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Dedication:

To my husband, Ray, who was born on the water, and has sailed with me through some of life’s roughest storms.





Chapter One

The smell of sweet wild onions filled Mowriyah’s nose and mixed with the salty taste of the ocean in her mouth. Her stomach grumbled. Patting it with her hand, she began the short walk back to her sister’s new house. It had been three months since they had arrived here in Caledonia and peace had settled in her heart. There had been no sign of any Romans since their escape from the Emperor’s city. Though Decimus and Abagail had been forcibly married by the Emperor, they had found true love. Mowriyah grinned as she reminisced on the tears of joy that had overcome her sister when she and Decimus remarried in the eyes of their one true God. Now they were expecting.

Mowriyah’s own love life had been a welcome surprise. She and Septimus had shared an instant physical attraction to each other, and neither was afraid to act on it. A warm feeling tingled in her chest as she remembered their previous night’s escapades. This life they had created on the shore of Caledonia was similar to her life as it was before with her nomadic tribe. The people here were free from orders and the threat of a tyrant Emperor who was all-powerful.

Only a few others had joined them on this once-deserted shore since they’d arrived. Most were simply nomads who felt the time had come to settle down. A pair of brothers—a bread maker and a poultry farmer—had joined their close but growing village, as did a young maiden who tended a small herd of goats. For the first time in her life, Mowriyah didn’t have to worry about hunting or foraging for food. Septimus was an excellent fisherman, and Abagail had learned from a woman in a nearby town how to grow and tend grains and vegetables from the dirt. They relied on each other’s skills, depended on each other, and she thanked God for blessing her with a small community that she had come to love as an extended family.

She continued down the rolling green hill covered in clover. The breeze blew softly, and she recalled her days walking the high mountains north of the Sea of the Adriatic with her tribe. A small tear formed and Mowriyah choked it back, refusing to let herself give way to any more tears for her murdered family. Besides, she was lucky enough to have Abagail, and there would always be a glimmer of hope that they would one day find Leihla, their younger sister, who had also been taken prisoner by the Romans on that awful day.

Mowriyah straightened her shoulders and marched to the house. She wouldn’t let that horrible memory ruin the gorgeous morning she had spent on the hills. As she approached the cabin, Mowriyah heard a familiar cry, causing her to break into a run down the path before bursting through the door.

“What!” Abagail was practically screaming at Decimus. “You’re going back to Rome?” Abagail’s dark chestnut hair was casually braided to one side and brought forward over her shoulder, making her seem angelic. However, Mowriyah had seen Abagail’s crossed arms and tapping foot before and she knew Abagail certainly meant business.

Decimus raised his hands like a shield in front of his face. “Hold on, Abagail. Listen, please.”

Abagail stomped her foot. “No! You listen to me. Either I go with you, or you don’t go. That is it.”

Mowriyah glanced at Septimus sitting in the corner, who gave her a smirk and rolled his eyes. She stepped closer to the pair, bringing her hands up between them. “Stop this. What is this about?”

Abagail and Decimus began ranting at the same time. “I have already lost so much family by the hands of the Romans. I will not—”

“You are the only family I have, Abagail. And I will not let—”

“Stop!” Mowriyah yelled. “I cannot understand when you both talk like that. Really, you two are worse than children.” Septimus chuckled in the background and Mowriyah spied Decimus narrow his eyes and grind his teeth together. Silence consumed the miniature room. “That’s better. Now, Abagail, what has you so upset?”

“He just—”

“Control, Abagail. Think of the baby,” Mowriyah tried to soothe.

Abagail dropped her arms to her sides and clenched her hands into tight fists. “Decimus and Septimus are planning to return to Rome to find their other brothers.”

“You knew this was their plan. They have been talking about it ever since we left Rome. What is the real problem?”

Abagail glared at Mowriyah. “What is the problem? Don’t you understand? Decimus was a General there, he had soldiers under his command, and the Emperor knows him personally. If he goes back, someone is bound to recognize him.” Her voice steadily climbed. “We have already lost so much because of the Romans; I will not lose him too!” Abagail flailed her hands and pointed at Decimus.

“But, Abby—”

“No, Decimus. We are about to bring a new life into this world. You have been a soldier long enough. Leading the legion is in your past. Now it is time to be the man who leads his family. You said this was the life you wanted,” she said, rubbing her round belly. “This was the person you wanted to become, who you would have become if it had not been for Rome.” Her shoulders sagged. Dropping her head, she stared down at the ground between them. “I need you, Decimus. We need you.”

Decimus brought his hand up to his face and pinched the bridge of his nose. “What of my brothers, and your sister? Are we meant to simply leave them?”

It was quiet once again and Mowriyah looked between the two, then to Septimus. He seemed to have a permanent grin across his face. He was undoubtedly entertained to see Decimus reprimanded by Abagail. His clover green eyes were wide and joyful. Mowriyah cleared her throat to get his attention. “Enjoying this, are you?” He’s such a child. Will he ever mature into the man I need him to be? Her heart sank, answering her almost immediately.

He nodded. Dimples highlighting his newly grown facial hair caused Mowriyah to fill with heat—and not the kind that she usually liked. “Fine,” she snapped. “I have the solution.” All eyes turned to her. “I will go with Septimus back to Rome. He will find his brothers and I will find Leihla.”

Septimus shot out of his chair, causing it to topple over. “I don’t think so!”

Decimus reached out to Abagail, who had tears welling in her eyes. “Please, Mowriyah, think about this. The journey is dangerous and Abagail cannot lose you. She has already endured the demise of her other family members. Would you risk causing her the pain of losing you as well, on the hope that this third sister may still be alive?”

Mowriyah walked to Abagail and then placed her hand on her sister’s shoulder. Straightening Abagail’s posture, she forced her to look into her eyes. “Abby, you know I can do this. You know I can find her. You are right, Decimus should not go. Someone is sure to recognize him. But Septimus cannot make this journey alone, and neither of them knows what Leihla looks like.” She reached out and wiped the last remaining tears from Abagail’s cheeks. “I know the city. I escaped the guards and hid for three days before finding you. Blending in has always been what I am good at.” She watched as Abagail slowly nodded her head.

“No. No. No!” Septimus charged forward, stopping shy of her. “I will not let you go.”

Mowriyah cocked her head toward him and narrowed her eyes. “You will not let me?”

“I forbid it!” Septimus loomed over her. “I can stop you.”

She turned on him, poking her finger into his chest repeatedly. “You forbid it? You do not own me. You are not my husband, and I will never be owned by another person, even if we were married. But that does not matter, since we have not entered that contract and it seems you will never be ready for such a strong commitment. You want to find your brother and I want to find our sister, so I. Am. Going.” The final push on his chest had Septimus stepping back.

Mowriyah glanced back toward Abagail, who had a faint smile tucked at the edge of her lips, and Decimus, whose hard jaw line had gone slack and dropped. She let out a huff and then turned, storming back out into the open hillside covered with clover colored the most brilliant shade of green she had ever seen.

***

Septimus leaned over the railing of his ship and stared out into the horizon. The sun was setting and the streaks of bright red and orange in the sky seemed almost ominous, as if Mars himself were sending an omen of death written in the sky.

He shook his head, not wanting to visualize all the horrible things that could happen to Mowriyah while they were on this rescue mission. Dropping his gaze to the water, he watched the gentle waves beat against the bottom of his beloved vessel.

Septimus shut his eyes and let the rapping sound soothe his soul as it had so many times before. No matter what life threw at him, the water was always there for him, comforting him like a mother, rocking him gently in her arms.

Mowriyah can’t go with me. I cannot lose her. The thought shocked him into a heightened sense. Footsteps were approaching.

Septimus turned and saw Mowriyah gliding across the boat deck in a beautiful earth-toned gown. It was cut low on her chest and trimmed in a delicate stitching. She was a vision and his loins reacted to her without his consent. Cursing his manhood for acting on instinct, he tried to put on his angry face.

Mowriyah slowed. She tilted her head ever so slightly, the wind catching her short, bobbed hair to blow it over her face, making her even more compelling. He watched as she gracefully lifted her hand and tucked the windblown hairs behind her ear. She was batting her eyes. Oh, no.

She walked within inches of him and grinned. “May I join you?” Her voice was low and seductive.

He felt the anger leave his body and was confounded that she had this type of power over him. He dropped his hardened expression. “Of course.”

She shuffled closer to him and the rocking of the boat caused her breasts to rub against his arms. What was it about this woman that had him so spellbound?

“You are not still angry with me, are you?”

“No, I am not angry.” He inhaled deeply. “I still do not want you to go though.”

“I understand.”

Septimus felt a wave of relief crash through his body. “So, you will stay? Really?”

She looked up at him and he could see her defiance in her eyes. “No. I am going with you. I said I understand how you feel.”

The horror of his worst nightmares came barreling back to him. “Mowriyah, please.” He turned to face her completely and then grabbed her forearms to pull her to his chest. “This will not be a safe trip. There will be times that we will have to split up, and I cannot protect you when I am not with you.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Protect me? And exactly when have I needed your protection?” Her muscles tensed beneath his grip as she tried to slide away from him, but he tightened his hold. “Septimus, we have been here for three months and have been together every day and night, yet I feel you know little about me other than the taste of my skin.”

“Do not be like that, Mowriyah,” he pleaded.

“Besides, you know I am right. You have no idea what Leihla looks like, so how would you find her?”

“You could tell me, and I would find her.”

“Tell you what? She is my height, has majestic black hair, and ocean blue eyes.”

He felt her wiggle beneath his touch. He craved to hold her close to him. But how could he tell her how he felt? If he did, she would want a larger commitment, and he wasn’t ready to take Decimus’s route yet. There were too many young maidens in Caledonia.

“Septimus, let me go.” He watched as her face contorted and showed signs of anger. The cute little “V” that formed at her eyebrows when she was furious was evident, and he could feel his manhood awaken with delight.

He slid his hands down her arms to her wrists and restrained them in his hands. Mowriyah’s head flew up and he locked on to her glare. Her eyes were wide and he knew she was surprised.

Tugging her forward, he slammed her into his chest. Her breasts pressed against him and warmed the skin beneath his tunic. With his hands still gripping her tightly, he grinned, feeling her heartbeat speed up. Her mouth twitched at the corners and he watched as she tried to hide a smile by biting her lip.

Septimus licked his own lips instinctively. She squirmed, rubbing her breasts against his chest with every writhe. “What am I going to do with you?” he growled.

The smile escaped and her face lit up. “That’s a good question. What will you do with me?”

Septimus looked over his shoulder and saw no one, sure that Decimus and Abagail were making up as well. He released her left arm and twirled her around to face the ocean. “Use your free hand to grab the rail, my dear. If you’re going to make this journey with me, you need to get to know my first love.”

Abagail did as she was told, gripping the railing and pushing her backside against his swollen manhood. Septimus gave a grunt, pushed his breeches down his hips, and slid his mass into the many folds of her gown. She jostled beneath him and urgency ripped through his body. Lifting the length of fabric and exposing her bare cheeks sent his head exploding with want. He spread them with his thumb and middle finger. Gazing at her pucker, his pleasure stood at its fullest and threatened to burst.

He could feel her pulse quicken in the wrist he held and knew she was ready for this as well. He slid his free hand from the base of her back, down her rounded bottom, and pushed between her legs.

He reached farther, deeper, until he felt her hardened flesh peeking from beneath its cover. He stroked in circles and heard her let out a throaty moan. She pushed into his hand, urging him on.

He slid his hand back and grabbed the base of his erection. As he pushed into her slowly, she swelled for him, and took him easily. He knew this place of warmth and comfort. It was maddening and drove him to his basic primal need.

Sliding out and then delving into her, he used his free hand to tempt her forbidden realm. Following the curve of her bottom, he once again found her crease. Separating her cheeks, he watched her flesh take him, surround him, time and again. Pushing his thumb down between her folds, he circled her rim. He watched her muscles clench and her deep cave squeezed him while he plunged inside. His heart pumped faster as he matched its rhythm with every thrust. Mowriyah’s moans climbed to audible words, praising his actions and bidding him forward.

Her sounds vibrated through his body and rippled through his blood, until it peaked at his tip and forced his orgasm to burst within her. Releasing her hand, he grabbed her rear and pulled her against him for one final thrust. He felt her inner walls quiver around him as she released and then practically collapsed to the deck after finishing himself.

Septimus caught her and cradled her in his arms. Her eyes were heavy and a wide smile graced her face. He bent ever so slightly and kissed her on her forehead. She closed her eyes, appearing to Septimus as a goddess sent straight from Mount Olympus into his arms.

She opened them and he could feel her studying his face. “I’m still going with you,” she said in a snarky tone.

“You are the most strong-willed, stubborn woman I have ever encountered.” He released a heavy breath. “How could I have ever thought I could stop you?” He enjoyed her body too much, and he didn’t want to be away from her for even one night. He kissed the corner of her devilish grin and helped her to stand. They stepped from the boat onto the pier and turned to walk back to the little house.

“Septimus.”

“Yes, my sweet?”

“I love your boat.”

They walked side by side as comfort surrounded them. Septimus thought about the rhythmic, spontaneous sex that had erupted between them and said, “I love it too.”

***

Mowriyah sat clutching Abagail’s hand while watching Decimus and Septimus load the ship with provisions. Though they were not truly related, the two men looked similar. They both had the same sun-tattered coloring, distinguished jaw line, and dark tousled hair. However, Decimus was a few years older and the first signs of gray were showing around his temples. Septimus still had that wild look of youth in his clover green eyes, though clearly he was nearing his thirtieth year as well. Both men were muscular and looked as if they were carved to mimic statues of the gods, though Mowriyah noticed that Septimus’s shoulders and arms were larger than Decimus’s.

She felt Abagail squeeze her hand and heard a light sniffle. She turned and saw her sister’s eyes welled with tears. “You have to come back,” Abagail murmured through quivering lips.

“You know I will.” She clutched her hand in reassurance.

Abagail rubbed her stomach. “We need you. This child will need family.” The wind caught her straight chestnut hair and strands of it blew across her face.

Mowriyah patted Abagail’s stomach. “You better wait for me to get back, little one.”

Abagail turned her head and met Mowriyah’s gaze. “You won’t be gone that long, will you?”

“Of course not.” Mowriyah reached her hand to Abagail, pushed the blowing hair out of her face, and tucked it neatly behind her ear. “The plan is a month. But if things are different from what we expect, or if something happens, it may take us a little longer.” She wiped a tear from Abagail’s cheek. “I’ll be back, Abby, and with Leihla. We will all be together again soon, and this baby will have all the family he or she needs.” She moved her hand back to her sister’s belly.

A loud, sharp whistle assailed Mowriyah’s ears. She stood and looked toward the ship. Septimus was on deck waving her to him. “I guess it’s time to go. Walk with me?”

They walked together to the dock in silence. Decimus met them at the ship’s ladder. Mowriyah saw worry in his eyes as his gaze darted between Abagail and herself. Abagail pulled her hand, jerking her back. She hugged her tightly and Mowriyah felt like she couldn’t breathe, not from Abagail’s strength, but from a sneaking fear that suddenly clutched her throat.

Mowriyah tried to calm her breathing and remain strong. “I’ll see you soon.” Unfortunately, a quiver in her voice released the dam and she gave way to a stream of tears.

She straightened her shoulders, determined to look more confident for her sister’s sake. “When I escaped from the palace, I swear I saw Leihla. I’m sure I can find her there.”

“You saw her? And you never told me?”

“I told you I knew she was alive. I just didn’t tell you everything. And you know Leihla, she’s stronger and more stubborn than either of us. She’s going to be fine, and I will find her.”

She glanced over her shoulder to Decimus. “You are so lucky. He truly loves you, to not only marry you once, but also choose to marry you again in God’s eyes. He is willing to stay behind with you and protect you. Everything is going to be fine here. And everything will be good for us on our trip as well.”

Septimus shouted down from the bow of the ship. “Let’s go, first mate!”

Mowriyah reached forward once more and hugged her sister. “Okay, Abby, I have to go.” Suddenly filled with excitement, she stepped back and winked.

She walked to Decimus. “You take care of my big sister.” She grabbed him around the waist and hugged him as well. “And take care of that baby.”

Decimus patted her on the back in reassurance.

“Hey!” Septimus shouted.

Decimus gave a hearty chuckle and released her. He bent down to her ear and whispered, “He really does care for you. Give him time.”

Mowriyah backed up and pushed her lips together in a thin line. “Time? I don’t think that’s the problem. Septimus wants me to be his, but he also wants every other maiden he sees as well.”

“I will admit—”

“No. Let us simply say goodbye.”

Decimus nodded. “As you wish.” He bent forward and hugged her again, then released her and helped her climb the rope ladder to the deck. She had to admit, the shorter tunic and long breeches made it far easier than climbing in the gown she had worn earlier.

Septimus grabbed her hand from the top and helped pull her over the ledge. “Welcome aboard. I’m the Captain and you’re my first mate. Time to start your training.” Septimus grinned and motioned to Decimus, who cast the mooring lines off from the pier.

Septimus pointed to the rope that was far aft. “Start pulling that one up and laying it on the deck,” he said to Mowriyah. “We’ll stow them later after they dry some.”

Mowriyah trotted back to the aft of the ship and reached for the line. She strained at the weight of the wet heavy rope, and cursed silently beneath her breath. She looked to Septimus, who was laughing loudly as he yanked the lines up with ease and coiled them on the deck.

Frustration rose within her and she tried to quicken her motion to no result. She continued through the pain that was forming in her upper arms and looked down at Decimus and Abagail one last time. Decimus was holding Abagail and the pair were waving.

Septimus joined her and helped her finish the line. “Next, we set the sail.” He quickly showed her the rigging lines and told her how to pull and tie them off. “I will go aloft, and wait for you to lift the sail.” He scaled the mast pole and waited for the cloth to meet its halfway point.

Mowriyah pulled and tugged on the rope, steadily making the sail rise. Septimus grabbed its hook and bound it to the mast. He scurried down with a shuffle and Mowriyah couldn’t help but think he was making her work this hard on purpose.

She rubbed her arms at the burning sensation that spread from her shoulders down to her wrist. Septimus passed her with a wide grin across his face and headed for the rudder stick. Grabbing hold, he pulled it hard left. He yanked on a line and the sails shifted to catch the wind that would take them away from the dock. As they drifted toward the open water, Mowriyah joined him at the aft of the ship, anxiously awaiting her next instruction.

She looked over the rails once more and saw Decimus wrapped around Abagail, who was obviously sobbing into his chest. Everything will be all right, Abby. She breathed in the last smell of home, wild onions and salty air filling her lungs.

She swallowed and then turned to Septimus. “So, Captain. Do we have a plan?”

Septimus raised his eyebrows and playfully grabbed at her breeches, pulling her close to him, with only the wooden pole in between.

“Well, every Captain has a first mate. Your training has begun.” He kissed her nose and then her lips.

Mowriyah shivered with anticipation, but could only think of two words to say. “Yes, Captain.”





Chapter Two

Mowriyah and Septimus navigated the ship together for six days and were now only a day from the Mediterranean Sea. He had trained her on almost every aspect of the ship. She was a fast learner, and she grew her sea legs easily.

The sun was setting in the west and millions of sparkles reflected on the water’s surface. Septimus’s instincts had him wary and on high alert. He walked around the ship’s deck several times, looking out in every direction. The air felt thicker. The scent of rain mixed with the saltiness of the ocean had him panicked. On the eastern horizon, the clouds darkened and thunder rolled across the sky.

Septimus turned to Mowriyah, who had joined him on deck. “This is not the time for Jupiter and Neptune to fight. We must hurry.” Septimus raised the sails to full open and pointed toward the rear of the ship. “Stay steady on the rudder. The waves are beginning to conspire against us.” He watched her jump to the rudder stick and hold tightly as it started to shift under the crashing of the waves. The wind was rolling in and Septimus cursed the howling that followed.

Septimus ran to the swan neck, perched himself on the rail, and peered out into the distance. The waves on the horizon were much larger and the darkness was now enveloping the whole sky. He wiped the sweat from his brow. How could this storm have happened so fast? There was hardly any warning, and with his inexperienced first mate on board, he was unsure of its outcome.

He looked back toward Mowriyah again, whose hair beat at her face. She stood battling the waves at the rudder pole and actually smiling. “Are you okay?” he shouted over the crashing thunder to the aft of the ship.

“This is wonderful!” She raised her face to the sky.

He knew they were traveling fast, and with the storm getting worse, he had to change his plans of outrunning it. They really were out of time.

Septimus ran to Mowriyah. “To prepare in time, we will simply have to let it float and work to untie the sails.”

She nodded and a crack of lightning belted overhead. “What do you need me to do?”

“See the mast? I need you to climb the ladder and unhook the sails. Once you do, I can pull them down quickly and we can stow them below deck.”

She eyed the mast and another wide grin covered her face. “On my way, Captain.” She slid past him and gave him a pat on his backside as she walked by.

Amazing. She fears nothing. Septimus followed her to the rigging and tried to help her onto the ladder, only to receive a scoff. He retreated and allowed her to go on her own.

Small, pestering drips of rain had begun to fall and cover the deck. She scurried up the ropes like a monkey, swinging her legs wide and using her upper body strength to ascend. He stood below and watched with anxiety as she shimmied to the top of the mast and grabbed the sail ring with her right hand.

He saw her struggle with its weight. “Pull, love! You can do it!” Then, horror struck deep in his chest as he saw her release her other hand and lean in to remove the ring with both hands. Thunder boomed directly above the ship. “Mowriyah! Stop!” But she didn’t react to his words.

He tried waving from below and still received no response. He could only watch as Mowriyah held tight in this rough sea with only her legs. He cursed himself repeatedly for putting her at risk. If something happens to her, it will be my fault. Decimus and Abby would never forgive me and I would never forgive myself.

Suddenly, the sails dropped. She had managed to remove the ring and was already climbing back down the ladder that blew heavily in the wind.

Septimus heaved on the lines and allowed the sails to tumble quickly to the deck. Mowriyah was at his side before the top of the sail was completely down, and working the fabric into folds as if she were a seasoned sailor.

The rain poured harder now and the ship was tossed about by the waves. Together, they managed to push the sail below deck without losing their footing. Septimus closed the hatch and turned to see Mowriyah back navigating the rudder, a wild look in her eye and her hair wet and plastered to her face. He rushed to her side and grabbed the stick from her.

“Go down below and wait this out,” he shouted.

“No. This is wonderful!”

Septimus shook his head. “Please!” He knew the storm would get worse; he could feel it in his bones. He had to make sure she was safe. “As your Captain, I command you to go down below!” He set his jaw and squared his shoulders.

Mowriyah’s wide grin and shiny eyes suddenly vanished and were replaced with a cold, hard look that turned Septimus’ stomach. Through clenched teeth, she answered, “As my Captain wishes.”

Septimus watched as she released the rudder and stomped to the stairwell. She descended with the ease of Neptune’s water nymphs. Then she disappeared.

***

Mowriyah stood below deck tightening her fists and releasing them again. Her breathing had elevated and she could feel the warmth in her cheeks. That man!

The drumming of the heavy rain on the deck above carried throughout the room. The boat’s gentle rocking had turned into bucking and more than once Mowriyah found herself grabbing the side of the wall to steady herself.

The thunder rang out like a gong in her ear. Her fury quickly subsided as worry crept up from her stomach.

As the heavy rains seeped down from the deck through the hatch, she paced the floor to ease her worry and stumbled when the ship jerked side to side with the waves. When she tried to regain her balance, the boat bucked again, slamming her down on her backside.

From above, she heard an ear-splitting crack followed by Septimus yowling. Gripping the hull’s sideboards and wedging her feet between supplies to maintain her balance, she pulled herself upright. Using the hull as her guide, she made her way up the stairs and reopened the hatch, allowing a stream of water to enter the cargo hold.

Seeing Septimus gripping the rudder stick, she pulled herself onto the deck and crawled on all fours to him.

“Go back downstairs,” he screamed through the pounding of the waves and the thunder. A look of anger was evident on his face.

The rain and ocean’s overspray felt like sharp needles stinging her skin as she made her way to Septimus. The lightning flashed so brightly above her, she swore that the sun was high in the sky instead of falling below the horizon. She matched his fevered gaze with her most stubborn look. “I can help you!”

Another large wave crashed against the port side of the ship and Mowriyah clutched at the deck. Inches of water washed over the bow and Mowriyah’s grip slipped with the rushing tide. She pressed her weight into her hands and continued to make her way to Septimus.

When she reached him, he grabbed her by the arm and brought her to her feet, anchoring her to the rudder stick with a line of rope. His eyes were narrowed and his nostrils were flared. “I told you to stay downstairs!”

Mowriyah grabbed the rudder stick tighter and helped Septimus gain control. “We do this together, Captain!”

He let out an aggravated growl. “Curse you, woman!” He shook his head but made no further attempts to make her leave.

Mowriyah watched as the waves rose and fell before her. It looked as if the ocean would simply swallow the ship whole.

The two battled the ocean together for what seemed like hours, manning the rudder and relying on each other’s strength to carry them through.

Once the rain finally stopped, the wind died down, and the waves subsided. Mowriyah looked at Septimus, her body sagging from exhaustion. She allowed herself to crumble to the floor. The last thing she remembered was Septimus picking her up in his arms and carrying her to the cot down in the cargo hold. He kissed her forehead, and told her to sleep.

***

Septimus stood over Mowriyah, worshipping her slender body. She had bewildered him with her strength and tenacity. Now, she dazzled him with her beauty. Even after the horrible night above, she looked angelic with her shoulder-length hair spread across the tattered woolen blanket. He hated waking her, but the crew he had hired were about to begin repairs and they needed to resupply the ship.

He bent forward and nudged her shoulder. “Good morning.” She shifted and fluttered her eyelids. “I know you’re tired, love, but we have much to do.”

Mowriyah stretched and yawned. “Good morning.”

“ I trust you dreamed well.” Septimus reached his hand forward and waited for her to take it. When she finally did, he saw her wince as he noticed the rips on her palm. Immediately he flipped her hands in his and scrutinized every little scratch. “Mowriyah—”

“It’s nothing that won’t heal.” She withdrew her hands and looked around. “Are we moving?”

“No, we’ve arrived in Rome. We took some damage last night in that storm and we need a few minor repairs and some new supplies. Luckily, they felt the storm here as well, and allowed us to dock. It was a perfect cover.”

She heaved herself up from the cot and smiled, straightening out her tunic. “Let me change. I still feel soaked from the rain.”

Septimus withdrew a leather satchel from behind his back. “If you’ll forgive me, I must ask that you wear this.” He pulled the Roman toga that Abagail had once worn from the bag. He saw a look of disgust stretch across her face.

Septimus withdrew from the Captain’s quarters and made his way through the cargo hold and up to the deck. He surveyed the ship once again. The mast was undamaged. The sails below were soaked but would dry out quickly once they were set again. Unfortunately, the railing to the port side of the ship was badly damaged. A five-meter section had been completely torn away by the waves, and from the looks of their supplies below, they would have to throw some out due to the water that had covered the cargo hold’s floor.

He heard the hatch creak and he turned to see Mowriyah emerge in pure Roman elegance. Her hair was spun up into a braid and tucked against the back of her head. She had donned the Roman toga as requested, and filled it out in every imaginable way.

His heartbeat skipped and he felt lightheaded. He couldn’t believe that she could make him feel this way simply by being in his presence. He shook his head, trying to dismiss visions of their shared passions that were suddenly overwhelming his mind.

She walked over to him and batted her long eyelashes. Bending in a small curtsy, she held out her arm. Septimus took it in his and guided her off the ship.

Septimus smelled the lavender that she had rubbed on her skin, and he was in awe of her ability to blend into the Roman streets without any official training.

They walked down the pier and onto the cobblestone roads that weaved through every aspect of Rome’s housing and market. He remembered this place easily. It was familiar and until this moment, he hadn’t realized he had actually missed it.

He guided Mowriyah through the streets, whispering names of places into her ear. She simply kept her poise and walked beside him in a typical Roman carefree way.

“Here.” He pointed to an inn on the right and then led her up the steps and through the door. He surveyed the main area, noting the diverse group that had gathered there, and headed to the counter. “We wish to rent a room for six days.”

The chubby, small man barked out a price and Septimus spoke with him in leveled tones to barter a lower price. The innkeeper agreed to the trade that Septimus suggested and came around the counter to direct them to their quarters.

Septimus placed his hand in the middle of Mowriyah’s back and pushed her ahead of himself. He watched the crowd with great pleasure as every male eye studied Mowriyah’s petite yet curvy frame. The main hall began to disappear from his view as they followed the clerk toward a long hallway. From the corner of his eye, he spied a beautiful blonde sitting at the far end of the room who was staring at him as he walked away.

A hitch caught in his throat as he left the crowded room behind. Surely he hadn’t seen who he thought he had. Paranoia filtered through his body. But if it wasn’t her, why had she been staring at him looking so surprised? He tried not to think of her golden hair, her ivory skin, and crystal blue eyes. She left Rome years ago. It can’t be her.

Entering the room, Septimus dismissed the owner, his thoughts focused on the woman in the main hall.

Mowriyah looked around the small room with its sparse furnishings. “I hope you settled on a good price.” She glanced at him. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he blurted. “I thought I saw someone who might have recognized me. But it couldn’t have been. That person left Rome three years ago.”

Mowriyah rushed to his side. “Are you sure? If we’ve come all this way to get caught now, it will have been for nothing.”

Septimus tried to recall the image in his head again. It can’t be. He swallowed and tried to muster his most reassuring voice. “I’m quite positive. There is no way that person could still be here.” He congratulated himself silently. It almost sounded convincing.

Septimus walked to the bed and lay on the stuffed mattress. It was firm, but had more give then his ship’s cot, so he was satisfied. He patted the cushion beside him, beckoning to Mowriyah. “Let’s rest for now, love. Tomorrow will begin a series of busy days.”

Mowriyah grinned and grabbed the corner of her toga, unhooking the material from her shoulder and allowing it to fall to the floor.

Septimus watched as she crawled onto the mattress next to him. Her form was a gift from the gods. He reached toward her, stroked her skin, then pulled her close to him, devouring her mouth with his own. He kissed her with a fevered passion, wanting to take all of her, all at once.

She responded with his same urgency. Soon he found himself unable to tell where his body ended and hers began. He was completely enthralled in the moment of sexual need and want with Mowriyah when visions of a naked blonde that he had once known spontaneously filled his mind.





Chapter Three

A sudden banging on the door caused Mowriyah to jump from her blankets and throw her toga on to cover herself. To her right, Septimus was also rushing to do the same. The pounding continued. Septimus looked at her with a suspicious look on his face. She watched as he tiptoed across the floor and made his way to the heavy wooden door.

“What?” he barked.

“Septimus,” a breathy voice replied. “Is that really you?”

Mowriyah watched as a smile played across Septimus’s lips. He reached for the door and jerked it open. Suspicion seeped into her mind as she saw a wicked scene play out before her. A petite blonde with skin as white and flawless as porcelain came racing in and leapt into Septimus’ arms. She wrapped herself around his neck and anchored herself to him.

Heat slammed into Mowriyah’s cheeks as this tiny, well-endowed stranger repeatedly kissed Septimus’s face, covering him in a blanket of affection. Mowriyah saw him lean back and away from the intruder, but the little harlot was persistent. Her heart gave way to waves of palpitations as she jumped up to break up the couple.

“Release me,” Septimus said, trying to pull the she-wolf off him, but the shameless lupa continued to cling to him.

Consumed in jealousy, Mowriyah shouted, “Excuse me!”

The busty blonde stopped her interlude and cocked her head toward Mowriyah. She released her grip and slid down Septimus’s chest until her feet hit the floor. Straightening her toga, she looked at Mowriyah, then back to Septimus, addressing him. “Sorry, love. I didn’t realize you had company.”

Septimus cleared his throat. “Phaedra, I’d like you to meet Mowriyah.” He stepped back, giving Mowriyah full view of their unexpected visitor.

Phaedra moved forward, her eyebrow arched, as if eyeing an unworthy specimen. “A pleasure,” she said with obvious disdain.

Mowriyah bit her lip and tried to crush the impulse to stomp this unwelcome interruption like a bug. She cut her eyes at Phaedra. “Good morning. Who exactly are you?” Mowriyah set her hands on her hips and fought the urge to tap her foot while waiting for a reply.

Phaedra rocked back on her heels and narrowed her eyes in response. “I could ask the same of you.”

Mowriyah felt a burning sensation in the middle of her back. She clenched her jaw and walked forward until Septimus stepped between them.

He turned to Mowriyah and she noticed a pleading look in his eye. “Mowriyah, this is Phaedra, an old friend of mine who has been around Rome for some time.”

“A friend? I’ve never seen two friends act quite like that.” She watched him shrink back. “Perhaps I’ll have to greet my friend Decimus like that when we return home.” She saw him wince from the remark.

“Mowriyah, please.”

“Please what, Septimus?” Fuming with the thought of Septimus with this woman, she allowed her anger to bubble out. “Perhaps you wish me to leave, so you can catch up with your old friend.”

“Fine with me, pet.”

“Enough of this!” Septimus shouted above the two. “Mowriyah is my companion now, Phaedra.” He raised his palm to their visitor, warning her to back off the argument.

He turned away from Phaedra and walked toward Mowriyah like a puppy with its tail tucked between his legs. She felt like she had been punched in the stomach. Things had been going so well between the two of them; she had truly thought that he would be on his way to making a real commitment soon. Now she had to deal with one of his past escapades showing up.

“Mowriyah, Phaedra used to be a companion of mine. She left Rome, but not without betraying me first. It’s over.” He shuffled closer to her. “I am with you now.”

Phaedra huffed. “Oh, pathetic. I have someone else too. I was simply goading you.” Phaedra stepped toward then and Mowriyah instinctively marched forward to meet her challenger, shoulders back and ready for action.

Septimus grabbed her wrist. “Mowriyah, please.”

Mowriyah looked at Septimus. His pleading, brilliant green eyes reminded her of their new home and the anger eased in her heart. “What does she want?” she demanded.

“That is a good question.” He turned and faced Phaedra. “Why are you here? Why are you back, and why have you come to find me?”

***

Septimus couldn’t help but let his mind wander back to the past as Phaedra retold her story. She said she had left Rome on her own, but hadn’t made it far before she had been captured by slave traders and returned to the city. He kept stealing glances at Mowriyah, who seemed to relax a little, but he could still see the anxiety in her face. He hoped that she could see that he was genuinely no longer interested in Phaedra. Though he knew it would be hard to convince her when he was having trouble convincing himself.

Mowriyah was astoundingly beautiful and had a spark of adventure and an independence that made him laugh. He had come to realize how boring his life would be without her at his side. He turned his gaze to Phaedra once more and noticed her unblemished skin, and how her toga barely covered her cleavage. Her golden hair was curled in braids around her head, similar to the style Mowriyah had worn the day before, except Phaedra had left long locks spilling out the back. He had to admit, it was extremely difficult to sit at the table between these two gorgeous women without indecent thoughts permeating his brain.

“...Trivian. Now, we’ve—”

“Trivian?” Septimus interrupted. “What about Trivian?”

Mowriyah reached out and took his hand. “Dear, haven’t you been listening? She’s been seeing Trivian for some time now.” She looked him in the eye and he was scared his thoughts of the two women naked in his bed would be easily read.

He looked away quickly. “Sorry, I guess I was thinking about our next move. So, you know where Trivian is?” He searched Phaedra’s face, hoping that she wasn’t lying to him. Though her external beauty reminded him of passionate nights they once shared, he also remembered her cunning ways.

Phaedra tilted her head up, meeting his gaze. “Of course I know where he is. We’re to meet tonight after his work is done.” A sly grin crept to the corners of her mouth. “Why do you want to see him?”

“Phaedra, you know we were all brothers. I need to find him, to get him out of here.” He paused, sorry he had made the comment before he had thought it through.

“And where are you going?” Phaedra had a look of pure delight in her eyes. “I cannot wait to get out of here!”

“What?” Mowriyah blurted. “What makes you think you are going with us?” She clutched Septimus’s hand tighter and he could feel the fury in her strength.

“It’s simple, my dear girl. Trivian will never leave without me, if he will leave at all.” She looked back at Septimus. “You may need my help convincing him it’s the right thing to do. Plus, if you don’t take me with you, I’ll turn the both of you in to the Emperor. Hadrian has had the word out for some time to find the four of you.” She pushed back from the table and crossed her legs.

Septimus scoffed. “There is the Phaedra I knew. So how long did we have before we were turned in? Of course, I mean before you found out we could be your way out of here?”

Phaedra stood and walked to the window. Looking out to the busy street, she said, “Well, if you agree to take me with you, I will help you convince Trivian to leave, and I’ll call the guards off right now.”

Mowriyah jumped to her feet and lunged toward Phaedra, but Septimus intercepted her. “You are a minion of Hell itself! I am going to rip your heart out!” Then a string of curses came from her mouth and Septimus couldn’t help but laugh as he stood in front of her and held her back from attacking Phaedra.

“Call off the guards, Phaedra, or I let her loose.” Septimus struggled to hold Mowriyah’s tiny frame, which seemed to be lit with fire. He flipped her over his shoulder and she cursed him as well.

“Tell me I’m going with you, and I’ll call them off,” Phaedra retorted. “I’m sure I can handle her.”

“Fine. You help me to get Trivian to leave and we promise to take you with us.”

“I don’t think so!” Mowriyah started swinging at Septimus’s back, pounding on his shoulders. “We aren’t taking that lupa anywhere with us!”

Phaedra turned on her heels, passing Septimus and Mowriyah as she headed toward the door. “I will leave you to deal with...that.” She waved her hand over her shoulder, then reached for the handle. “I will return to gather you in early evening, and we will go to Trivian then.” Opening the door, she looked at Mowriyah and said, “Now, now, dear. Do make sure you are ready for me, should you try that again.” She gave a shifty smile and slammed the door behind her.

Mowriyah continued slamming her fists on Septimus’s back and shoulders. “Put me down!”

“Only if you stop hitting me.”

Mowriyah bucked again and Septimus felt the pain in his groin immediately. He flung Mowriyah off him and onto the bed. “Woman, will you stop!”

She lay on the bed, her eyes large, and Septimus knew he had scared her. “Curse you, woman.” He hovered over the bed and saw her shrink back against the mattress. “I’m not going to hit you, Mowriyah, it just hurt.”

Mowriyah grabbed the blanket next to her and held it up, trying to cover her face. Tears filled her eyes and she started to sob into the heavy material.

Septimus sat next to her on the mattress. “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

Mowriyah sniffled. “Did you love her?” The look in her eyes made him ache. He didn’t want to lie to her, but he didn’t want to cause her any more pain.

He dropped his head, deciding a lie would be worse. “At one time, in the past.”

Mowriyah flopped back on the mattress and curled herself tighter into the blanket, rolling away, her back turned to him.

***

Mowriyah watched the morning pass through the window as she lay restless, visions of Septimus and Phaedra continuously interrupting her thoughts. He lay next to her now, trying to talk to her, but she was unable to register his words. Phaedra was stunning, and by the looks of their reunion, they shared a deep, passionate history. His words had struck a very dark chord within her heart. He had actually loved Phaedra at one time. Though they had spent every night together for the past three months, Mowriyah was still uncertain that he really felt that way about her.

Love is such a strong word. Perhaps it is love he feels for me and he is unable to say it because of Phaedra. Because of how she wounded him. A small amount of hope began to well up inside her, followed by a newfound hatred for Phaedra. She had done this to him. She had broken him, forcing him to guard his heart from a committed relationship.

Mowriyah turned and faced Septimus, who was staring at her with an intensity she had never seen from him before. A tingle crept from her navel, through her rib cage, and up her neck. She reached out and touched his hair, pushing it back from his forehead. “What am I going to do with you?”

A clever smirk played across his lips. “Anything you want.”

So he wishes to play a game. “Anything?”

“Whatever you wish, I will do to you...I mean, for you.”

Oh, he is clever. “Okay.” Mowriyah tugged at the blanket, and then at the toga she was wearing. It fell loose, exposing her full breasts. She assessed his expression, which had transformed to that of a prowling tiger in a matter of seconds. Thrills exploded from her nerve endings, sending quick pulses to her deepest extremities. “Kiss me.”

Septimus leaned forward, inching closer to her mouth, tempting her with want. She cradled his chin and held him close enough to her face to have his breath become her own. “Not here.” She licked her lips, and then tugged his chin downward to align his mouth with her nipple. “Here.”

She felt a wider smile tighten his jaw line before his mouth delved forward and encased her breast.

He suckled gently, teasing her hardened nub with his tongue. Soon, he was using his teeth. Gentle, yet controlling, he unleashed a series of nips across her breast that had her body responding in delight at this new treat. Spikes of pleasure pierced her body as he continued his oral assault.

She rolled from him slightly, repositioning her body so that the other breast could be pleased as the first had been. To her delight, he wasted no time in honoring the second mound in the same fashion. Tingles ran beneath her skin from her perked nipples down her chest to her navel. They traveled farther, surrounding her womanhood and making it pulse with anxiety.

Placing her hand atop his head, she pushed it slowly down her torso. She felt no resistance from him, and finally released him and allowed him to decide the next course of action.

The stubble on his chin grazed over her flesh, followed by tender kisses that trailed down to her belly button and along her pelvic area. Her mind raced with the prospect of this new experience. Never before had she allowed anyone to do this to her. It was mesmerizing and nerve-racking at the same time.

Septimus skimmed his hand up her leg and her hairs stood on end with anticipation. He moved to her inner thigh and used his fingers to push gently on her skin, signaling for her to spread her legs for him. She complied.

Lowering his mouth, he continued his journey, teasing her folds with his stubble and kissing the top of her split. His breath dancing across her trim was enough to light her on fire. She pushed her pelvis into his mouth, making him engulf her most sensual place. He blew his hot air on it, then opened his mouth and wrapped it around her again. This time, before closing it, she felt his tongue slide through her crease and rub across her hardened prize.

A squeal of delight escaped her lips. “Septimus!”

Speaking into her muff, he replied, “Yes, my dear?”

She was at a loss for words. A small grunt escaped her lips. An overwhelming need came over her to move with him, and she pushed herself on his mouth again. She was rewarded for her actions with another long lick of his tongue. Electricity coursed through her body and sent every nerve ending in her body on alert.

He continued his breathy massage and Mowriyah felt herself climbing to a heightened sense of awareness. At the peak of her climb, a great void, a calmness, a nothingness, only the pounding of her heart was ready to greet her. “Septimus!” she cried out again, feeling her own journey almost complete.

She felt him push his mouth farther into her, suckling her folds and flicking her nub with great speed. Her breathing erratic, she could only muster sporadic moans. She could visualize the edge of the cliff, her heartbeat ready to burst through her chest...

A loud bang hit the door. Septimus stopped and Mowriyah felt as if her world were crashing down around her. The knocking started again and Septimus placed a finger over his mouth, signaling her to be quiet.

Suddenly, a voice bellowed out through the knocking. “Septimus, open up! It’s me. I’ve got news for you and your girl.”

Phaedra. Mowriyah gripped the bedding in clamped fists and pulled it over herself. Damn this woman. She will forever be in my way.

Septimus rolled off the bed and threw on his toga. “Just a moment.” He tossed Mowriyah’s toga to her as well and she stood from the bed and dressed quickly, even though she found it difficult to steady her legs. After tossing the bedding haphazardly across the small frame, she ran her fingers through her hair, then sat in the small chair at the table. Heart pounding and her lower half on fire, she signaled to Septimus, who went to the door and opened it.

He peered into the hallway and cocked his head left and right, no doubt looking for others that might be with the blackmailing mistress, and then pulled her in by her shoulder.

Phaedra sashayed across the floor and took a seat directly across from Morwriyah, leaving the seat between them free for Septimus.

Mowriyah decided to take charge of the situation before Phaedra tried to speak. She cleared her throat, making sure her voice came out steady. “What is it that you want, Phaedra?”

“Charming. You think you can take control?” Phaedra’s condescending tone struck a dark nerve, and Mowriyah’s anger threatened to burst into a wild ball of fire.

Septimus slid his body into the seat between them. “What do you have for us, Phaedra? News of Trivian?”

“Oh, I already told you, I know where Trivian is. I am here because of someone else.” Phaedra shifted her gaze to Mowriyah. “Tell me, pet, do you know someone named Leihla?

Mowriyah’s heart suddenly stilled. What news could she possibly have of my sister?





Chapter Four

Septimus leaned on the table, assessing every inch of Phaedra as she enthralled Mowriyah with her story. Her eyes did not dart around as they had when she had betrayed him all those years ago. There was no quickening of pulse visible in her jaw line and she did not fidget with her clothing. Phaedra was speaking the truth. She really knew where Leihla was.

“On one of my usual runs to the palace, I overheard another house maiden speaking of a girl in the kitchens named Leihla. Something about the Emperor’s wrath and how she had been beaten months ago for something. But ever since then, the girl has been quiet and reserved. The Emperor will not let her far from his sight and she has been forced to be one of his slaves in his bed chamber.”

Mowriyah burst into tears. “Poor Leihla.” She turned to Septimus. “It’s our fault she was beaten, I know it. When I escaped the castle, and when our group left this dreadful city, he took his punishment out on her.”

Septimus placed his hand on Mowriyah’s shoulder. “We will find her and get her out of there, I promise,” Phaedra sat with a gleam in her eye and a smirk curving the edge of her lips. Cutting his eyes toward her, he commanded, “Continue, Phaedra. But, I warn you to take control of your tongue. We need to know how to get her out. Do not speak any more on her daily life.” He spoke through clenched teeth. “Do you understand?”

Her smile faded and her gaze dropped to the small table. “I do know of a way, and it could be done as early as tomorrow night if you are ready.”

Mowriyah continued her quiet sobs. Septimus slid his hand down her arm and entwined his fingers in hers. “I’ll check on the boat this evening before you take us to Trivian. Then, we should know if tomorrow will be feasible.” He lifted Mowriyah’s hand to his face and gently rubbed it across his lips. “Leihla will be fine. We will get her.”

He stood from his chair. “Phaedra, you will return at dusk to collect us and take us to Trivian.” She stood in a huff and Septimus raised his palm to her. “Do not speak. Leave now and return at dusk. We have plenty to do to prepare before then and we do not need your distractions anymore. After we meet with Trivian, we will figure out our plan for getting Leihla and getting out of Rome. If you underhand our mission in any way, I assure you that we will leave you at the dock fighting for your life when the time comes. Understood?” He knew it sounded threatening, and he meant it to be.

Phaedra dropped her shoulders and seemed to have lost the will to lash out with her sharp tongue. “Fine. I will come for you at dusk and take you to Trivian.”

Septimus guided Phaedra to the door and practically pushed her out. “Dusk.” He slammed the door behind her and ran back to Mowriyah, who sat idle in her chair with an expression of blankness on her face. “Are you all right?”

“Fine.” She was short and terse with her word.

“Can I get you something?”

Mowriyah looked up at him and he felt his heart ripped into a hundred different pieces. She was devastated, no doubt. The rosy cheeks, the puffy red eyes, and the worry lines that were etched across her forehead only proved it. When she spoke, he could hear her voice quiver in sadness. “Get my sister.”

He fell to the floor on his knees in front of her. Grabbing her face between his hands, he forced her to look him in the eye. “Mowriyah, I will. I promise.” Tears threatened to form in his eyes as he watched her break down into fits of sobs once again. I only hope I can keep that promise. His thoughts jumped as visions of captivity, beatings from Hadrian upon their discovery, and Mowriyah being forced into Leihla’s same position poured into his mind and pained his heart. He pulled her closer to him, embracing her fully and allowing her to release her grief on his shoulder.

He helped Mowriyah to her feet and guided her to the bed. “Lay down.” Septimus grabbed the linen sheet from the foot of the bed and covered her. “I will leave you for a moment. Do what you need to do to let this out. Then, collect yourself. We have a job to do and I need you to be emotionally prepared.” She turned into her pillow and buried her face. “I’ll go check on the boat.”

Septimus walked into the hallway and secured the door behind him. He heard a burst of cries from beyond the door. He was torn. One part of him knew she had to be left alone to deal with this in her own way, but the other part, the protector in him, wanted nothing more than to burst back through the door and cradle her in his arms, reassuring her time and again that all would be well. He gnashed his teeth and fisted his hands. Phaedra had taken great delight in telling Mowriyah the terrible news. He let his worry over Mowriyah turn into anger toward Phaedra. Anger, he knew how to handle.

***

Mowriyah awoke with a start. Her dreams had quickly turned to nightmares of her sister’s pain. Beatings and rape had seeped into her mind and exploded with every worst-case scenario. Knowing that Leihla had been a virgin at the time of her capture only made matters worse.

She pulled the blanket tight around her body, trying to stay away the shiver that ran through her. She wasn’t cold but her nerves rippled in anguish across her skin at the thought of her poor sister. She sat up and faced the window, noticing that the shadows had grown longer and the last glimpses of light were bouncing off the tops of the buildings. She knew she hadn’t been asleep long but Septimus had not yet returned. She was alone.

Mowriyah curled her legs up and hugged them to her chest, rocking slowly, trying to steady herself. She breathed in and out and felt the tension slowly leaving her mind. Phaedra... Her stomach rolled at the thought of Septimus’s past lover. She knows how to get to Leihla. I will have to trust her for a short time. The thought boiled inside her and she flushed with anger.

Tossing the covers aside, she rose out of the bed and straightened her toga. She fiddled with her hair and pulled it back into grand Roman fashion. I will get you out of here, Leihla. Even if it means my life.

A gentle rapping at the door made her heart jump wildly. “Yes?” she managed to squeak.

“Mowriyah, it’s me.”

Relief flooded her body. Septimus had returned. She darted to the door and opened it. Grabbing him as he entered, she flung her arms around his neck and held tight. Emotion welled in her throat and threatened to escape from her eyes. She released him, knowing that another breakdown was not something that she could afford right now.

Septimus stood close. “Are you okay?”

“I’m well. When will we be meeting Trivian?” She did not want to speak of her emotions and she was sure that Septimus didn’t want to really talk about them either. She had witnessed that well enough over the past few months.

“Phaedra should be here within moments. The sun has already begun to fall.” He raised his hand to her chin and the sudden weight of their mission and the consequences of their potential failure made it hard for Mowriyah to hold her head high. She felt the pressure building in her neck, and she let go, tears pouring from her eyes. Pain and frustration followed as she battled with herself over her own fragility. “Oh, Mowriyah . I wish I could do something to ease your pain.” He kissed her forehead.

Immediately, she refocused on the task that lay before them. She lifted her head with determination and dried her eyes. “Can we trust her? Really trust her?” Searching his eyes, she saw a glimmer of doubt. “You aren’t sure, are you?”

“I am certain that Phaedra will take us to Trivian. I am also sure that she will have a great plan that can get us to Leihla. What I’m not sure of is how fast she will betray if things go bad.”

“But you truly believe that she can get us to Leihla?”

“Yes. She knows that we are her escape. She will not give that up unless her life depends on it. I am certain of that.”

“And how can you be so certain?” A tingling sensation rippled up her spine to the base of her neck.

Septimus sighed. “Because that’s what happened last time. We were going to leave together. But our plan was revealed to Hadrian, and she was more than willing to betray me for her guaranteed passage from Rome.”

Mowriyah watched hurt fall over Septimus’s face. He moved past her and sat at the table in the center of the room. She turned him in? “I don’t understand.”

“When Hadrian sent his inquisitor, she told him everything.” Septimus dropped his head and stared at the floor. “I didn’t know and continued with our arrangements. They came and arrested me and sent Phaedra off on a merchant ship away from Rome as her reward.”

Mowriyah heart ripped. “What happened?”

“The guards took me back to Hadrian, who sentenced me, punished me with lashings, and then released me. He was sure I would never try to leave again, having experienced the consequences.”

Her heart raced with this new confession. “Then he will be looking for you as well. He will have known that you left and will be looking for you to punish you again. Why didn’t you say anything before? It doesn’t matter if it was you or if it was Decimus that came. If either of you get caught...”

Septimus rose to his feet and came to her side. He reached his hand out and held her face once more. “Don’t let your mind think on it. I won’t get caught. Besides, Decimus had to stay home and be a father and a husband.”

“But—”

“I got to bring my girl with me.” He bent forward and kissed her lips. “We’ll do this together, Mowriyah.” Her heart gave a little flutter. His girl. “We’ll get Trivian and Leihla out of here. Then after we return home, Decimus and I can focus our thoughts on finding Octavian.”

Another brother to save? “Is there no way we can get him now?”

“We don’t have the resources. With Phaedra traveling back to Caledonia with us, we are already carrying one more person than I had planned on. Adding another may shorten our food stores too much and we could all grow ill.”

“So you will leave your other brother here to suffer, while this backstabbing lupa takes his place?”

“You misunderstand. Octavian is a well-to-do Roman and is known throughout the city. He is not suffering for anything and has house slaves and guards of his own. He owns one of the wealthiest shops at the marketplace. Convincing him to leave Rome will indeed be a feat.” She felt her knotted stomach give slightly. “Besides, we need Phaedra now. She will take us to Trivian and to Leihla.”

As if on cue, another knock at the door made Mowriyah jump once more. “I’ll get it.” She eyed Septimus and commanded him to sit with her glare. With a wide smirk, he complied. Mowriyah spoke through the door. “Phaedra?”

“Yes.”

“Are you alone?”

“Yes.”

Mowriyah opened the door slowly, glancing both ways down the hallway. “Come in.” Phaedra strolled in, bumping her arm against Mowriyah, and sat at the table next to Septimus. Fine. I’m in control. I can handle this. “I assume that it’s time to meet Trivian?” Phaedra nodded. “Good. We will follow the road beside the Tiber River and you and I will walk together, appearing as the oldest and dearest of friends. Septimus will walk several lengths behind us, as if he is not with us.” She liked this control, and her plan was sound. Phaedra can’t hurt Septimus if I’ve got her by the arm.

Phaedra glanced at Septimus, her eyebrow arched. In response, he gestured for her to stand and take her place next to Mowriyah.

Mowriyah couldn’t help but smile. “Let’s go.”

***

Septimus was in awe as he watched from several meters behind as the two ladies played their parts beautifully. Though Mowriyah was dark-haired and taller than Phaedra, they looked more like relatives as they strolled down the cobblestone roads arm in arm.

He watched Mowriyah’s hand gestures and saw her laugh with an ease that almost unsettled him. If she was this good at acting, had she been acting for him at times as well? He cleared the thought from his mind and continued to watch the pair.

Phaedra was guiding them toward the oldest fountain, only a kilometer east of the river, which confused him. He knew Rome well enough to know that there were very few houses on this side of the city. A sudden panic knotted in his chest. She wouldn’t dare double cross me again! He pushed his way through the few people that separated them. Before he reached them, he heard Phaedra call out, “Hail, Trivian!”

He stopped and looked around. They were beside the great circular fountain and before them stood a grand structure. Though it was still unfinished, it was like nothing he had ever seen before. A circular base rose high above the other buildings. There were no corners, no angles. The roof itself was not flat, but arched into the air. Septimus stared in wonderment. Truly a genius’s design.

Phaedra shouted again, “Trivian!”

“Just a moment!”

Septimus hovered in the background, waiting for his moment. Excitement coursed through his body. He had missed his little brother so much—more so than he had realized. Trivian came bounding through the entrance of the structure and darted straight for the two women. He stopped momentarily, eyeing Mowriyah’s curves, then grabbed Phaedra and lifted her into the air, kissing the top of her bust and her neck as he slid her back down to the ground.

Trivian surveyed Mowriyah with a quizzical look on his face. “And who is this fine creature?”

Phaedra elbowed his ribs. “She is Mowriyah and she is already taken, as are you!”

Septimus couldn’t help but laugh at the scene playing out before him. He stood for a moment longer, watching Trivian’s curly blond hair bounce as he looked from one woman to the other.

Trivian couldn’t seem to keep his eyes off Mowriyah, causing Septimus to feel a sudden rush of anger and ownership. He stepped forward from the crowd and pushed between the two women, hovering close to Mowriyah. “Sorry, brother. But that one is mine.” He glanced at Mowriyah, waiting for her rebuttal, and was shocked to see a tinge of rosiness in her cheeks. His independent, stubborn beauty was blushing from his comment of ownership? He looked back at Trivian, who stood open-mouthed and transfixed on him. “What? No welcome home?”

Trivian’s gaze shot past him, scanning the crowd with his crystal blue eyes. It brought forth uneasiness, and paranoia slithered into Septimus’ thoughts.

“What are you doing here?” Trivian whispered. “Hadrian has had scouts looking for you and Decimus since your disappearance.” Trivian grabbed their arms and dragged them inside the concrete, domed structure. “Why did you bring them here, Phaedra?” he spat at her. “You know they’ve been watching me.”

She turned to Trivian with a face full of shame. “I didn’t... He wanted to see you.”

“Take them to my house,” he said, his jaw clenched. “I will meet you there shortly, after I send everyone home for the night.”

Phaedra jumped to his command and she grabbed Mowriyah’s arm. “We do as we did before. Septimus, don’t hang back too far.”

Trivian approached Septimus and placed his hand on his shoulder. “I’m glad to see you well, brother. Let’s keep you that way for a little while longer and we shall have our proper hello.” Septimus felt Trivian practically pushing him along and as he walked out behind the women, he heard Trivian shouting orders to the other workers behind them.

Their pace quickened, and they soon arrived at the house of Trivian’s Master. Septimus shuffled closer to the women. “What are we doing here? Trivian said to take us to his home.”

Phaedra approached the entrance as she scanned the streets. “This is his home. Master Augustus died four moons ago.” She pushed the solid oak door open and led them inside. Septimus looked around at the furniture, whose beauty rivaled that of the palace. Where most homes were dotted with a few items, Trivian seemed to have packed his entire house with goods that he had constructed: tables, chairs, settees, plus more. To the untrained eye, Trivian would look like he were kin to the Emperor.

Moments later, Trivian barged through the door and bolted it securely behind him. Septimus watched as he ran to Phaedra once again, and he squeezed her tightly, burying his face in her hair. Septimus turned his attention to Mowriyah, who was smiling at the scene in front of them. A sudden calmness had graced her face and Septimus understood. He, too, was also happy to see that Trivian and Phaedra were as close as she had led them to believe. She would no longer be his problem and a thorn in his and Mowriyah’s relationship.

“Trivian, it’s so good to see you.” Septimus grabbed his brother and gripped his forearm. Trivian returned the gesture. “You look well.”

“As do you, brother. No doubt it is this woman’s doing.” Trivian’s gaze shifted to Mowriyah and he nodded in approval. “Where have you been? You and Decimus left without a word. Then I hear that Hadrian is looking for you. You left me without even a good-bye.” Septimus’s heart dropped at the slight hurt in his brother’s tone.

Septimus felt Trivian pull away from his locked embrace. “We had to leave in a hurry. Please understand.” Septimus searched Trivian’s face for a sign of forgiveness, to no avail. “But I have returned for you. Decimus and I found our way back to our native home in Caledonia, and I am here to ask if you are ready to return with me, to join us once more in a new life.” Septimus held his breath, anxious for his brother’s answer.

Trivian glanced around his home, then to Phaedra. “I will not leave without her.” Phaedra leaped into to Trivian’s arms and they embraced once more.

“Phaedra has already secured her passage by leading us to you and by helping us on another matter. We only await your decision.”

“The Pantheon will be hard to leave. Never before have I worked on such an incredible structure. Hadrian’s vision will surely stun any onlooker.”

Phaedra clung to him tighter. “Please, Trivian. Let us leave this place.”

Trivian kissed the top of her head. “You know what you ask me to give up.” He pushed her hair from her forehead. “But for you, my dear, I will. We will accompany you, Septimus.”

Septimus rejoiced in a loud holler. He hugged Trivian and Phaedra together in a large embrace. “This is excellent news!”

“Wait,” Trivian blurted. “If we are to leave Rome, there is one thing that I insist we do before we leave.”

“And what exactly will that be?” Mowriyah questioned.

“My last act as a Roman will be to bathe. We must go to the bathhouse tonight.” Septimus frowned and began to object before Trivian continued. “The steam and masses of people will help us blend in. I am sure you will not be spotted. What do you think, love?” Trivian scooped Phaedra into his arms.

She bumped her nose against his in a childish sort of way. “It sounds splendid.”

“A bath?” Mowriyah was staring at him.

Suddenly visions of Mowriyah completely naked crowded his mind. “A bath.” Septimus smiled.





Chapter Five

Mowriyah walked into the large concrete structure and immediately felt the warmth of the bathhouse caress her skin. The smell of lavender lingered in the air and the constant chatter of a hundred conversations assaulted her ears. She stopped just inside the entrance and took in all the sights.

She had heard stories of the Roman bathhouses. The casualness of nudity between sexes seemed morally wrong, but actually seeing the mixture of bodies didn’t strike her as wrong at all. As she walked forward, she heard the Romans talk of business, home, politics, weather, and love. Women in the water played with each other, washed themselves, or huddled in dark corners with their mate. Males drank their ale, wrestled each other, or surrounded themselves with beautiful naked women who fed them olives and cheese. Plants and artwork adorned the large area, and a concrete bridge allowed people to cross the pool without ever entering the water.

Clinging to Septimus, she leaned in close and whispered, “Will we be out here with everyone else?” A flicker of panic shot through her.

“There are private rooms to rent, if that is what you would prefer.”

As she considered the option, she noticed his gaze drop to the floor and his lips pressed together in a fine line. He wants to be out here with everyone, to be a part of the scenery. She took a slow, deep breath before responding. “We can stay here. I trust you.”

Upon her acceptance, Septimus led her to the side of the pool. Phaedra and Trivian had already relieved themselves of their clothing and had entered the shallow end. She searched Septimus’s eyes. No other woman in this place captured his gaze. Outside distractions seemed to hide in the spaces of her mind, and it instantly felt as if they were the only two in the room.

Septimus leaned into her and tugged at her toga from the shoulder. “You are exquisite.”

Mowriyah allowed herself to relax. Her shoulders dropped, and her head lobbed to the side as his soothing voice lulled her into submission. He released the fabric and it slid to the floor. His fingers stroked her bare skin from her shoulder to her chest and a set of tingles coursed through her body.

She watched through her euphoric gaze as he unfastened his own toga and allowed it to fall at his feet. His chiseled body was familiar to her. The tightness of his abs, his eyes that glimmered with the green hues of Caledonia, and his hardened jaw line were all remarkably stunning. But at the moment her attention was drawn to his muscular shoulders and arms, which he had developed from pulling his fish nets through the water. The power that he possessed in those arms was enough to handle all manner of occasions. His arms promised her comfort, clutched her tightly during her times of need, and cradled her to him in the heat of passion.

Septimus slid his hand around her waist and gently guided her into the bath. They entered together as one. The water was warm and inviting, and Mowriyah felt the warmth pass up her legs, wrap around her womanhood, and lick her stomach. Deeper still, they immersed themselves, and the heat flicked at her breasts and teased her shoulders. She exhaled slowly.

His hand was still at her waist, holding her near him. His gaze focused only on her and his mouth seemed to beckon her closer. The urgency in her body left over from their interrupted session earlier caused her to leap forward. He smiled.

Dipping his other hand deep in the water, he cupped it and brought up a small amount of the water to the back of her head. He poured it over her and the sensation of sparkling embers ran from the tip of her head, down her hair, to her back. He repeated the process again and Mowriyah felt as if she were bathing in the sunrays. She closed her eyes and pictured herself lying in some remote place, surrounded with the sands of the desert, endless water flowing up to her. The waves rolled over her body and suddenly he was there, lying next to her.

He caressed her chin and leaned into her, nuzzling his face against hers. His facial hair had softened with its length and it gave her a wonderful sensation.

There in the warmth of the steam and in his arms, she felt a new heat pushing into her stomach. It was hard and demanding of her attention. She raised her hand to meet this newfound strength and heard him release a small groan.

Through her own playing and stroking, she forced herself to open her eyes. Septimus had his head tilted back and his eyes shut, allowing her to take him in any manner she deemed fit.

They had drifted into a corner that was isolated by the beginnings of the great bridge that people walked across. She looked around, curious to see if she was being watched. She saw dozens of couples playing in similar fashion. Some were even above them on the bridge, lying flat, and their voices drifted down to her, whispering in her ear, and sharing the secrets of their passion.

The visions excited her, the sounds drove her onward, and Septimus was waiting for her. Her firm grip was proof enough of that fact. She released him, raising both hands from the water and gripping his shoulders.

He looked down at her and a nod of understanding reassured her that they were both ready. Septimus lowered himself in the water, allowing it to cover all but his neck and face. Mowriyah pushed up on his shoulders and settled her naked body close to him, perching above his thighs. Her chest against his, she slid down his torso and allowed him to enter her.

Clinging to each other, they moved in the water as one. Septimus closed his eyes once again and she bent forward to kiss his neck, teasing it with gentle licks and nips. His motions quickened and the water about them splashed.

The noise in the room grew. Moans and groans seemed to fill every inch of it. The sound was deafening and urging all at once. She joined in the erotic song that surrounded her and felt herself climb higher than the rest, peaking to the top, and releasing.

Septimus pulled her down on him twice more and held her there before releasing himself within her. Overwhelmed with the experience that they had just shared she said, “I love you, Septimus.”

He pulled away from her slowly and Mowriyah saw a look of bewilderment in his eyes. She dropped her gaze in embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t...”

Septimus placed his finger against her lips. “Shh.” He pushed her hair behind her ear. “Shall we find Trivian and Phaedra? We will need to get started on our plans.”

“Yes.”

She allowed Septimus to lead her from the pool. She dressed herself as he went to find the others and left her standing on the concrete, unusually cold and alone.

***

Back at Trivian’s house, the foursome sat around the front room on large couches and worked out their plan.

Phaedra explained the layout of the palace and how they could get in without being noticed. “They are planning a feast of some sort and my master has instructed me to make a large delivery to the palace. Often, I have hired others to help me with larger deliveries. Since I’ve used various people in the past, your new faces should not be questioned. I will provide you with clothes and Septimus’s new facial hair should provide enough confusion about his identity.”

She reached over and took Trivian’s hand. “I will take Septimus and Mowriyah early tomorrow for the delivery. When we are told to bring our wares to the kitchen, Mowriyah will be able to speak to Leihla briefly and tell her of our plan. You, dear, will need to return to work and pretend as if nothing is amiss.”

Septimus tried to focus as Phaedra explained their plan, but his thoughts kept wandering to Mowriyah, who had been quiet and seemed distant since the bathhouse. She’d said that she loved him, which had taken him aback. He thought about the woman who was so adventurous, the lump in his throat that swelled when he thought of losing her, and the warmth in his heart when she smiled. Is that what I have been feeling? Is this what love is supposed to feel like? He glanced at Mowriyah, whose full lips seemed to be beckoning him. Her large brown eyes were lit with a fire that he never wanted to see doused. She is my match, of this I am certain.

“Then we will return at night to collect Leihla. There will be no way that we will be able to get her out during the day. As I told you before, she is being watched.”

He noticed Mowriyah stiffen. He reached out to grab her arm, but she pulled away from him.

“After our initial meeting with Leihla, we will meet Trivian back here.”

There was a lull in the conversation, and Septimus felt the need to fill the emptiness in the room by offering his report. “The ship repairs have been completed. The workers on the dock have been paid well and are resupplying it as we speak. By tomorrow night, we will be off to Caledonia.” He looked around at the others, trying to convey hope. “The four of us and Leihla.” He reached for Mowriyah’s hand again and she shifted to pull from his touch once more.

Trivian refilled everyone’s cups with wine for the third time that evening. “Might as well finish what we can tonight. It’s not like I can take it all with me. But I will admit, this Roman life would be nothing without the people I love.” Phaedra smiled and he squeezed in closer to her on the settee and leaned in to kiss her forehead. “You and Mowriyah are welcome to stay here tonight. I have an extra room for guests. Phaedra and I are off to bed.”

Septimus recognized the devilish grin that Trivian wore. They may be off to bed, but sleep is the furthest thing from his mind. “Goodnight Trivian. Phaedra.” He rose from the couch and bid them farewell with a handshake and a light hug.

He sat next to Mowriyah and turned to face her. “Do you wish to stay here or return to the inn?”

“I suppose we should stay here so we are ready to leave in the morning when the time is right.”

He heard the coldness in her words. “Are you nervous about tomorrow?”

She closed her eyes. “No, I’m excited about tomorrow. Seeing Leihla again has often entered my dreams.”

“Is it Phaedra?”

“No. I can see that she and Trivian are truly in love. Whatever you two once shared is completely in her past, whether it’s in yours or not.”

Septimus let out a huff. “You do not believe that my feelings for Phaedra are past?”

“I am not sure what I believe.” She stood and pinned him to his seat with her glare. “I am going to bed as well. You may sleep with me if you wish, or sleep here on the settee. But do not expect me to join with you tonight.”

Her features were set hard on her face and her words struck him deep. “What is it you want me to do, Mowriyah?” he called after her.

She stopped mid-stride and turned to face him. Her mouth opened as if she was ready to tell him something, and then she closed it. Before he could question her again, she was gone.

Mowriyah! His mind screamed her name, but his voice could not muster a syllable. He sat on the settee alone and pondered the events of the day. With no one around, Septimus felt like a small child who had been abandoned. He remembered the feeling from his youth. The moment of being lost on the sea of Caledonia after his parents had left him. Though he was found by traders, he had been petrified of the men who had taken him from everything that he had known. But things changed quickly. He was taught to handle the ropes, to fish, and they’d treated him well during his journey to Rome. The fear he had had of these seagoers turned into something more. He began to care about them, to think of them as family. Mowriyah had been an unexpected gift, like those men who’d found him many years ago. She took care of him and their relationship had grown. What had started as merely fun between them had transformed into...love.

***

Mowriyah tossed about the soft, feathered bed, wrestling with her thoughts. Anticipation, excitement, and worry combined with the enormous emotional bubble that was forming around Septimus and herself and was threatening to burst.

She tried to calm herself, knowing she needed the rest to get her through tomorrow. The night showed no sign of passing and the dancing shadows outside Trivian’s window had come to a halt.

Septimus had crept into the room hours later and was now breathing steadily in her ear. But instead of soothing her as it so often did, it irritated her even more. She slid from beneath the covers and made her way to the kitchen.

She stood at the sink and turned the handle. Water poured freely from the spigot. The inventions here amazed her, but the sound was comforting and reminded her of rushing water near her new home in Caledonia. Her thoughts drifted to her older sister, Abagail. Her sisters were all she had left now. These Romans had taken everything away from her. I’m coming, Leihla. Hang on a little longer. Her eyes welled with tears and the rushing water from the faucet urged the tears to flow. She broke into a fit of sobs. A gentle touch on her shoulder made her jump and turn.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.” Phaedra raked her fingers through her hair. “I know I’m probably the last person you want to see right now...”

“No. It’s okay.” Mowriyah filled two small cups with water and motioned to Phaedra to join her at the kitchen table. “Come. Let’s talk.”

“Having trouble sleeping?”

“When my nightmares become my realities, it does seem to keep me from my sleep.”

Phaedra took a small sip. “He does love you. You do know that, don’t you?”

“I thought that he did, but now I am not so sure.” Mowriyah’s heart sank. He had never made any verbal commitment and the coolness from that moment at the bathhouse still pulsed through her body. “Besides, when I told him today how I felt, he pulled away and left me standing alone.”

“Oh, but I am sure.” Phaedra reached out and grabbed Mowriyah’s hand. “I’ve known Septimus for a really long time. He’s changed so much, for the better. And I am sure that you are the reason.”

“Perhaps he’s simply older.”

“That could be part of it. But there’s something more.”

Mowriyah pulled back and felt a tinge of sadness prick her heart. “But he loved you.”

“Not like he loves you.”

“You betrayed him.” Mowriyah could feel the emotional bubble in her mind expand. “You crushed him and his trust.”

Phaedra hung her head. “I know. I’m truly sorry.” She lifted her gaze. “Please believe me. I don’t live a single day without regretting my betrayal.”

Mowriyah stood, empowered by the raging batch of feelings that engulfed her. “Yet you had guards poised to take us in yesterday morning. You were willing to—”

“No! I didn’t. I would have never.”

“You said—”

“I know I did, but I lied. There was never anyone. I was just so desperate. I would have never done that to Trivian!” Phaedra stood. “You have no idea what he means to me, what he’s done for me.”

“And if he refused to leave this place, to leave his pet project for Hadrian?” Mowriyah leaned forward. “Would you be so desperate that you would leave your love behind?”

Septimus burst into the room. “Mowriyah?” Trivian had emerged from his room as well and the four stood in the kitchen around the table. Mowriyah looked back and forth between the two men. She shot a piercing look at Phaedra then smiled wide. “I was just having some trouble sleeping.”

“As was I. We were just getting to know each other.” She clutched Trivian’s arm. “Well, since we are all up, how about some food and we can start our planning early.”

Septimus and Trivian looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders.

Mowriyah grabbed Septimus’s arm, mocking Phaedra. “Yes, there’s a lot to do.”





Chapter Six

Septimus watched his younger brother leave the house and realized that he was left to fend for himself in the company of these two women. He and Mowriyah would have to trust Phaedra to lead them in and out of the palace without being noticed. Her plan was sound, but he didn’t like not having control.

The two women were dressing now, Phaedra in her normal Roman attire, Mowriyah in a simple brown tunic and skirt. He and Mowriyah would have to dress as commoners since they planned to act as Phaedra’s servants for the day.

Mowriyah emerged from the bedroom, her hair loose and skimming her shoulders. Even with her drab attire he was in awe of her beauty. “How are you feeling?”

She fidgeted with her clothing. “Fine, I suppose. What if someone were to recognize us? They may hardly remember me since I was only there for a day, but I’m quite sure someone could identify you.”

Septimus rubbed his chin and felt the hair that had grown in the weeks since he had last shaved it at home. “Hopefully this will be a good enough disguise. Not once in all my years here has my facial hair been so long.”

Phaedra entered the living room dressed in her best white toga with a gold belt that graced her waist. “Are you ready? We’ll go to Master Justious first. His order for the palace kitchen will be perfect.”

Septimus eyed Mowriyah. “Ready?”

Mowriyah nodded.

Phaedra led them out into the streets and Septimus kept his eyes focused on his surroundings. Rome being a bustling city of thousands had its own advantages and Septimus was counting on using each one of those advantages to his benefit.

Septimus glanced at Mowriyah, who was quiet as she fiddled with her clothing and hair. He was sure that a certain amount of terror lingered in her mind. The last time she was in the palace, she was there as a slave. The night she and her sisters had been captured, Mowriyah had managed to escape the palace. If they do recognize her, what will Hadrian do with her? His own beating from Hadrian came to mind and a sudden fear ensnared his heart.

Collecting the food supplies from Master Justious went smoothly, but as they walked the streets toward the palace, Septimus felt a dark cloud forming over him. Though he was certain no one was following them, something didn’t seem right.

Once they arrived at the palace, Phaedra sashayed to the guard and began her story. “These food wares are to be delivered to the kitchen for the feast. Master Justious thanks the Emperor for his patronage.” Mowriyah was shaky with her light load of vegetables and Septimus prayed to the gods that she would be able to manage the bundle for a few minutes more.

The guard looked questioningly at Phaedra and then to him and Mowriyah. Phaedra smiled playfully at the guard, who returned the gesture. Septimus couldn’t help but notice the guard’s eyes follow Phaedra through the entrance. A small wave of relief fluttered through him, but then it left just as quickly. There was never really a doubt that they would make it into the palace, but getting out could prove to be trickier.

The trio navigated the halls of the palace with no trouble. Phaedra had claimed to have made deliveries of this type before and, like now, the residents often smiled, nodded, or waved in her direction. At least she hadn’t lied about this part.

They entered the kitchen and Phaedra waved him and Mowriyah to the right of the doorway to offload their wares on the counter. She followed behind them and whispered, “Stay here. I will tell your sister you are here but you cannot make a scene. Grab that small bag of flour there. You need to look as commonplace as possible.”

Mowriyah nodded and did as she was instructed. Septimus watched as Phaedra mingled around the kitchen, speaking with a few workers who looked to be friends. She shuffled her way through the people to the counter in the far right corner of the room. There Septimus noticed a girl with a fragile build and long, straight black hair that fell to the middle of her back.

He looked to Mowriyah, who was trembling as tears welled in her eyes. Septimus leaned in closer to her. “Be calm. This is dangerous for both of you. Tell her we will be back this evening and to be ready. Then leave. We need to get out of here fast.” She nodded again.

Phaedra signaled subtly to Mowriyah and she walked forward. He saw her posture straighten and he thought back to the wonderful performance she had given on the street the night before. She could do this. She knew what was at stake.

She made her way across the kitchen, holding the flour as she had been instructed. The girl, presumably Leihla, turned and faced her. Mowriyah handed her the flour, and there was the slightest contact of their hands. She whispered and it was done. Leihla turned back to the counter and Phaedra and Mowriyah walked back toward Septimus. Mowriyah held a look of concern in her eyes but nothing that would make anyone suspect anything.

The trio left the palace the same way they had entered and made their way back to Trivian’s house. He followed the two women in, closing the door behind him. Mowriyah hadn’t spoken since the palace. None of them had. He had to admit the calm silence between the two women was becoming unnerving. They sat side by side on the settee, almost statuesque, with Mowriyah between them.

“Mowriyah, are you okay?” She didn’t move. “Mowriyah?” She blinked, as if clearing a fog in front of her eyes. She faced him, then looked to Phaedra. Phaedra gave a weak smile and Septimus noticed the tears in her eyes. Mowriyah lunged and grabbed Phaedra in a hug. She released her emotion on Phaedra’s shoulder and the two shared a moment.

Feeling as if he was invading on a private scene, Septimus left the two women to console one another while he recalled how wonderful it felt to first see Trivian yesterday. But he is free. Leihla has been a slave, forced to do unspeakable acts...

***

Waking in the soft down bed was refreshing, but there was an emptiness inside her that Mowriyah couldn’t shake. Her thoughts wandered back to her sister. Having seen Leihla was a gift. But she had become nothing but a shadow of who she once was. There was a darkness in her gaze that pierced Mowriyah’s heart. Leihla’s soul had been broken. She had once been so exuberant and carefree. Her months spent as a prisoner to Hadrian and to Rome had taken Leihla to a dark place. Mowriyah only hoped that once they freed her, Leihla would be able to return to some form of her normal self.

Septimus, who had never been good at dealing with emotions, had stayed away from her. Phaedra had become her new ally. She couldn’t explain it, even to herself, but having Phaedra there to help her through this depressing moment had been comforting. There was a tenderness in a woman’s touch that couldn’t be matched in a man’s.

Trivian stuck his head into the room. “Mowriyah, it’s time. Are you ready?”

Definitely. She nodded. “What’s the plan?” She walked out into the kitchen and joined the others.

Phaedra grabbed her hand and held it. “Trivian, you, and I are headed to the palace. Septimus will be on the boat waiting for us, for a quick departure.”

“I checked the ship this afternoon. All the supplies have already been loaded for the journey home. The ship’s repairs are sturdy, and barring any major catastrophe, we should be able to make a clean escape.”

Something wasn’t right. Mowriyah had been feeling unsettled since the visit with Leihla that morning. She had been sure that it was only worry, but there was something else. There was a sensation of loss that seemed to hang in the air. She swallowed, trying to hide her mood from the others. “So, we are ready for the final act of our mission?”

Phaedra gave her hand a soft squeeze, then released it. She stood next to Trivian and the two embraced. “We can do this together.”

“Together.” He kissed her nose and held her close.

Mowriyah turned to Septimus. “I know I have been short with you, but I wish you were going with me.”

“I wish I were too. But someone needs to be ready at the ship for a quick getaway.” Septimus grabbed her and pulled her to him, wrapping his large arms around her. “Besides, Leihla will want to see you there and may not trust the others without you.”

Mowriyah leaned her head against his chest. “She was so distant. I hope she will be okay.”

“The sooner we get her out of here, the better she will be.” He bent and kissed her forehead and Mowriyah felt a surge of warmth radiating through her.

Interrupting their embrace, Trivian said, “If we are going to do this, it needs to be now. The guards will be changing their posts soon.”

“Right.” Septimus released her and Mowriyah felt a sudden chill. He grabbed her hand and the group left the house and walked into the darkness.

At the end of the road, Septimus pulled Mowriyah close once again. “Hurry back and be careful.” He ran his fingers through her hair and she felt her heart breaking as if it were the last time she would see him. He released her and started the walk to the pier.

Overcome with emotion, Mowriyah called out, “Septimus!”

Phaedra grabbed her arm. “Shh! People are looking for him, remember?”

She shrugged from Phaedra’s grip and ran towards him. “Wait!”

“What is it?”

She stopped a few feet away. “I...” Her voice cracked. I have to tell him. What if something goes wrong and this is the last time I will see him? He needs to know how much I truly love him, even if he rejects me again. Her voice caught in her throat once more. “I...”

“I know.” He walked to her and threaded her hair through his fingers. Lifting her mouth to his, he kissed her with a fire that made her knees quiver. “Mowriyah, I can’t imagine my life without you. When we get through this, when we get home...”

Her heart jumped with anticipation as she hung on his every word. “Yes?”

“When we get home, will you marry me?”

“Yes. Yes!” She pounced on him and kissed him there in the empty open streets. “I love you, Septimus.”

“And I love you.”

“Mowriyah, we have to go!” Phaedra whispered loudly at her.

Septimus kissed her once more, then released her. “Go, get your sister. Then we can all go home and be together.”

She was exhilarated by his proposal. Her future suddenly seemed much brighter. She would have her sisters, a husband, and a new niece or nephew soon. “I will see you soon.” She turned on her heel and ran to Trivian and Phaedra. The horrid mood that had plagued her since the morning was suddenly gone. “Let’s go.”

***

Septimus had finished preparing the ship, and now sat in the darkness for what felt like hours. There was no sign of Mowriyah or the others. Worry started to creep into his mind. What if something went wrong? What if they were captured? His head throbbed at the morose thoughts and he rubbed his temples in an attempt to relieve the pressure.

The pier had quieted considerably since he had first boarded the ship. Most workers had left a while ago, leaving Septimus alone and surrounded by silence. Visions of Mowriyah tied up and lashed haunted his mind and he tried to think of home and his soon-to-be-bride in a beautiful gown with his brothers surrounding him.

He forced himself to focus on his tasks once more and went over the checklist in his mind. He had already loosened the sails. It should only take a few moments to raise them to full mast. He had also taken in two of the three mooring lines. The ship was as ready as he could make it. As he paced the deck, clouds gathered overhead and dotted out the light from the moon. Pure darkness had set in, along with an eerie feeling that he had lost something.

Septimus scanned the horizon and couldn’t tell where the water stopped and the heavens began. There was only darkness. He set his eyes to the pier and the city that lay in front of him. Flickering lights from candles lit in a few windows danced like fireflies in the night sky, but there was no other light, no moon to help guide their path, only shadows—shadows that bounced off the buildings.

He squinted into the darkness, trying to peer through the black that engulfed him. His gaze focused on a group of shadows that were moving his way. It’s them! He jumped to the railing and lowered the rope ladder, then waited for their arrival. “Mowriyah!”

“Septimus,” she shouted. “Hurry!”

The hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention. There were a lot of shadows. “Run!”

He watched helplessly as she ran toward him with a band of guards close on her heels. Mowriyah reached the boat and grappled up the ladder, her sister close behind her. Running to the aft of the ship, he yanked the last mooring line and pulled it on board. Phaedra and Trivian had also made it aboard and were hauling up the last rope while Leihla pulled up the ladder, securing their escape.

Mowriyah dashed to the mast and scaled it quickly. Trivian and Septimus heaved on the sail line and raised it. The guards had reached the edge of the pier and were now grabbing at the railing just over their heads, trying to clamber aboard, or banging against the ship with their swords. Septimus drew a sword from the trunk, and ran to the railing, trying to stave off the intruders.

Small gusts of wind whirled around them, and the ship began to shift away from the dock. A guard flung himself to the boat, clutched his fist around one of the railing posts, and swung his sword madly with his free hand.

Septimus ran to him and swung out with his sword. A searing pain stretched from Septimus’s hand up his arm before he dropped the sword and fell to the floor. From the corner of his eye, he saw Leihla step forward and pick up his sword. She studied it, raised it in the air, and sliced through the wind with ease. She moved forward to the guard, who was still flailing with one arm. She raised it again and looked back at him only once. A loud whoosh rang in Septimus’s ears and it was done. The guard screamed in terrible agony as his body fell from the ship, his severed hand following him into the sea.

Some guards on the dock were running back down the street, while the others jumped in the water in pursuit. They swam hard, but weren’t able to keep up with the ship, which was now fully underway with the blessings of Neptune, who had filled their sails to the max.

Clutching his hand, Septimus paused for a moment and looked around at his crew. Trivian and Phaedra stood clutching one another beneath the mast. Leihla knelt crying only meters from him, and Mowriyah...

“Sail is at full mast and rudder is hard right, Captain!” she barked through the night air.

Mowriyah was in command and running his ship. “Very well, first mate. Head out to sea and follow the stars.”

“Captain, please take care of Leihla!”

He nodded. Trivian and Phaedra joined him by the railing, kneeling to better assess his injury.

Phaedra ripped a piece of her gown. “Let me see that.” She fussed with his hand. “We are going to have to clean this out before anything serious can be done. Do you have alcohol?”

“Below deck in the sleeping quarters.”

Trivian stood. “I’ll get it.”

Septimus glanced at Leihla, who sat a few feet from him and remained quiet. “Is she all right?”

“She will be,” Phaedra replied, dabbing lightly at his wound.

“What happened? What went wrong?”

“Getting back into the palace was easy enough. We arrived during their guard change. But we were too late to see when they had started. There are only a matter of minutes that the side gate is unmanned. We did not know how long we really had. We hurried and found Leihla in the slaves’ room. Hadrian had summoned her and the other slaves were helping her to prepare.” Phaedra retrieved a small scrap of paper from her robes and held it in her hand.

Septimus unfolded it and the soft light from the rising moon helped him see the fine powder folded in its creases. “What is this? A drug?”

“Yes. The alchemist made all the women slaves a drug that would help them with their time with Hadrian. They would be conscious and moving, but have little to no memory and no feeling of the experience at all. All the women seemed to have some. Leihla used her drug on the women helping her prepare. Then she waited for us.”

“But then what happened? How were you found out?”

“We hadn’t gotten there quick enough. Hadrian had sent guards to fetch Leihla because she had not yet come to him and as we were making our escape, the guards saw us. They started yelling through the palace, which alerted the other guards.”

“How did you escape?”

“Mowriyah.”

“Mowriyah?” Septimus looked to his soon-to-be-bride. She stood at the rudder stick with her head tossed back into the wind, her hair flying around her face, and the moonlight catching the wide smile that once again spread across her face.

Trivian returned and knelt beside him. He opened the bottle and then took a small swig. “Ready, brother?” Septimus grabbed the flask and pulled a large gulp into him. He nodded. Trivian took the bottle and poured it generously over the deep cut. The searing pain returned and Septimus gripped Trivian’s hand. “It looks like we may have to stitch this up a bit.”

He rolled his eyes. The thought of more pain was not exactly exciting to him. Phaedra took the rag she had torn from her dress and wrapped his wound tightly. “Hold it here with lots of pressure to calm the bleeding. I’ll go see what I can find for stitching.”

Trivian offered him another taste of the rough alcohol. “You’ve got an amazing woman there, Septimus. She saved us all. If Mowriyah hadn’t escaped before, we would have never been able to find our way out this time. She’s smart too. Mowriyah was leading us through the passageway when we were faced with a guard. She stopped in her tracks and cowered in front of him, ranting about attackers in the palace. The other women and I all followed her lead. The guard passed us by without another glance.”

“She does have a way with deception. She’s almost as good as Phaedra.”

Trivian turned serious. “I know you and Phaedra share a rough past. However, I hope she has proved herself to you. I love her, and plan to marry her. My wish is that my brother and my wife would be able to make amends.”

“Your wife?” Phaedra had returned, a surprised look on her face.

“Well, I had planned on waiting until we arrived at our new home in Caledonia. But, since you were standing right there... Phaedra? Would you—”

She fell on top of him, kissing his face, and squealing. “Yes! Of course!”

Septimus got up and left the couple rolling on the deck floor together. He walked over to Leihla, who had not moved since leaving Rome behind. “Are you okay?”

She looked up at him and her guarded eyes gripped him. “Are we going home now?” she inquired, her voice barely audible.

“Yes.”

“Will Abagail be there?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s not talk about the past. The future holds many wonderful things.”

He left her to think about her new possibilities in life and walked to Mowriyah. She was exquisite. The salty air blowing through her hair, and the power in her legs to stand undaunted by the swells of the ocean made his heart swell. He could no longer see himself with any other woman. She was his match: powerful, smart, exhilarated by life at sea. “Mowriyah?”

“Yes, Captain?” She kept her eyes steady on the horizon.

“I love you.”

She blinked and refocused her attention on him. “I know.”

“Let’s get home. We have a lot to do for a double wedding.”

“Double wedding?”

Septimus pointed to Phaedra and Trivian, who were still rolling around the deck. “Maybe I should tell them to go down below?”

Mowriyah’s eyes sparkled with the shimmer from the stars. “Maybe you could teach them how to handle the ship and we could go below?”

“I like the way you think.” Septimus laughed.

Mowriyah moved in closer to his ear and whispered a string of seductions that filled his mind with sensual thoughts.

Septimus’s eyes widened and he was instantly aroused. He turned his face toward her and grabbed her waist with his undamaged hand. Pulling himself to her, he held her tightly and allowed the gentle rocking of the ship to move their bodies in unison. He flicked his tongue against her top lip multiple times, then gave a coy smirk.

“Do you plan to tease me all night?”

“Oh, my love, it is not a tease. It is a taste of what is to come.”





Biography

Lisa A. Adams writes from a little plot of country, tucked away in the North Carolina Sandhills. Having been an avid reader and a history major in college, writing historical fiction seemed to be the next step in her career. As a multi-published author, she has learned that completing mundane, everyday tasks can spark ideas for her next story. In fact, she was assisting in a science project for one of her children, when the idea for His Seafaring Siren came to her. When she’s not writing, Lisa can be found in her sewing room or watching The History Channel and jotting down notes for her next project. Hundreds of stories have been sketched out and are simply awaiting their place in line. Look for the next book in the “Caledonia’s Captives” series to be coming soon.

When asked about her family, Lisa will be the first to tell you that they are the backbone of not only of her writing career, but anything she chooses to pursue as well. She has been married to her husband for ten years and has five wonderful children, a loveable mop dog, and two very spoiled cats.

You can connect with Lisa on twitter @LisaAdamsWriter or on her blog at http://pen-the-dream.blogspot.com

cover.jpeg





