was. “Salve, Mathias. Quid agis?”

“Didn’t I
say my sister was a game one?” He shot an amused look at his
companion, then turned his attention back to her. “I’m fine.
Sum optime.”

He then completely discomfited her by kissing
her cheek. “Hmmn. You smell good. Honeysuckle?”

She couldn’t help bristling. Ignoring his
impertinence, she took a step away and said, “Why don’t you
introduce me to your friend?”

The friend in question quirked a smile
through his heavy beard, which lifted one side of his lips higher
than the other. His blazing dark eyes seemed to burn through
her.

Her cheeks felt the flame.

“Ah, my sister puts me in
my place.” Mathias inclined his head. “I shall remedy the
oversight. Livi, this here is Tony Andrus. New to these parts.
Almost a year now, right? Also an enthusiast of ancient Rome, as we
all are. Knows his Latin as well. Putters about the dig, gets in
the way, that sort of thing. And you’re single, aren’t you,
Tony?”

With his gaze on her, Tony
lifted one of his impressive eyebrows. “Spoken like a true older
brother, non est igitur?” 

Isn’t that so,
he said. How true. Maybe Tony had an older
brother, too, and understood how annoying they could be. His accent
was suave--a bit British combined with a European mix. She couldn’t
identify its origin.

Tony held out his hand for a shake. “Welcome
to Colchester. I have heard much about you from the Foundation, and
from your brother. He is glad to have you on board here.”

Olivia darted a quick,
questioning glance to Mathias. Are you
glad I’m here?

Her brother looked as expressionless as
usual. Not being able to read his thoughts, she then took a breath
and placed her hand in Tony’s. “Thank you. Very nice to meet
you.”

His grip was firm, reassuring, and...
something else. Inexplicably, she felt tingles travel up her
arm.

Goodness! She blinked. Such pleasurable
tingles. Did Tony also feel them?

She glanced up at him but couldn’t read his
expression either. Darn. But he certainly was easy on the eyes.

“So tell
me.” He released her hand first. “Is Livi short for Livia,
Augustus’ imperatrix, his empress?”

“Oh! No,
actually I never thought of that. My name is...” She shot a look at
her brother and switched to Latin. “Meum
praenomen est Olivia.”

Mathias looked down his Clark Kent nose.
“Know-it-all,” he grumbled.

Tony’s reaction was different. He laughed
without restraint, which crinkled the skin around his dark eyes.
“You are wrong, Matt. Your sister is delightful.”

His voice dropped when he said “delightful”,
and that sent a shiver of longing straight down to her core. How
very strange! Her cheeks even grew warm, flushing with an unusual
emotion.

Before she could give a reply, the dinner
gong sounded twice, sending substantial vibrations down the Long
Gallery. At once, all conversations stopped.

“Finally!” Mathias patted
at his lean stomach. “I’m as hungry as a horse.”

About to interject
“and you look like one, too” as she always had when they were younger, Olivia pressed her
lips together, to refrain. She was here in England as a
professional. She couldn’t revert to childish behavior just because
her infuriating brother was around.

Tony gestured to the closer table. “I believe
you are seated at the table of honor, Olivia. Please allow me to
escort you to your seat.”

“Oh. Okay, thanks.” Wow.
She felt like a queen with all this attention.

Tony led her over to the rectangular table.
He held out a chair for her to sit.

When she did, his hand accidentally... or
not, lightly brushed her bare shoulder. Omigosh! Her skin almost
sizzled!

Sliding into the chair, she smiled up at him
and murmured, “Thank you.”

Such a gentleman!

Then Tony leaned down to whisper in her ear.
“In case you are wondering, the answer to Matt’s question is yes. I
am definitely single.”

Tony’s voice penetrated
clear down to her toes, sending more delicious shivers along the
way. Omigosh! Everything, even her expressive nipples, now stood at
attention.

He then left her to
process what he’d said. Unfortunately he wasn’t at her table but
the other one. She could see him though, diagonally from her
position. He certainly was scrumptious looking... and as he’d made
a point to mention, unattached. Wavy dark hair, one side of his
lips lifting higher when he smiled, broad shoulders with a dusting
of chest hairs peeking out of his polo shirt... Mmm.

Olivia! Don’t be
distracted by the natives, especially ones that are probably twenty
years older than you. She sighed. Sad but
true.

But she was human, wasn’t she? She was
allowed to linger on such a masculine treat.

Sir William, seated across from her, used his
fork to tap the crystal water goblet and gain everyone’s attention.
All were seated except at the head of the table, to her left, where
the chair was empty.

“Greetings, everyone.” Sir
William stood and raised his voice. “And welcome to the Aviti
excavation... er, welcoming dinner.” He removed a white
handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped his shiny forehead.
“As you see, every member of our illustrious team is present,
excepting for our benefactor, the Earl of Kingston.”

Sir William then gestured toward the empty
place setting at the head of the table. “The Earl sends his
regrets.”

The room buzzed with
comments so Sir William tapped on his goblet again. “I shall keep
this short; I know some of you are ravenous! Tomorrow we start our
dig at the morning hour of 0800, so breakfast will be available
starting at 0600. No lying-in for us, eh? Then, later in the day,
for the newcomers, and you know who you are, we will have a walking
tour of Colchester, perhaps about 1500. We’ll go to the Roman Wall,
the oldest and, might I say, still extant defensive town wall here
in Britain. We’ll also see the Balkerne Gate, which was the
original main entrance to Colchester, or if you prefer,
Camulodunum.
Plus, next to the Balkerne Gate, we have the
rubble remains of a Roman guardroom that you will be able to
view.”

Sir William paused to take a deep breath,
expanding the buttons on his vest. Were the buttons going to
pop?

“In our
very own museum, we’ll see the site of the temple built to honor
one of my favorite Roman emperors, Claudius, --TEMPLVM CLAVDII.
Perhaps construction started as early as 49 AD. The temple is also
called the Temple of the Deified Claudius--TEMPLVM DIVI CLAVDII,
after his death in 54 AD. The museum also houses quite a number of
Roman valuables, such as coins, jewelry, amphorae, and statues. Plus we have
a tombstone of a Roman centurion from the XX Legion. It dates from
before 60 AD. We even know the centurion’s name--Marcus Favonius
Facilis.”

Mathias, seated on the other side of Petros
Gianakis who was on Olivia’s right, had the effrontery to growl. Or
maybe that was his stomach speaking? He never could go without
eating for very long.

Sir William held up his hand. “One more
thing, and then I’ll leave all you nice people to your meals. We
have a Roman circus, and as far as we know, this one is the only
circus built in Britain. It may have seated up to eight thousand
and was quite popular as a sporting venue, holding, for example,
chariot-races.”

Mathias picked up his fork as if to start the
non-existent meal.

Olivia glanced at Fae across the table,
rolled her eyes, and nodded her head in Mathias’ direction.

Fae giggled, and then tried to hide her
laughter behind her hand.

It didn’t work. Mathias glared at both of
them from behind his alter ego eyeglasses.

Sir William took the not-so-subtle hint to
signal for the servers to start serving. “So, as our American
friends like to say, ‘let’s chow down!’”

Olivia then happened to look up and caught
Tony Andrus gazing at her from across the tables separating them.
Actually, he was staring at her. His dark brows were drawn and his
head tilted--like he had a question or was puzzling on
something.

He gave her a nod, and then turned his
attention to the roast beef plate in front of him.

She also attended to her gravy-smothered
food. It looked good and
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