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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Please note this book contains child kidnapping and abuse (off-page and not sexual).


WOLVES, WHORES AND THIEVES


Rome is the story of the thrice-cursed Romulus.

The story began with twin boys, born to a virgin priestess of Jupiter, who, like most mythic mothers, caught the eye of a god, and the god wanted her for his own.

War was coded into the city at a genetic level when Mars, the god of war, saw the beautiful Rhea Silvia amongst the fields of Alba Longa and decided to take her right there and then. She had no say in the matter. Neither did she have a say when the twins she had birthed were taken from her and put in a reed basket next to a river that burst its banks. It sent them hurtling downstream into the loving embrace of a she-wolf who claimed the pups for her own.

She could have been a real wolf or a lupa of the local lupanare brothel. As Fates would have it, and the Fates always got their way, she was both wolf and prostitute, and the sons she raised on her milk were afflicted with the same curse she was. On a full moon, they would run as wolves, and so Romulus's first curse was laid upon him.

War gods, peasants, wolfmen. The brothers Romulus and Remus were destined for greatness and madness. They would found not just a city, but an empire that would be known for both.

Romulus did his best to temper his brother's wife stealing and chieftain slaughtering tendencies, but when he finally had no choice but to give up his new city or his brother, he chose his city.

Where divine blood is spilled, bad things are sure to grow. Romulus freed the world of the burden of his brother, only to place his second curse on himself—the murderous act tied him to the very fabric and fate of the city itself. Rome in both name and nature.

In order to populate his new city, Romulus opened up his gates to all of the outcasts of the world without resorting to capturing slaves like his brother had tried. The exiled princes, scholars, and rich merchants came, but so did the poor, the dispossessed, and the criminals. With the thieves came Laverna, goddess of the outcasts, the unwanted, the liars, the tricksters, and the underworld.

Romulus soon discovered there would be no getting rid of the queen from her throne of bones, so they bargained that he would rule above ground, and she would rule below.

For thousands of years, they tested each other's boundaries, snarling at one another but never going for the killing blow. Despite the occasional riots and burning down of the city when Romulus pushed Laverna too far, the uneasy peace was held.

Romulus's third curse was that the wolf inside of him was in love with Laverna. And it was done waiting for her.
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The Ferrari was a V12 black-and-gold menace on the streets of Rome. Laverna drove it like she stole it because she had. It was a custom-built tribute that the Ferrari family gifted to Romulus every ten years. Whenever she was displeased with him and wanted him to know, she stole the current car as revenge. It didn't matter what fancy new security system he had built for it. She would bypass it and take it all the same.

Laverna changed gears, drifting the car around the front of the brightly lit and still crowded Altare della Patria, scaring the shit out of the tourists taking photos in front of it. Laverna cackled and kept driving. She had learned to take her laughs where she could get them. And she needed a laugh.

Five of her people had been found dead, cut to shreds by deadly claws, and mauled on by fangs. They had been hunted by a beast, and Romulus and his wolves were at the top of her suspect list. Romulus insisted that it hadn't been his pack, but she didn't know any other monster living in the city that could cause that kind of damage.

Bringing the car when he came to see the bodies of her slain had been just plain stupid. Romulus wasn't stupid, which meant he was worried, and that made her worry about him. She hated it and couldn't stop. What affected them always ended up reflecting in the fabric of the city itself, and she liked it the way it was.

Romulus had also promised to come and check the bodies at midday and hadn't turned up until sundown. It showed a complete disrespect for her and her time, so she had let minions take him to the bodies, and she had stolen the car.

She wanted to drive the Ferrari straight into the fucking Tiber River, but it was just too pretty in a brutish way, just like its owner. Fuck him and his perfect fucking hair.

Laverna huffed out a frustrated breath, rummaged through the console, and found one of the fancy cigars Romulus always had stashed there. She lit it and breathed out a plume of smoke. Yeah, he always did have the nice shit, and that was one of the reasons she couldn't help taking it.

Laverna really didn't want a war with the wolves. She had only just avoided starting one with Bellona. So she may have kidnapped the love of her life, but she couldn't have known which Rafael was hers! She sure as fuck knew now. They were currently both on a beach somewhere, chilling out, and Rome was safe from Bellona's temper. Disaster averted.

Something was still eating away at Romulus. He had always been in control. It was the stick up his ass that kept Rome in order.

Deep down, Laverna knew he hadn't killed her people, but she wasn't going to rule out any of his wolves. It had been a sloppy and chaotic slaughter, which wasn't Romulus's style. If he were in the mood to kill her people, Laverna would have gotten an official letter telling her exactly why they deserved to die. He was just like that.

There was a lingering magic on the bodies that set her teeth on edge too, and she had no way to account for it. With any luck, Romulus's big nose would pick up a lead on it that she couldn't. Her phone rang, and she hit the answer button.

"Pronto!" she trilled brightly, switching gears just to make the engine roar.

"Bring me back my fucking car," Romulus growled through the superb speaker system.

"Who is this?" she replied. "And how did you get this number? If you are going to try and get me to upgrade my insurance plan to a new provider, you should know I'm very happy with my current one."

"Do you want to hear the information I have on your dead bodies or not?" Romulus asked, the growl turning to a persuasive purr.

A still sensitive place on her neck tingled. He had lost his temper the night before when she had visited to tell him about the bodies. Then he pinned her and licked her neck. Or his wolf had. His eyes had been glowing bright amber, and Laverna had allowed herself a moment of weakness. She let herself want him, just for a moment, before she had shut it down so fast, it had left her head spinning.

Romulus was a force of nature, and she would never admit that she had wanted to climb him like a tree ever since she first met him. He had never seemed to be interested in her in that way until he licked her.

A small part of Laverna might have been hoping that he would try it again that day. She had put on a dress and even made sure she didn't have any dirt on her... and he hadn't bothered to turn up on time.

"How about you tell me what you know, and I might consider not driving this pretty car into the Tiber?" she replied, hating the small hitch in her voice.

"Drive my car into the river, and you won't like what I do to your catacombs, goddess."

Laverna purposely ground the gears just because she knew it would grind his at the same time. "Your clutch isn't working properly. When did you last service this thing?" she asked.

Romulus hung up. Laverna cackled some more and finished her cigar.

She drove until the fuel light started to blink, and then she parked illegally on the footpath on the river walk near the Ponte Sant'Angelo. It was the very spot where she had first seen Romulus all those centuries ago when they were so wild and young, and she was feeling sentimental. She was also feeling vengeful.

She looked down at her red sundress and scowled. She shouldn't have bothered. It had reminded her that whatever had happened in the bathhouse the night before was an anomaly. She felt dumb, and that made her even more angry.

She might be willing to give him his car back, but she was going to make sure his sensitive wolf nose smelled her every time he got in it. Inspired, she shimmied out of her panties, removed a panel under the steering wheel, and stuffed them inside where he would never find them. Fuck him.

Laverna locked the car and tossed the keys into the river. Her phone buzzed with a time for the following day and the café's name. Romulus wanted to do brunch. Laverna wanted to message back and tell him to go fuck himself. She thought of her dead followers and the people who were now grieving for them.

"I hate you so fucking much," she snarled. She took a deep breath and messaged back: Try not to be late this time.

Wear another dress, came the reply.

"In your dreams," Laverna scoffed. She had learned her lesson and wasn't going to fall for it a second time.
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Rom sipped on his coffee and checked his watch again. Laverna was already twenty minutes late. He signaled to one of the waitresses to bring him a refill.

It was a favorite place of his, tucked away down a side alley where tourists rarely ventured. Underneath him, through layers of sediment and rubble, lay the remains of a small temple that had once been dedicated to him. It gave him a little boost every time he sat there, and he felt like he needed it in order to deal with Laverna. That was if she ever turned up.

He glanced down the alley where he had parked his Ferrari just to make sure it was still there. It was a previous model to the one Laverna had taken the night before.

It hadn't surprised him that she had taken it. It was where she had left it, right on the spot where they had first met, that had been the surprise.

Maybe she had thought he wouldn't notice. Like he would ever be able to forget that day.

Laverna had a right to be angry for his tardiness the day before, but Rom couldn't tell her the truth as to why he had made her wait.

His wolf was on the surface again, not sleeping as he always did when it wasn't a full moon. He had tasted her in the bathhouse, and it had taken until dusk the next day to get it under control enough to leave the villa.

Rom had taken one look at her in all of her pissed-off glory, and all his hard work to leash his beast had been for naught.

Rom ran a hand over his face. That fucking red dress.

It hadn't been anything expensive or elaborate. Just a simple cotton sundress she could've picked up for ten euro at a market stall.

The sight of her in it shouldn't have sent him straight into despair, but Laverna rarely wore dresses, even when they had been a requirement for women. When she did wear one, it was for a special occasion.

That was why it confused him when she had been wearing one and waiting for him. His wolf wasn't confused. It wanted to bend her over the nearest surface and take her in it. Laverna had either worn it for him or to torture him. Either way, she had succeeded in knocking all his sanity out of his head.

It had been a relief when Laverna had sent him and Claudius off to look at the bodies because he couldn't handle looking at her in all that red a second longer.

If things weren't bad enough, she then stole his favorite car.

It had smelled so much like her when he got it back that his wolf had lashed out to punish him for upsetting her. Now, the Ferrari needed a whole new dashboard because it was ruined from claw marks. Not to mention what he had done to his driver's side door.

Rom pinched the bridge of his nose. Fuck, that woman was going to make him snap one day, and he hated to think what was going to happen when he did.

The scent of myrrh and sex and ancient sacred things hit him before Laverna came around the corner of the alley. She was in jeans with the knees shredded, mud-slicked boots, and a men's button-up shirt, the buttons undone low enough to show off the black lace bra she was wearing. Her hair was loose and curls tangled, making her look like she had just rolled out of bed after a good time. Rom's jaw clenched at the thought.

"Decided to turn up, did you?" he asked, looking pointedly at his watch.

Laverna sat down on the chair opposite him. Her smirk was a red slash of sensual defiance. "You really want to pick a fight with me about tardiness after yesterday, Romulus?"

He was saved from replying with the appearance of the waitress coming back with his coffee. She looked curiously between them. They didn't seem a likely pair with his bespoke designer clothing while she looked like she was aiming for shabby chic at best.

Rom was positive Laverna hadn't brushed her hair for the meeting either, and somehow, she still was more beautiful than any of the women around her. The wildness of her was more attractive than any expensive clothing or hairstyles.

Laverna ordered herself fruit and pastries, coffee and juice. The waitress nodded and backed away from the table with a nervous smile. Whatever energy they were putting out, it was enough for humans to feel it.

"Hungry?" he couldn't resist asking.

Laverna smiled like a cat. "I had a big night. I used a lot of energy. What did you find on the bodies? Anything interesting? Or are you wasting my time like you did yesterday?"

"Yesterday I had an unforeseen emergency." I wanted to pin you down and lick you again, his wolf said unhelpfully. Rom cleared his throat. "If you had stayed around long enough last night, I would have been able to apologize and tell you that for myself."

Laverna shrugged. "I had places to go and people to do."

The handle of the mug he was holding broke off with a plink, and he caught the cup just before it showered the table in coffee. It splashed on his hand, scalding him a little.

"Fuck," he muttered. He put the cup down and wiped the spilled coffee off his hand.

The waitress immediately came back over with fresh coffee and double checked nothing else needed wiping.

"He's fine," Laverna said flatly, making the waitress flush and hurry away.

"She's only doing her job."

Laverna gave him an unimpressed stare. "Falling all over you is not her job."

Rom smirked. "Don't be jealous."

"Don't be ridiculous," she snapped back. "Is there a point to me being here, or do you want to just waste my time some more? I have a murderer to hunt. I don't have time to fuck about."

Rom leaned forward in his chair and kept his voice low, "The markings on the body were strange. Definitely animal, but not any of my wolves. There was no scent on them anywhere that was a beast, which is odd in and of itself. There was, however, a lingering aura of magic."

Laverna let out a breath. "Fuck. You sensed that too? I was hoping it was just my imagination."

A different waitress arrived with Laverna's breakfast, and Rom lifted a brow. "You might want to check that latte for spit."

Laverna shrugged. "Wouldn't be the first time I had a girl's spit in my mouth, Romulus. What else did you pick up from the bodies?"

Rom unclenched his jaw. He really needed to get his irrational jealousy under control. "I think the magic on them was to wipe out all other identifying markers. I haven`t seen that kind of magic since we dealt with the witches in…shit, when was that?"

"30 B.C.E." Laverna scowled into the apricot-filled cornetto she was tearing into like she hadn't eaten in a week. "I fucking hate witches."

Rom bit back his smile. "I remember. The bodies were wiped of scents, but if you take me out to the site where they were found, then I might be able to pick up something more useful."

"I suppose if Claudius isn't busy, I can show him," Laverna said, going back to her breakfast.

"Not Claudius. Me."

"Since when do you do your own dirty work?" she said, raising a crooked eyebrow.

"Since witches are involved, and you almost cut my dick off, thinking I would kill your people. It made it personal. So I will personally deal with it. With you. Until we are done," Rom replied, the growl of the wolf in his voice. It really didn't want her anywhere near Claudius or anyone else, for that matter.

"I haven't agreed to that," she said, starting on her other pastry. "How about I take you out there, and if you find something useful, I will consider joining forces. If not, I will find the killer on my own. I don't need your big nose in my business more than necessary."

"You never know. You might enjoy my nose right up in your business if you gave it a try sometime," he said, unable to resist jabbing at her.

"I'm not in the mood for your hostile flirting today, Romulus." Laverna shot him a threatening glare and went back to her breakfast.

Rom noticed the red in her cheeks but didn't push it. It really was so cute when she tried to be tough with him. She was the only one who had ever been able to get away with running roughshod all over him. His wolves were smart enough never to mention it.

"If witches are involved, I think it would be better to combine forces regardless. They are always bad for business, and the city has had enough drama dealing with Bellona's fiasco," Rom said and sipped his coffee. "I have to say that I'm surprised you got out of it so unscathed. Bellona must really like you because I saw what she did to everyone else."

"The kidnapping was a mistake, and she knew it. She's not talking to me, but I'm hoping she will get over it soon," Laverna replied. She sounded sad, and the wolf inside of him clawed at him to comfort her.

"I'm sure she will. You barely scratched him."

"That's what I said! She didn't see it that way. Honestly, I think it was the cross thing that set her off."

Rom choked on his coffee. "You put him on a cross? Laverna..." He didn't want to think about Bellona vaporizing her for the insult. If it had been anyone else, she probably would have.

"I know. But he was a wriggler, and I couldn't have him wandering off in the catacombs and getting lost! We never would have found him again," Laverna pointed out with a scowl. "Don't you dare judge me! Wait, who am I kidding? All you do is judge me."

"That's not true," he said softly.

Laverna wiped her fingers on her napkin and tossed it on her empty plate. "I don't care if it is. Let's get this over with, shall we?" she said, storming back down the alley toward his car.

"Your girlfriend seems like a handful," the cashier said when he paid a few moments later.

Rom tapped his card against the machine and managed to smile. "You don't know the half of it."
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Laverna sat in the passenger seat, one booted foot up on the chair in a sullen pose. She had fully intended to tell Romulus she didn't want him anywhere near her search for the murderer, and yet somehow, she had ended up agreeing to go investigating with him. Did she actually crave the abuse? She had to wonder.

At least she wasn't hungry anymore, although she was still annoyed at how the waitress was all over him. Everyone was always all over him, no matter where he went.

Laverna side-eyed him. His features trod a fine line between handsome and a brute, and that made him interesting. Dark curling hair, amber eyes, just the right amount of stubble, and an aura of authority that made you want to obey him.

It was hard to resist being pulled into the undertow of his natural power. It made men want to follow him and women want him to protect and look after them. It made Laverna want to bang her head against something.

"Why are we in this car? What happened to the other one?" she asked, her other knee beginning to bounce restlessly.

A muscle feathered in Romulus's jaw, his amber eyes glowing slightly brighter. "It needs cleaning and repairs."

"I didn't leave a scratch on it! If there was any damage, it came after I had parked it," she said. He caught her staring at him, and a small smile turned the corner of his mouth.

"Try not to steal this one today. We don't have time for fun and games," he replied, pulling out in the constant Roman traffic. "Do you want to tell me where we are going?"

Laverna went through the glove compartment and found a pair of his fancy sunglasses. She slipped them on. "Head toward the Casal de' Pazzi. It will be the best place to park."

Romulus didn't mention her stealing his sunglasses. He reached into his side door and pulled out another pair. Because, of course, he had more than one.

Bored, Laverna turned on the radio. She grimaced at his classical music station and pressed buttons to try and find something else.

"Must you touch things?" he asked with a pained expression.

"You already know the answer to that. Do you have any snacks in here?" She had another rummage through the glove compartment.

"You can't possibly be hungry. You just had breakfast," he said.

"I have a fast metabolism. Maybe go through a drive-through."

"We aren't stopping. Here," he opened the center console and brought out a bag of trail mix.

Laverna pulled a face. "Health food."

"It's all you are getting. Or I can throw it out the window. Your choice," Romulus threatened.

Laverna snatched the bag. "Fine. But I'm only going to eat the good bits."

Romulus laughed like he couldn't stop himself, making her pause in her chewing. She couldn't remember the last time she had heard him laugh. It made his eyes crinkle and her ears buzz.

Being enclosed in a car with him and his suffocating alpha energy was a bad idea. It was like sitting next to a sun with warmth radiating off him.

"So what were your people doing all the way out here? Seeing the castle?" Romulus asked, shifting gears to overtake a line of cars.

"Having a party by a stream at night. Nothing malicious. Certainly, nothing to deserve being attacked. They were harmless," Laverna said, the dried fruit and chocolate chunks she had consumed sticking in her teeth. "A few others had agreed to meet up with them, and when they arrived, the place was a blood bath."

Romulus growled in the back of his throat, and the hair on her arms stood up.

"It doesn't make sense. Even if I had a rogue wolf, they don't shift until the full moon. Not even partially."

"But you can," she blurted out before she could check herself. "You did the other night. At the bathhouse. You were…wolfy. I've never seen you like that. If you can do that, why can't they?"

Romulus didn't look away from the road. "My wolf is different. It can surface at times of great stress."

"But it was only me that night."

"You're enough to provoke it," he said, and she knew he was holding something back. "You also put a knife to my dick, and if that's not a stressful situation, I don't know what is."

"Aw, don't worry, I wouldn't have taken too much," Laverna teased, reaching over to give his tie a tug. "Just the tip to keep as a trophy."

"Stop it. You're going to frighten it again." Romulus laughed and batted her hand away. "Why must you provoke me?"

"Because it's fun. I've been trying to get you to lighten up since the day we met," Laverna replied. She had never seen this playful side of him. It was disturbing, but she didn't want to go back to them being at each other's throats either.

Her mind flashed to the feeling of his mouth on her neck, and her thighs pressed together. Fuck. Maybe it would be better if they were arguing. It would be smarter than trying to deal with the butterflies that had taken up residence in her stomach.

Romulus breathed in, and his eyes glowed behind his glasses. His smile widened a little. "If anyone could succeed, it would be you, goddess," he admitted.

"I'll take that as a compliment. You might even be able to convince me to help you pull the stick out of your ass if you ask nicely," she said and ate another handful of trail mix.

"You're welcome to search for it anytime you like," Romulus replied. Cashew nuts sucked into her windpipe, and Laverna coughed and choked while Romulus only laughed louder.

"Fates, I hate you," she croaked. She smacked him in the arm. "There! Don't miss the exit."

Romulus handed her a clean silk handkerchief. She wiped her eyes, blew her nose on it, and stuffed it back into his breast pocket.

"Thanks," she said with a naughty grin. "I hope you have some spare shoes besides the fancy ones you are wearing because things are about to get dirty."
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Rom always carried a bag of spare gear with him in his cars, and he started to see why Laverna had said what she had about his shoes. The Riserva Naturale Valle dell'Aniene was a reservation with areas for family activities, picnics, walking trails, and wilder places that were part of reforestation programs.

Rom took advantage of a block of public toilets to change out of his suit and into boots, jeans, and a tight black T-shirt. Laverna was lounging against his car when he came back out. Her clever hazel eyes skimmed over him with an appreciation she couldn't hide.

His wolf rolled over, his ears twitching. It had smelled her arousal in the car, and it took all of Rom's self-control not to offer to do something about it. She was just as good as him at denying what was between them.

"Fates, Romulus, you look almost normal," she teased as he put his clothes in the back of the car.

"Get your ass off my bonnet," he said without any real venom.

Laverna shimmied her hips before jumping down, leaving a mark where her ass had been.

Rom didn't tell her where else she could park her ass, but it was a near thing. He locked the car and stuffed the keys into his pocket.

"Lead the way," he said.

Laverna smirked. "We might have to jump a few fences. Can a posh boy like you handle it?"

"You seem to be forgetting I was raised as a farmer," he pointed out.

"Yeah, thousands of years ago. Okay, this way," she said, cutting across the grass and heading towards a dirt walking track.

It had rained the previous night, and the clouds were gathering again. Rom hoped that it would keep pedestrians and park goers indoors and out of their way.

He inhaled deeply, letting the wolf inside of him rise to the surface. He could smell people and dogs, rabbits and mice. Mostly, he smelled Laverna, and his wolf wanted to roll in her secret myrrh scent like a puppy in fresh-cut grass.

After fifteen minutes, Rom jumped over a fence and into knee-high grass. There were trails through it from multiple people using the space as a shortcut to the water.

Rom turned, his hands going to Laverna's waist to help her over the fence. She was a lot shorter than he was. She felt so slight in his arms. Laverna made a noise of protest that he ignored as he set her back on her feet.

"Don't complain. I don't want you slipping over and breaking something," he said.

Laverna pulled her shirt and jacket straight with a huff. "I'm not one of your dumb damsels, Romulus. I can jump a fence."

Rom ignored her indignation. He shot out an arm to keep her walking in front of him. "Don't move. I can smell blood."

Laverna nodded, but her hand had slipped to the hilt of the dagger on her belt. Rom tore his attention away from her and back to the grass around him. His wolf woke up, sensing the hunt, and Rom let the heightened senses guide him. He made his way slowly through the grass until he came to the first splash of black blood. It was a few days old, so he assumed it had been a part of the attack on Laverna's people. He followed the blood, crushed grass, and torn-up earth until he came to what remained of their picnic area.

"Did you take things from here?" Rom asked.

Laverna nodded and said, "There were some blankets and bags that weren't destroyed. The families wanted them."

Rom circled the area a few times and finally realized what he wasn't sensing. "There's no trail leading in. I can smell all the people, but not what killed them. It was like it was a ghost."

Laverna walked to the edge of the stream of milky blue-gray water. "You don't think it came out of here as a surprise?"

"Maybe, but there still should be another scent here." Rom closed his eyes and tried to get his wolf's attention.

Help me see what I can't, he asked.

Give me more control, it growled in return. Rom knew it was dangerous, but whatever they were hunting was worse. He let the wolf rise higher and take control. It smelled Laverna, wanting to sink its fangs into her and mark her as his own.

Just hunt her enemy. Not her, Rom chastised it.

The stupid human needed to get his priorities straight. The wolf opened its eyes, and all he could see was her.

"Woah, what are you doing?" Laverna asked, her brows drawing together.

"Hunt," he growled and turned back to the blood.

The beast had attacked fast. By the way the bodies had been torn backward, it must have come from the grass and not the water. He crouched down, his hands sinking in the mud, and stalked into the grass on all fours. He found claw marks in the mud, scattered like someone had tried to cover them up but hadn't gotten all of them.

He reached another fence and sniffed the claw marks in the wood. Belladonna, steel, arsenic, roses...witch magic. He sneezed to try and get the scent out, but it didn't work. He scratched out at his nose, the smell searing his senses.

"Rom? Are you okay?" Laverna asked, voice unsure.

Hmm, mate scent. It turned and grabbed her, pulling her down to the ground with him and into his lap.

"Witch smell burn," he growled. He buried his nose into her neck and her tangled hair and breathed in, the ache inside of him easing.

Laverna didn't struggle. A soft gasp escaped her as the wolf nuzzled her again.

"T-The witches were here? No wonder we could smell magic on the bodies," she said. Her heart was thrumming so fast. The wolf put his lips to the vein in her neck just to feel the vibration of it.

Let her go. She hasn't consented to this.

Hasn't objected either, the wolf pointed out. Rom struggled as the human in him fought the wolf for control.

He came back to himself. He was holding Laverna in his lap, her warm body tucked up into his in a perfect fit. He allowed himself one more brush of lips against her pulse before loosening his grip on her.

"I...I'm sorry," he stammered, lifting her out of his lap and onto her feet. His jeans and hands were covered in mud and grass.

"Rom? Are you...you? What the fuck was that about?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

"It was nothing," he lied, still on his knees in the mud.

Laverna took his face in her hands and tilted it up so he couldn't look away. "Tell me the truth, Rom. What is happening to you? That wasn't you."

She never called him Rom except when she forgot to hate him or when she was stressed. It undid him every time.

"It's...my wolf. I can bring him to the surface to help me see and smell things better. It doesn't understand personal boundaries," he said, unable to lie to her anymore. Fates, he was so tired of lying to her. The touch of her hands on his skin was paralyzing.

"I'm sorry if it hurt you or made you uncomfortable. It likes...the way you smell. It was only trying to get rid of the witches... I..." Rom realized he was babbling and stopped talking.

Laverna's hazel eyes bore into him, and then she let him go.

"It's fine. I wasn't hurt, just surprised. Witches. Fuck, Romulus," she said, leaning against the fence. "Where to now?"

"They came from this way," Rom said. He jumped the fence and held his hand out to help her over. Laverna took it without complaint. When she turned, he saw his muddy handprints on her ass, and his insides heated. No time to dwell on it.

Rom tracked the stench of the magic until it came to the edge of the spell. "They must have just blasted this area to wipe the scent of their beast," he said, pulling out his phone. He opened up his maps and marked the location's coordinates. "I don't like how exposed I'm feeling right now. I'll send some of my wolves out to map the reserve for us and see if they can find any leads."

Laverna looked up at the sky as the rain started to sprinkle down on them lightly. "Good idea."

They were both drenched when they finally made it back to the car. Rom gave her one of the clean shirts from his bag, and she actually took it without griping. He used a spare towel for her seat, and when she climbed back in the car beside him, she looked thoughtful. Rom liked her wearing his shirt, the red wolf head logo on one of her breasts.

"Fucking witches. What could they possibly be back for? They have known for centuries that all of Rome belongs to us," she said, staring at the water pebbling on the windscreen.

"Maybe they have the numbers again to throw down a challenge. I'm more concerned about this creature they have under their power. Hopefully, my wolves will pick up a scent signature for it," Rom replied, running a hand through his damp hair.

"You still think it wasn't one of them? I know you believe that it's not possible because it's not a full moon, but you just...went wolfy," Laverna said.

Rom shook his head. "I'm different to the others. Stronger. The nature of my curses makes it act differently. They have heightened senses, but not like what happened out there."

Laverna shivered, her expression shutting down. Rom turned on the car's heater and made sure to change the temperature of the seats. Laverna sighed as the heat kicked in and burrowed into his oversized shirt. "Take me home, Romulus. I've had enough of nature today."
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Laverna hated fucking witches. She wouldn't argue that there were some good ones out there. She loved Circe for a start. But when it came to witches in Rome, Laverna had only ever had problems.

Last time, there had been years of grave desecration, poisonings, torture, and kidnappings. It was one of the few times in history that Romulus and Laverna had worked together to drive out the offenders from Rome.

Now they had some kind of a monster to control, and it had been sent after her people.

The tension in the car was heavy and silent except for the engine and the rain for most of the drive back into the city. Romulus's eyes stayed their normal amber and not the glowing gold of his wolf side.

Laverna's neck itched from where he had run his stubble over it. She needed to be alone to think through all of the feelings that sensation evoked in her. She hadn't stopped him from doing it. The dark part of her chthonic side woke up and purred with desires that she hadn't felt in centuries. Laverna leaned further into the warmth of the seat and tried not to think about it.

"Maybe we should have killed all the witches instead of exiling them," Romulus said finally.

Laverna nibbled on some of the remaining trail mix. "We don't even know if they are the same ones."

"If they aren't the same, they were taught by them. The scent of their magic is the same, so they must have some kind of connection," Romulus replied. "I've been feeling off for a few weeks now. I thought it was Bellona's fiasco with the mafia, but it hasn't gone away."

Laverna tried to hide her shock that he had admitted that much to her. He usually kept all of his secrets to himself. There was more power in knowledge. He never talked about his connection to the city either.

"Does it feel like it's threatened?" she asked, not wanting him to stop talking when he was in such an open mood.

Romulus pulled into a gas station and left the car running. "Stay here." He looked upset and distracted as he headed for the café, so Laverna decided to do as he said and not to start a fight with him.

They were both disturbed by what they had found at the reservation. The killings felt like a 'fuck you' to Laverna.

If they were dealing with the older witch clan, then it would make sense. Not only had Laverna helped run them out of Rome, but she had also been behind a spectacular slur campaign against their stunningly beautiful leader, Canidia.

History now knew her as a terrifyingly ugly hag thanks to Laverna's patronage of Horace. Maybe if the witch hadn't boasted about trying to fuck Romulus every chance she got, and implying her magic succeeded in bringing him to her bed, perhaps Laverna wouldn't have gone out of her way to make her into a horror legend. That wasn't even taking into account the time that Canidia and her hags had tried to capture Laverna to harvest her divine organs for their spells. Only with Romulus's help did she escape their traps.

She scowled at the dashboard. She really didn't need the reminder about Romulus fucking anyone, speculation or not. She really didn't need to think about the one and only time he had saved her ass. It meant nothing because after the witches had gone, he had gone back to hating her.

Needing to do something, Laverna messed with his sound system, adding a few magical programmings along the way just in case he annoyed her.

Romulus emerged from the café, carrying paper bags and drinks. He opened her door and passed her a hot coffee and a bag of something that smelled delicious before going back to his side of the car and getting in.

"Thanks," she said, sipping the coffee. It was a latte with two sugars, the way she liked it.

"You were shivering, which was distracting me. I always need calories after I let the wolf come to the surface," he replied. He had a mouthful of the coffee and pulled a face. "This is terrible, but it will do."

Laverna smiled and refrained from teasing him about being a spoiled rich boy. "All this 'terrible' is food of the gods when you've been driving for hours. What are you thinking?"

Romulus turned a little in his seat to face her. The rain was coming down heavily again and they were trapped in a warm little pocket amongst the storm. Laverna's heart skipped a beat, but she blamed it on the caffeine rush.

"You need to reach out to your networks in the city. The witches might be keeping a low profile, but they can't be leaving no trace at all. They can't hide what they are, so there will be signs of them," Romulus said, and the muscle in his jaw ticked. "They targeted you first. I don't like that."

Laverna opened the paper bag and made a happy sound at the toasted panini inside. "They are bullies, so they go after who they perceive as the weakest. They fucked up thinking that hitting either one of us was a good idea."

"I don't suppose I could convince you to stay at one of my safe houses while we deal with this?" Romulus asked. His amber eyes skimmed over her face, and her neck heated.

Laverna stopped chewing. "No. I have safe houses of my own. I don't need yours."

"You can't blame me for asking," he said. "Either way, we need to work together on this."

"That might be tough, seeing how we hate each other." Laverna quickly bit into her panini to stop herself from talking.

"I don't hate you, goddess." Romulus smiled a little and watched her eat. "I just can't control you."

"And that thought just keeps you up at night, doesn't it?" she couldn't resist teasing.

Romulus's eyes dropped to her lips, and the air charged between them. "Amongst other things." He looked away from her and winced through another mouthful of coffee.

Laverna cleared her throat. "If it's really witches, we need to act fast. No matter what our personal shit is, Rome will suffer longer if we don't deal with the hags. Your alarms are already going off which means they must be planning something. We aren't that far from a full moon, and we all know they love it just as much as the wolves," she said, trying to overcome the jittery feelings inside of her. She didn't know how to deal with this new Romulus who talked about things, bought her food when she was cold, and admitted that he didn't hate her.

"So we have a truce? You tell me what you find, and I'll do the same?" he asked and held out his hand.

"Truce," she replied and put her hand in his. It was so big and warm that her cooler palm fit perfectly in it.

Romulus shook it once and let her go. She had accidentally smeared melted cheese on his thumb, but he only licked it off without complaint. Heat pooled low in her core, and she swallowed hard.

No, she really had no idea how to handle this new side of Romulus at all.
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Laverna spent the rest of the night trying to catch up on all the things that needed her attention. Spending the day with Romulus had left her behind, and with so many mouths to feed and mischief to cause, she was left scrambling to get it all done.

"Nice shirt," Roberto commented when she finally made it to dinner. There was a soup kitchen that they left open in one of the old chapel areas in the catacombs, and Laverna liked to eat there at least once a day.

Roberto was handsome but had a lean, shifty look about him, which made people underestimate him in every way. He was a demon with daggers but wasn't quick to use them. He was as close to a second in command as Laverna had.

"My other one got wrecked, so I took what was available," Laverna said. She had been too busy to take off Romulus's black shirt, the red wolf logo reminding her of the way he nuzzled her in the field.

Laverna got herself a tray of food, and they sat down at one of the long tables. Roberto joined her, producing a bottle of wine from his shoulder bag and setting it between them.

"Tell me, boss. How bad is it?" he asked.

"Bad," Laverna said around a mouthful of fresh bread. "Witches bad. They haven't been back to Rome in a really long time, and if they are the same ones, we are in double the amount of shit."

Roberto nodded, taking the information on board. It took a lot to shock him, which was why Laverna liked him so much. Roberto didn't know how to panic.

"Okay, witches. What do you need me to do?" he asked.

"I need you to look and see if we have any reports of missing children under the age of ten. I also need any information on women in the city selling love potions. Any of that twin flame, capture your true love nonsense," Laverna replied and had a mouthful of the wine.

"That could be a long list. What else?" Roberto pressed.

"Grave desecration and robbing. They were always big on that shit," Laverna ran a hand over her face in frustration. "I know we might get a million reports, but we might not. The witches used to offer their services to rich and poor alike. They would help you poison your husband or help you steal one from someone else. They could raise the dead, promising to give your loved one back, and then the thing they brought back would kill the family. The witches would move into the house and take the family's stuff. They cause problems and heartache, and they do it all for profit."

Roberto nodded and finished off his minestrone in silence. He was absorbing and processing, and Laverna let him. She liked that he could be silent. Her brain was on fire and had been all day.

Romulus admitted things weren't right with him, and she had seen a fresh vulnerability in him that she didn't know what to do with. One of the things that had always pissed her off about him was that he was always so powerful, confident, and in control.

She had always wanted to run her hands through his perfectly groomed hair and mess him up so he didn't look so untouchable. Watching him crawl about on his hands and knees was a fucking revelation. His wolf liked the way she smelled. Whatever that meant.

Fates, she needed to go home and sit in silence for a few hours.

"Go home and rest. I'll send out word for what we are looking for and report in if we find anything," Roberto said, reading her far too easily.

Laverna reached across the table and squeezed his forearm. "Thank you, amico. Can you please set up a curfew? I want all of our people inside one of the shelters by midnight going forward. Especially anyone under twenty. It won't be forever, just until I kill these fucking witches for what they did to us," Laverna replied and got up to clean off her tray.

Laverna walked through the catacombs, greeting a few people with nods and smiles but not stopping. If she stopped to listen to a petition, she would never have gotten to bed.

Very few people had ever learned where Laverna rested her head at night. Roberto and Bellona were currently the only people who knew, and that was for safety reasons if anything happened to her. Both respected her privacy.

Laverna's stomach clenched as she thought about how angry Bellona had been at her. She had few people she actually trusted, and she hated that Bellona was mad at her. It was something that only time could fix.

Laverna had lost contact with all the gods for a long, long time until she had heard Isis calling her out to her island on the Nile twenty years ago. She had reconnected with Bellona, Eris, and a few other goddesses from different pantheons. Now she had also reconnected with the Greeks, and eternity didn't seem so fucking unbearable. The loneliness had been eating away at her, and Isis knew it. Humans lived and died in the blink of an eye. Gods needed other immortals to make the centuries not seem so endless.

It didn't matter that Romulus was in the same city. He had never seemed to want any kind of friendship from her, or anything else for that matter. They had been content to stay in their lanes.

His wolf likes the way you smell, a voice reminded her. What the fuck was going on with him? Laverna couldn't dwell on it because, knowing Romulus, once the witches were taken care of, he would go back to pretending she didn't exist again.

Laverna walked the catacombs in the dark, moving deeper and deeper until she came to a door of bronze and wood. She unlocked it with a brush of her power and stepped into the cool darkness of her den. She turned on the soft lighting and took a few moments to breathe the silence inside of her.

Laverna knew that Roberto would have piles of reports and profiles on people for her to look at by the following sundown. He didn't know what to look for when it came to magic. The wolves would have a better chance of sniffing it out because of the foul stench they left in the reserve.

Laverna pulled out her phone. Only through technology and divine power did she actually get reception, and she had no missed calls or updates. She found Eris's number and shot her a message.

Are you in Rome at the moment?

Egypt, visiting with Isis. Why? came the response almost instantly.

Witches have come back to the city and already killed people. I wanted to see if you had heard or felt anything.

I'll be there tomorrow. Our usual spot. 1.p.m.

Laverna smiled. Despite Eris's purview to cause chaos, there were some problems that even she knew were bad for everyone. The witches had terrorized Rome before, and no one wanted to go back to those times.

Feeling better, Laverna kicked off her jeans and boots and crawled into bed. She tried not to think too hard about why she still hadn't taken off Romulus's shirt. It was soft and smelled like him, and it comforted her.

Last time, the witches had done their best to capture her because the organs and ichor of a goddess would be powerful. It was only with Romulus's help that they never succeeded. Laverna would never admit to being afraid, but smelling Romulus reminded her she wouldn't be facing the hags alone, even if they had come back in force. She breathed in, told herself she wasn't in the fight alone, and finally went to sleep.
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Rom woke with sweat soaking his sheets and hair. His heart was pounding in his ears, his senses exploding with adrenaline, and his whole body was ready to fight. It took him a few moments to realize he wasn't under attack.

He sat up and ran his hands through his hair. He had been dreaming of his brother, Remus. He had taken Laverna for his mate and was gloating about it. It made him want to kill him all over again. The connection to the city throbbed inside of him, reminding him of the consequences of that bloodshed.

If you took her as a mate yourself, then you wouldn't have nightmares about it, his wolf prompted him.

"Can you just fuck off?" he said, sighing as he longed for the days when his wolf actually slept in the month and only harassed him during the full moon.

Rom's phone buzzed on his nightstand. Three missed calls from Claudius. He checked the time and swore. It was almost lunchtime. He never slept that late. He tapped Claudius's number and waited, his knee bouncing as it rang.

"Sir, everything okay?" Claudius answered.

Rom bit back his laugh. He really didn't know how to answer that. "Rough night. What have you found?"

"The men and I traced the witch's scent as far as we could. It looks like they came in the direction of Fonte Nuova," Claudius replied.

"Send people to investigate the town and see if there are any strange newcomers. It is far enough away that my power with the city won't be any help." Rom got up and headed for the kitchen. He needed an espresso or three to get his brain working. "I don't suppose any of you got a proper smell of the creature?"

"Nothing that makes any sense. There is a strong sense of rot, like a stench of dead things, but the witches are thorough in making sure that it can't be identified. It's animal, and that's about it." Claudius growled low in the back of his throat. "Do you think they have animated something?"

Rom considered the question. "It's within their power, but it's not an ability I've encountered for centuries. It could be that they have used different parts of many creatures. Who the fuck knows with witches?"

"We will know it when we fight it. Have you heard from The Lady of Bones today?" Claudius replied. He was the only wolf that Rom had told about Laverna being his mate. He had done it under extreme duress, and it had been done more for Rome's safety than his. If Rom ever really lost it, his mate would be able to bring him back from the madness before he destroyed the whole city.

Claudius had never breathed a word of it since he was told. It was one of the reasons Rom liked him.

"I have not, but I will check in. Her network is different from ours, so maybe the underbelly of the city knows where these witches are hiding. They can't help but try and peddle their snake oil," Rom replied, and they rang off.

The day before, they promised to check in by sundown every day, but Rom was impatient to talk to Laverna. He stared at her number before putting his phone down again and making coffee.

Laverna wouldn't have been idle. She would have every pickpocket and homeless person in Rome on the lookout for witches. He had always admired her network. A few times over the centuries, he had tried to cultivate his own people on the streets, but they were always loyal to her. She was their goddess, their judge, their mother.

Laverna had always had it in for Canidia and vice versa. Laverna thought Rom had slept with her but never believed him when he swore it wasn't the case. Canidia had tried multiple times, using witchcraft and charm, but his wolf always saw through her tricks.

Rom drained two espressos before picking up his phone again.

Claudius tracked the witches as far as Fonte Nuova. They are going to scour the town. Anything to report?

That I'm not one of your praetorians to demand a report from, came the reply, quick as lightning.

Rom drummed his fingers on the counter and waited. He didn't know how to not give orders. It was who he was. He had learned long ago the more he demanded something of Laverna, the more determined she would be not to give it to him. It gave him an idea.

Apologies, oh great Lady of Bones. Can this lowly male kindly request you impart some knowledge pertaining to witches if you have any?

The first piece of knowledge about witches: Never stick your dick in one.

Fates, woman, I never fucked a witch in my life. Canidia was just trying to get a rise out of you, and it's still working hundreds of years later. Rom let out a frustrated curse and made another espresso. He didn't know why she constantly went out of her way to be difficult.

I don't care what you do with your dick. It's just common sense not to put one in a witch.

Certainly starting to seem like you care about my dick. Do you have any information at all or are you just trying to annoy me?

Why can't it be both?

Rom was about to give up on getting anything more when his phone buzzed again.

Keep your shirt on. Roberto put the word out and will report to me by dusk (you're demanding shit earlier than agreed). I am also about to have lunch with a dark and beautiful contact who might be able to help.

Rom's eye twitched. Who is the contact? Should I be in on this meeting?

Absolutely not. I want to be able to talk about you.

Who is it? You know you can't be spilling about this with anyone.

Don't be dramatic. It's Eris.

Rom didn't know if that was good news or not. Eris only ever had allegiance to Eris. Why would she care about what happened in Rome?

Chaos of the witches not enough for us to handle?

Don't worry. We will be good. :P

You don't know how.

You wouldn't know, Romulus. I'll talk to you at sundown. Like we arranged.

Rom stared at the text and tried to take some steadying breaths. Eris could be an asset, even if Rom had heart palpitations and worried whenever he knew she was staying in the city. She had gotten better at controlling her curse over the centuries, but there would still be a ripple effect the longer she stayed there. Trying to get her to leave had never worked in his favor either.

Rom growled a low and angry snarl that did nothing to alleviate his frustration. The sooner he killed the fucking witches, everything would go back to normal, and he would be fine. The wolf inside of him only huffed in amusement.
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Laverna spotted Eris sitting at their favorite café on the Viale Vaticano and people watching. It was a short distance to the entrance of the Vatican Museum, and the lines were already stretching down and around the corner.

Eris liked to languish in the chaos of tourists, but mostly, she liked to seduce the young and handsome priests who also frequented the café.

She had always told Laverna she loved corrupting them the most because so many were left in such turmoil afterward. It was sex and a power charge all at once.

Eris didn't seem to have seduction on her mind because she was dressed toned down in black trousers, a button-up shirt of purple silk, and a leather blazer. She was still stunning though. Her long raven hair piled up effortlessly, and her dark eyes lined like those of a sexy Egyptian pharaoh.

"Behaving yourself today, sister?" Laverna greeted her and bent down to kiss both her cheeks.

Eris smirked. "As much as I can." Her curse meant that she caused chaos wherever she went, whether she wanted to or not.

Laverna looked around at the busy but relatively calm café. "You are doing a good job of it."

"It's why I was in Egypt. Isis has been looking into the curse for me, and I've managed to build up my control of it for two hours before fights break out around me," Eris replied, her eyes brightening.

Laverna reached across the table and squeezed her hand. "That's great news! I'm so glad you are trying to find an answer for it again."

Eris let out a sigh. "Well, I started talking to people again, didn't I? Hades has been letting me stay in Elysium whenever I need to have a break because my curse doesn't work in his realm. Hermes can't resist a challenge, and he's already working on Dionysus's curse, so he's studying mine too. Thoth and Isis got involved, and now I'm having to work on my issues whether I want them to or not."

"La nostra famiglia." Laverna laughed loud enough to make heads turn. "You have to love their enthusiasm."

They ordered Spritz and pasta, and it wasn't until they had their drinks that Eris's expression turned serious. "Okay, Laverna, tell me about Rom and the witches."

"Both are trouble." Laverna recapped the past few days, starting with finding the bodies of her murdered people and ending with the update that Romulus had given her. She left out the part about him going wolfy because she felt like that loss of control was told to her in confidence, and she didn't think he would want anyone to know about his weakness. It was a miracle he had told her.

Eris ordered another round of drinks. "It's nice to see you and Rom playing nice with each other for once, despite the circumstances."

"I don't know if what we are doing is what I would consider playing nice," Laverna said vaguely, poking at the piece of orange in her drink. Heat burned on her neck at the space where he had kissed the day before.

Eris snorted. "I've said it more than once, but you two really need to fuck and get it over with. You both would feel a lot better."

"Yeah, never going to happen," Laverna said a little too quickly. "My standards are too high, and I'm the only woman he's never wanted."

"Ah, huh. If you two would stop bitching at each other for five seconds, you might see how much you are alike," Eris replied with a roll of her pretty eyes.

"You are such a liar." Laverna laughed. "Stop trying to cause chaos and eat your fucking ravioli."

They ate and turned the topic to Eris's work with Isis on controlling her curse. Laverna's mind was still on what she had said about her and Romulus being alike.

Preposterous. If that were the case, they wouldn't have been at each other's throats since the moment they met.

Stop thinking about throats. The sooner she forgot what had happened in the mud the day before, the better. Romulus getting dirty played havoc with a part of her she wasn't going to acknowledge.

"I'll put out my feelers and see what I can find out about witch activity, but I won't stay in the city. Rome can't handle my curse and witches right now. Not to mention whatever is happening between you and Rom," Eris said as Laverna walked her back to her car. Eris hugged her tight. "Don't get caught by the witches. I've seen what the humans did to Medea, and I couldn't handle anything like that happening to you or Rom."

"Don't worry. We will have each other's backs on this, just like last time," Laverna assured her and grinned. "If anyone is going to take Romulus apart, it's going to be me."

"I bet he will enjoy every minute of it too." Eris's smile was so wicked a cyclist crashed into a pedestrian beside them. The chaos wasn't Eris's fault, but it still made Laverna laugh every time.

"Get out of here before you make the traffic in the city worse than what it already is," she said and waved her goodbye.

Laverna's phone buzzed, and she fumbled for it in her pockets. She huffed out an annoyed breath when she saw it was Rom again.

Did the Vatican survive you two?

"How does he know where we are?" Laverna grumbled.

Better than fine. We are about to teach two hot priests about my favorite deadly sin, she shot back.

I'm pretty sure they already know about greed, little thief.

Oh, it's not greed.

Better not be lust.

None of your business if it is.

Rome doesn't need you corrupting the clergy right now.

Why are you so determined to ruin all my fun? Laverna really didn't have the energy to be seducing priests, but she was curious as to why he would care.

Somehow, I don't think virgins would be up to the challenge of you.

Laverna snorted back her laughter even as her insides heated. He wasn't wrong after all. I go by quantity to make up for it.

Romulus just sent her back an eye-rolling emoji that made Laverna cackle more. Maybe she would get him to move the stick out of his ass just a bit by the time they were through with the witches. Maybe.
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Laverna's good mood lasted until she got back to her reception area in the catacombs and saw the pile of paperwork that had been assembled by Roberto. She grimaced, but she wasn't about to complain. It turned out that a lot of people had seen weird shit happening around Rome.

Laverna sent a minion to get her coffee and sat down at the table. Only weeks ago, she had drunk wine there with a very pissed-off Bellona. She wished she could call on her to come and help deal with the witches, but she wouldn't. Bellona had been through enough, almost losing Rafael, and it was better for her to stay with him and not get involved in another fight.

Laverna opened the folder and started going through the scraps of paper with hand-scrawled notes of sightings, a few typed letters, three posters for missing children, and photos taken on phones and printed off by Roberto.

She scanned through the information, her stomach churning the more she read about pets found mutilated and family graves desecrated. It had been happening for months under their noses, and neither she nor Romulus had noticed.

Laverna shuffled through the photos until one caught her eye, and she let out a feral hiss. She had cut her long, copper hair to her shoulders and was dressed in a fashionable navy-blue jumpsuit, but there was no mistaking her—Canidia. Romulus and the wolves hadn't been wrong about the origin of the magic they smelled. Laverna's secret hope that the witch was dead, and they were dealing with followers of her, shriveled up under the evidence.

Laverna grabbed her phone, took a copy of the photo, and sent it to Romulus.

Your girlfriend is back.

Romulus's response was almost instantaneous: For the last time, she was never my girlfriend. I refused to fuck her and join forces to rule the city, and that's why she caused so many problems last time. I'll send this image out to the wolves and my contacts in the police.

You do that. I'll find out where the picture was taken.

Laverna texted the picture out to all her people who carried a phone and told them to keep a lookout for her. She was starting to believe that Romulus might never have fucked the witch. She didn't know why she even cared. Stupid witches. Stupid Romulus messing with her head. The sooner the both of them were out of her life, the better.

Laverna frowned at the uneasiness that filled her. The feeling turned to horror, and she leaned back in her chair and covered her face with her hands.

"Oh, no. You actually like him. No, no, no. No being friends with assholes," she muttered under her breath.

This was the worst thing that could happen to her because Romulus would only throw her friendship back in her face. He had always made it clear that she was beneath him. Whatever madness he was suffering from wouldn't last, and he would go back to despising her.

"You are just lonely. It will pass. It always does," she reassured herself and buried herself back in the reports.
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Rom was prowling the villa, agitated by Laverna's texts and the photo of Canidia. He should have ripped her throat out centuries ago. He would have except the night they closed in on them, the witches had vanished from Rome and hadn't returned in the centuries that followed. He sent the photo to Claudius for the wolves searching the nearby towns.

He needed to see Laverna and what other information her people had put together. It had taken less than a day for them to get a photo, which meant they knew where to look.

His churning thoughts were interrupted by his phone buzzing angrily on the kitchen counter. He ignored the disappointment he felt when it was Claudius and not Laverna. Fates, he needed to get laid or something to stop him from obsessing so much.

''Claudius? What's wrong?" Rom answered.

"It's Sidonius. He's not answering his phone, and I'm still out at the reserve. It's not like the old guard not to answer any of my calls, and I'm worried," Claudius replied.

Rom frowned. "Leave it with me. I'll go around and check on him," he said.

"I'm on my way back, so I will meet you there. Take the goddess as a backup. I have a bad feeling, and she will keep your better half calm," Claudius replied, hanging up before Rom could object.

Four wolves had been Rom's original guards from when he was king—Claudius, Sidonius, Lucius, and Eolus. They still ran most things for him, including his group of mercenaries. They affectionately were called The Praetorians or the Old Guard amongst his people.

They were his brothers and his pack, and if Sidonius wasn't answering calls, it was worth looking into immediately. Rom was too tense about the witches and their fondness for capturing supernatural creatures for their organs and magic.

Rom went to his weapons room and slid on a shoulder holster that carried a gladius down his back and two daggers. He put on a leather jacket over the top to hide them and headed for the garage. His Ferrari was still a mess, and now the whole garage carried Laverna's scent.

With a curse, he pulled out his phone and called Laverna. Surprisingly, she answered the first ring.

"Romulus."

"Goddess. I was wondering if you are up for an excursion this afternoon," he said, finding the keys to his Porsche. There was something wrong with his other Ferrari since he took it to the reserve. It kept sporadically playing Mambo No.5 whether anyone was in the car or not. He had a feeling he knew exactly who to blame for it too.

"I'm busy. Why? What's wrong?"

"Sidonius isn't answering his phone, and I'm worried," he admitted. Being honest with her seemed to be working lately.

"Sid is missing? For how long?" she demanded.

"I'm not sure if he is missing. He's just not answering his phone. Since when have you called him Sid?" Rom replied, a growl in his voice that he couldn't hide.

"Since forever. Just because I don't like you doesn't mean I don't like all your lackeys. Pick me up from the Catacombe di Commodilla entrance," Laverna said and hung up on him.

Rom slid into the driver's seat, and the frustrating, anxious feeling that had been eating away at him all morning calmed down. He rested his head against the steering wheel and cursed under his breath. She's only one woman. She has no right to be affecting you like this.

Not woman. Mate. Stop fighting it.

"Never," Rom replied through clenched teeth. "She is worth more than us. She is a goddess and will never have us. Accept it." Whatever the wolf said in reply was drowned out by the engine's roar.
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Laverna was slouching against a car, talking with Roberto, when Rom pulled in to pick her up. As usual, she looked like she had rolled into the first available clothes she had on hand and still somehow looked amazing. Rom eyed the black blazer, obviously a men's blazer, that she had rolled up the sleeves on.

He had hoped she was joking about getting into an orgy of priests earlier in the day, but he had learned never to assume anything about her.

Laverna nodded at whatever Roberto was saying before she walked out into the street and opened the passenger side door. Her perfume rushed over him, and there was no scent of sex or anyone else on her. She had been stirring him up, after all. He hated that her baiting worked every damn time. His snarling inner beast finally shut the fuck up. He tried not to sigh in relief.

"You bored with driving Ferraris or something?" Laverna asked, fiddling with the air conditioning.

Rom managed a grin. "It's strange, but every time you get near one of my cars, something mysteriously goes wrong with it."

"Hmm, maybe you should let me drive occasionally then," she replied and started to rummage through his glove box.

"Here," he said and passed her a protein bar from the stash in his driver's side door.

"Healthy food," she grimaced like she always did.

Rom waved it at her. "It's chocolate flavored."

"Okay, but it better be good," she grumbled and took it.

"I swear your appetite is as bad as a wolf's," he said and poked her bicep. "How can you eat so much and still be so hungry? Don't they feed their goddess in the catacombs?"

"I have an active lifestyle," Laverna said with a shrug. "Being this awesome burns a lot of energy. What's going on with Sid?"

"I don't know. Hopefully, he's just had a big night out and is sleeping it off. He's not answering his phone," Rom replied, guiding the Porshe through the afternoon press of cars.

"So you're checking up on him like a mother hen? I didn't think something like this would warrant your attention," Laverna said through a mouthful of protein bar.

"My wolves are my family," he replied, worry eating away at him. "I might be their alpha, but that just means I am responsible for keeping them all safe. Usually, I wouldn't be so concerned, but the witches attacked you. Makes sense they would target me next."

Laverna chewed her way through another mouthful before asking in a small voice, "Did you really never sleep with Canidia? Because she boasted about it. Like...a lot."

Rom shook his head. "I never did, Laverna. I swear on my wolves." It was about as sacred as a vow he could ever give anyone. He had never held any gods sacred because he knew too many of them. "I wouldn't join her schemes and share the city with her. She took it personally. Though I can't believe she told you that we fucked or why she thought you would care."

Laverna just hunched further into her big jacket. "Yeah, I don't know either."

Rom could sense the lie but was wise enough not to call her on it. He liked this strange and tentative peace they currently held.

Sidonius lived in a penthouse apartment in Parione, not far from the Piazza Navona. Rom pulled into an illegal parking spot and opened the passenger door for Laverna.

"You know you can't park here," she commented with a sly grin. "I hope I'm not starting to rub off on you."

"You haven't rubbed off on me once," Rom replied with an innocent smile. Laverna rolled her eyes, but her grin widened. "The police will call me before it gets towed. That's how I knew where you left the Ferrari the other night."

"Ah, friends in low places. Lead the way," she said.

Rom keyed in the security code of the building's front door, and they stepped inside the warm hush of the building's foyer. He pressed the elevator button and glanced around.

"What is it?" Laverna asked.

"There's no one at the desk," Rom pointed at the empty counter.

"Maybe, they are just peeing," Laverna said, but her smile was gone. "Can you smell anything strange?"

Rom shook his head. "Only cleaning products and whatever air freshener they are using."

The elevator opened, and they stepped inside. Laverna leaned against the steel walls. "Maybe we are just getting paranoid in our old ages," she said and chewed her bottom lip.

"We got to our old ages because we are paranoid," Rom pointed out.

Sidonius owned the whole penthouse floor, so Rom wasn't shy about banging on the white and gold door and shouting his name. When they got no reply, he turned to Laverna. "Okay, goddess, you are up."

Laverna raised a brow. "Me? To do what?"

"Break in. Are you a goddess of thieves or not? Surely you can pick a lock," Rom replied, putting his hands on his hips. "Why the surprise? You didn't think I wanted you to come along because you are so pretty?"

Laverna pulled two hairpins from her messy braid and side-eyed him. "Since when have you thought I was pretty?"

Rom's neck went hot as she knelt down in front of the door. "Since the day I saw you standing by the Tiber. I just never assigned your value to your looks."

"One day, we are going to have a conversation about the day we met because I think we remember it very differently." Laverna slid the pins into the deadbolt. "I suppose that's complimentary in a way that you don't think I'm just a pretty face. You assign value to my lock picking though?"

"It's a skill," he said. "One I've never learned."

Laverna turned her attention back to the locks. "If we survive the witches, maybe I can be convinced to teach you sometime."

"I might take you up on that," Rom replied as the locks clicked and she let the door swing open. The scent of blood hit him like a punch, and he pulled Laverna behind him as his wolf roared to the surface.


10




How do I get myself in these situations, Laverna thought. Romulus's eyes were glowing, and he looked ready to tear apart anything that moved. He walked slowly into the entry hall of the apartment, his footsteps not making a sound.

Laverna followed, not wanting to be alone. She could feel a wrongness in the air but couldn't identify what it was. Hair rose on the back of her neck, and a chill swept down her spine. What the fuck had happened in here?

Blood stained the floor like a body had been dragged along it. She stepped carefully around it. Romulus was already walking into a trashed lounge room, a low growl coming out of him. His skin was rippling like the beast inside of him was getting ready to pull itself free.

"Rom? You in there?" she asked, looking around. The furniture was broken and covered in blood. There had been an epic fight, but there were no bodies. Laverna didn't know if that was a good thing or not.

"Caught," Romulus snarled. He whirled, too quick for Laverna to follow, and tackled her to the carpet. His eyes were shining, and his mouth was full of fangs. Laverna froze, too scared to move. She was pinned, his huge body holding her down and a soft snarl coming from him.

"Rom?" she whispered. His hands on either side of her were tipped with lethal claws.

"Stay. Still," he said around the fangs. "Magic. Claudius. Phone."

Laverna slowly moved to get the phone from his jeans without breaking eye contact. When his golden eyes scanned the room, she quickly hit Claudius's contact.

"Boss? Are you there yet? I'm about a block away," Claudius answered.

"Can... Can you hurry? He's not right. He said there's magic, and he won't get off me," Laverna said, fighting to keep her voice steady.

"Laverna? Deep breaths. I am on my way. I know you're scared, but he won't hurt you," Claudius replied. She could hear his panting as he started to run.

"I don't think we can be sure about that right now," she replied.

"I can. He's physically incapable of it. I can't tell you why, but if there's magic involved, you might be the only thing that will keep it from destroying him and the city along with it. I'm almost there. Hang on." Claudius hung up, leaving Laverna to deal with the irate half-wolf creature on top of her.

With shaking fingers, Laverna touched his cheek. His golden eyes turned back to burn into her.

"Claudius is coming. He'll know what to do," she said, trying to reassure him.

Romulus's hand gripped her hip, moving to her waist where her shirt had ridden up. His hands were burning against her bare skin. A low rumble came out of him, and he buried his face into her neck and shoulder.

"Laverna," he groaned and pressed his full body against her. Her ichor turned to fire as his weight and strength crowded her. Oh, Fates, she didn't know if she should be terrified or horny, and her body didn't either.

She whispered, "Rom, I don't know what's happening right now."

"Touch me," he begged, and she almost swallowed her tongue.

Feeling sweaty and anxious, Laverna gently carded her fingers through his thick, soft hair. Her heart was hammering erratically, but it didn't stop her from doing it again. She had always wanted to touch his perfect hair. Romulus made a happy, content sound, so she did it again.

Claudius came slowly into the room, his hand covering his nose. "Gods, there's magic stench everywhere in here."

"Help," Laverna squeaked from under Romulus's bulk. "He weighs a gods damn ton."

Claudius shook his head. "You have to stay where you are. Rom touching you is probably the only thing that's keeping him from destroying the city right now."

"What?!" she squeaked. "What the fuck are you talking about?"

Claudius's stern face hovered over her. "The blood is Sidonius's. They took him and left a trap that Romulus walked into because it sent him into alpha mode. I can smell the remainder of the magic in the air, and it's coating him."

"Can't we just wash it off somehow?" Laverna said, trying not to panic.

"Not yet. The magic is weakened when he's touching you. If the magic sets the wolf mad, with Rom's connection to the city, he could drag everyone down with him," Claudius explained, his dark eyes filled with pity. "Sorry, Laverna. You'll just have to deal with it for the moment."

"For Fates' sake, why me? He hates me, Claudius!" she pointed out.

Romulus grumbled, and she gave in and started stroking his hair again.

"He doesn't hate you," Claudius said with a frustrated sigh. ¨He can't control or protect you, which makes him...agitated. The whole city and everyone in it are bound to him. You understand that, right?"

"Yeah, sort of? In theory?"

"He is the city, and you are the one person in it that is not bound to him. A free agent to cause trouble, dance around him, and do as you please. Rom doesn't use the power he has because he wants everyone to have a measure of free will." Claudius looked them over, his frown deepening. "This magic was meant to send him mad and cause havoc in the city. Not to mention if he really lost it, he would go on a killing spree."

Laverna tried to understand what he was saying, but having a very big and sexy god on top of her was too distracting. Every time she tried to move, he just gripped her tighter.

"We can't stay here. If the witches set this up as a trap, they are bound to know it's been triggered," she said and summoned her divine strength. She rolled Romulus onto his back and sat on him. He grinned up at her, but she couldn't tell if it was the man or the wolf.

"If we can convince him to get in a car, we can take him back to his villa. Maybe getting out of the center of the city will help clear the magic away?" Claudius suggested.

Laverna shook her head. "No. They knew where to find Sidonius, which means they know where to find the rest of you."

"We can't exactly check him into a hotel like this, goddess," Claudius said, exasperated.

Laverna stared down at the god between her thighs and said the one thing she never imagined she ever would. "We will take him back to my place. No one will ever find him there. He will be able to shake off the spell, and you will be able to pull the wolves together and co-ordinate with my people. We need to find Sidonius, and we can't be divided anymore."

Romulus's thumb stroked over the soft curve of her hip, his smile getting wider. "I like this too."

"Stop looking at me like that, or I'll give you to the witches myself," she snarled half-heartedly. "I still don't understand any of this, so when you are back to normal, we will be talking about it."

Claudius lifted his hands to heaven. "Praise Luna, they are going to use their words. Now, how are we going to get him into the car?"

Laverna and Claudius managed to get Romulus back down in the elevator, but only because she suffered to let him carry her. The situation became even more embarrassing because his two other wolves, Lucius and Eolus, arrived in time to witness her embarrassment.

"I never thought I would see it happen. Congratulations," Lucius said. Claudius made a cutting motion at his neck to get him to shut up.

"This isn't what it looks like, you fucking mutts," Laverna hissed at them, which only made them smile more. "He's under a spell, and apparently, touching me stops him from going crazy because of my divine power."

"Sure. That's the reason." Eolus was laughing so hard, his golden curls shook. He got out his phone and snapped a picture.

"Sid has been taken by the witches, and you two clowns are laughing. Get the fuck upstairs and look for clues while I get your fearless leader to safety," she ordered.

Lucius bowed regally. "Yes, alpha. Claudius, come back here when you finish delivering the happy couple where they need to go."

"Keep it up, and I will fucking neuter you," Laverna said.

Romulus held onto her, so she just ended up flailing uselessly while cursing at them.

"Always a pleasure, goddess," Eolus said, and they both disappeared into the elevator with wide smiles.

Laverna collapsed back into Romulus's chest. "Those two get more ridiculous every time I see them. They have only become worse since they mated."

"They will take Sidonius's disappearance seriously, don't worry. This is just...a too interesting development for them not to comment on," Claudius replied with a straight face. His eyes were glittering with amusement, and his sincerity didn't fool her for a minute. Assholes.

Claudius got the keys to the Porsche out of Romulus's jacket pocket with minimal snarling, and he opened the back door for them. It was a good thing Romulus hadn't decided on anything with two seats that day. Otherwise, things would have gotten even more awkward.

Like they can get much worse. Laverna sat in his lap because he still refused to let her go.

If someone had told her a week ago that finding bodies would lead her to straddling Romulus awkwardly in the back seat of a Porsche, she probably would have kicked them between the legs for their audacity.

"One day, we will be able to look back on this and laugh," she said as she stared out of the back window of the car and hoped that the tinting was dark enough so that no one would think they were fucking.

"You smell so good," he whispered, his breath hot on her ear. Goosebumps swept down her arms and spine.

"So do you," she stammered awkwardly and hoped that his wolf couldn't smell how turned on she was. It wasn't her fault. Romulus was a lot handsome man to be pushed up against.

For the first time in her long life, Laverna was over her head and didn't know what to do but try and breathe. She really shouldn't encourage what was happening in any way. She tried to hang onto the thought of how much she hated him, but it wasn't working. He smelled of spicy man aftershave and wild things that screamed sex in her brain.

Laverna didn't have to wonder how close his wolf was to the surface. His clothes were straining, making his already impressive chest bigger.

Laverna was pissed that the witch's magic was all over him, but until she got him into her safe haven, she couldn't unleash any of her divine power to try and get it off him. If anyone was going to fuck with Romulus, it was going to be her and no one else.

Laverna wriggled under the thought, and that just made him hold her tighter. With a sigh of frustration, she gave up struggling, rested her chest against his, and put her head on his shoulder.

"If you tell anyone about this, I will make your life hell," she whispered, not knowing if he would understand a thing she said in his current state. After a moment, his hand came up to gently cup the back of her head.

Laverna blinked, not knowing what to do with the sudden lump in her throat. As much as she talked shit about having lots of sexual partners, she hadn't been laid in months, and they were never in her bed long enough for any kind of affection or comfort. That's not what she wanted or would accept from anyone.

Laverna forced herself to swallow the lump. It means nothing. You're probably just touch starved.

She didn't look at him as she said, "We'll fix this, Rom. I promise."
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There were four different ways for Laverna to get to her private chambers in the catacombs. It had always been for safety reasons, but now, with Romulus refusing to put her down, taking the back way in that no one else would be using was the only way to ensure no one witnessed her embarrassment.

"Go back to help the others. Roberto will call you and find safe lodgings for you all down in the catacombs tonight. Don't even think about arguing with me either because if anything happens to you guys, Romulus will bitch me out forever over it," she said to Claudius.

The old wolf just bowed to her. "I wouldn't dream of disobeying you. With Rom currently incapacitated, you are the alpha in the city."

Laverna shook her head. She didn't want to be looking after the wolves too. "You guys are so fucking weird. Just message me if you find anything. I'll take care of the fearless leader."

"I have every faith that you will." Claudius turned to go and paused mid-step. "Don't hurt him, Laverna. He's not as strong as he seems." With that, Claudius headed back to the Porshe, leaving her gaping after him.

"Hurt you. As if I have that kind of power," she huffed irritably.

Romulus didn't say anything. His eyes were glowing brightly as they looked around at the park they were standing in.

"You are going to have to put me down for this next bit, Rom," she said and pushed a little of her power into the command. He snarled softly but placed her on her feet. She held his hand, and that seemed to satisfy him.

The park had once been a cemetery, and tucked away behind a well-set illusion spell was an old mausoleum that archaeologists would have loved to get their grubby hands on.

Laverna placed her hand on the door, and it swung open. Magical locks were unbreakable, with the bonus of her never having to carry a key.

Romulus sniffed the marble room carefully before following her in. She pushed an engraving on the stone sarcophagus, and it slid back with a grinding of stone against stone. A dusty torch was hanging on the wall that she lit and went first down the stairs.

"I don't think I've come in from this way for five hundred years," she said, shifting the sarcophagus back into place with a brush of her magic.

Romulus's grip tightened on hers. Maybe he could sense how much she felt like running away. She had never brought anyone to her secret place, and the thought of showing it to Romulus made her all kinds of nervous and prickly. If their strange peace went to shit, she would have to find a whole new hideout.

Romulus's arm came around her waist, holding her up against him. "Safe," he said in his not-quite-human voice.

"Let's just figure out how to get this magic off you, okay?" Laverna said, not turning around to look at him. He loosened his hold only enough to let her walk.

They were silent for the rest of the way. Romulus had to lean down for most of it because the tunnels were too small to accommodate his height. They were both grubby from dust and cobwebs by the time she got him home.

Laverna opened the doors and turned on the lights. "Welcome to my hideout. If you say anything bad about it, I'll let the witches eat you."

Romulus's wolf eyes looked around at her horde and smiled, showing fang. "Den," he said. He sounded smug, and Laverna couldn't figure out why.

"Don't get distracted," she replied when he reached out to touch a marble statue. It was one of her naked that she had modeled for Antonio del Pollaiuolo. "I swear you men can't help but gawk at tits even if they are marble."

She dragged him along through another tight hallway and up a curved set of marble stairs. Her hand rested on the door, and she took a deep shuddering breath.

"Please don't make me regret showing you this place," she whispered and pushed open the door.

Inside was what remained of one of her temples. It was a large circular room, and on the floors was an elaborate mosaic of stories about her that matched the frescoes on the walls. Her magic and the resonant effects of her old worshippers filled the room with her power and made it thrum hot in her veins.

On a dias sat a throne of bones and wolf fur. In times long past, she would appear on the chair during feasts in her honor to please her mortal followers. A less elaborate replica had been made for when she passed judgments in the more public areas of the catacombs.

Romulus whined like a wounded dog, and Laverna could see the dark magic still clinging to him. It really didn't want him to go into the temple. Too bad.

Laverna grabbed his other hand and pulled him inside, the door slamming behind them. She dropped her human guise for the first time in centuries, her clothes changing to a sleeveless red stola that fell to her knees with a wide golden belt at her waist. Her braid unfurled into a wild tangle of curls, and she let him see the burning divinity inside of her.

"Laverna," Romulus whispered, sounding almost normal before the writhing magic of the witch's spells swept over his face and mouth. He clawed helplessly at his skin as the wolf tried to push its way through again.

Laverna caught his hands, and he stilled as she pulled them away. "Stop it. You'll hurt yourself." The magic was trying to suffocate him as it traveled over his body like a snake.

Laverna wasn't a witch. She was a fucking goddess. Her power would always be stronger than Canidia's. Not knowing what else to do, Laverna pulled his face down and kissed him. Romulus stilled completely, and Laverna used his distraction to pour her power into him.

He groaned as golden power moved into him and over them until the whole room was filled with light. One of Romulus's arms moved to encircle her waist, his other hand resting on her neck. Laverna knew she should pull away, but she didn't. His mouth opened further, and she let her tongue tease against his.

Fates, his lips were so soft and fit perfectly to hers. She rose up on her tiptoes and pushed her hands through his hair before wrapping her arms around his neck.

Laverna's power thrummed, and she pulled back from him. He was glowing with an inner illumination of her magic. The dark magic had burned off him until nothing remained.

"Ha! Take that, witches!" she said triumphantly.

Romulus was looking down at her, wide-eyed, his hair messy and clothes torn in places. She was about to ask him if he was himself again when he took her by the face and kissed her again. It wasn't like her kiss. It was hard and frantic, teeth scraping against her lips with an aggressive nip that sent lust straight through her. It was desperate, and the full force of his own divinity filled the room to join with hers. Laverna was melting underneath it, and she didn't want it to stop. She pulled away to catch her breath.

"Rom? Look at me. This is an effect from all the magic, right?" she asked, even as her whole body burned and longed to strip him bare. They were both panting and shaking a little. "Or have we lost our minds?"

Romulus's eyes flickered, both wolf and man present. "Does it matter?" he growled.

Laverna didn't know who had moved first, but she was suddenly in his arms. She grabbed one of the rips in his shirt and tore it wider so she could lick her way over the curve of his pec. He had always had an incredible body with just the right amount of chest hair, and if this were the one time she got to touch it, she would make the most of it.

Romulus carried her over to the throne, pulled the fur covering off it, and tossed it on the mosaic floor.

"Is this all made of fucking wolf fur?" he demanded.

She fluttered her lashes at him. "Maybe?"

"You're in so much trouble," he snarled and lay her down on it.

"I'm trembling with fear," she replied, pulling his ruined shirt the rest of the way off.

Romulus's grin turned feral. "That's not why you're trembling, goddess."

"Fates, I hate you."

Romulus pushed her dress up, exposing her pussy to him. "I can see all that hate leaking out of you to ruin your fur."

Laverna blushed hotly for the first time she could remember. "Hurry up before I change my mind."

Romulus's large hand gripped her thigh tight. "You aren't going anywhere."

He unbuckled his belt and jeans with his other hand, and Laverna got to see a tantalizing flash of dick before he was on top of her. He brushed his fingers along the curve of her cheek. "Last chance to say no."

Laverna didn't want foreplay. They were both too far gone for that. She dragged her nails down his back. "Get inside of me. Don't make me ask again."

Romulus's eyes shone gold, and he grabbed her wrists and pinned them to the fur above her head. He devastated her with another searing kiss and thrust into her. The air went from her body in a shuddering gasp of surprise. He let her take a breath before he kissed her again and pushed the rest of his way in. Fuck, he was big and thick and perfect, and Laverna had to take a moment to adjust.

Romulus swore in Latin and rolled his hips against hers. "You are so tight, I'm seeing stars."

"Goddess pussy," Laverna said with a wink.

Romulus just laughed against her lips and then thrust hard into her, making her groan.

"God dick," he replied and did it again before she could formulate a witty comeback.

Laverna wrapped her legs around his hips and rose up to meet him, her whole body singing with the heat and weight of him on top of her. She twisted her fingers in his dark hair and dragged him down to kiss her again, losing herself in the feel of him taking her.

Romulus pulled her up into his arms until he was on his knees, his hands gripping Laverna's hips and dragging her up and down on his cock until she could barely breathe. He stopped long enough to tear her dress up in the middle, freeing her breasts. Romulus cupped one in his hands and ran his thumb over her nipple.

"The statues didn't do them justice," he said, lifting her up and sucking on her other one.

"Fuck," Laverna gasped. Her nails were leaving marks all over his broad shoulders, and she was too far gone to care.

She pushed her fingers against his mouth. "Suck." Romulus did, his tongue flicking against her fingers before she pulled them free.

Laverna dropped her soaked fingers to her clit, and she started to ride him. Romulus laughed, deep and dangerous, right before he slammed into her until he hit her limit. Laverna was breaking apart as he did it again and again, his eyes watching her fingers circle her clit as he moved in and out of her.

"Let me see you come for me," he whispered in her ear.

"I only come for me, asshole, not you," Laverna managed to stammer in defiance before electricity tore down her spine, her orgasm shattering her. "Rom."

"Fucking hell, Laverna," Romulus growled against her neck. "Your pussy is going to choke my dick to death."

Romulus pushed her back down onto the fur, slung her legs over his shoulders, and pounded into her, crashing her through another orgasm before he stared into her eyes and came with her name on his lips.

Afterward, he kissed her cheeks softly and then her lips before rolling so she was lying on top of him, his dick still inside of her. It didn't matter. Her prized wolf fur was definitely ruined, and she didn't have the strength to care.

Romulus's heart was pounding under her ear, his fingers stroking up her back. The pesky lump was back in Laverna's throat, but she only ignored it and kissed a bead of sweat off his gorgeous chest.
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Rom woke wrapped in wolf fur, smelling of sex, and with a fresco of Laverna looking down on him. The painting was an incredible work that rendered her cheeky sneer to perfection. She was dressed in ancient Roman clothes with a crown of bones and laurel leaves on her head.

Where the fuck am I? he rubbed at his face, groggy and disorientated.

The previous day came back to him in flashes—Sidonius's apartment, the spell choking him, bits of consciousness in and out until they got into this room. He was in a temple dedicated to Laverna. The image of her in her full divine aspect hit him like a hammer. She had saved him...and then they had fucked like animals on the floor.

You did it all wrong too, his wolf said, waking up inside of him.

Rom smiled at the memory of her riding his cock. I don't think I did anything wrong at all.

So where is she then? You are waking up alone, the wolf snapped back. If it was left to me, I would have put her on that throne and licked her until she gave in and accepted her position as our mate. But here you are. Unmated. You didn't even get a taste.

Rom sat up, ignoring the wolf's commentary on his lovemaking skills. Although, it hadn't exactly been lovemaking. It had been a quick and reckless fuck out of sheer desperation to be inside of her. He hated that the wolf was right in that he was waking up alone too.

No, Laverna wouldn't have been shy about telling him if she had wanted something else last night.

You were probably just a pity fuck because she felt sorry for you, his wolf grumbled.

Rom didn't like that idea one bit. His clothes were gone, so Rom wrapped the wolf fur around himself. It wasn't until he was almost at the temple door that he realized why it was so quiet. He couldn't feel the city. He rested his hands against the door and tried to steady himself. Apart from the wolf, his head was completely quiet.

This part of the city belonged to Laverna, not him. That had to be it. He needed to find his hostess and kiss her senseless for saving his ass and giving him a moment's silence.

All amorous hopes that he might have been harboring were doused when he found Laverna sitting at a large dining table with Claudius and Roberto. Photos and reports were all scattered around a map. Laverna's hair was up in a messy knot, and she was wearing a Xena T-shirt and a pair of tights. Rom smiled at her. He wanted to bend her over the table and...

"Rom? Are you okay?" Claudius asked, making the other two look up from the map.

Rom clutched the fur around him a little tighter. "I think so. Groggy. How long have I been out?"

"For most of the day. It's about 2 p.m. Laverna threatened to skin me if I woke you," Claudius said, eyeing Rom's makeshift cover up. "Is that a wolf fur?"

"Settle down. It's no one you know," Laverna said. She ran her eyes over Rom, but she didn't meet his eye. There was no heat or embarrassment or any recognition at all of what had happened between them. She gestured to a door. "The baths are that way. I spoke with Hecate, and she said to make sure you fully submerge in the salt pool to remove any lingering traces of the magic."

Claudius got up and offered Rom a black leather duffle bag. "I bought you some things from home. Looks like all of our places might be under surveillance by the witches."

Laverna pointed again to a door on the other side of the room. "Go that way, and don't get lost, or we will never find your body." She still hadn't looked him in the eye. Not once.

I told you that you were a pity fuck, his wolf growled. And didn't that just piss him off?

Rom took the bag and headed for the baths before he said something he regretted, like he usually did when they argued. It would only make the situation worse.

Laverna could pretend that nothing had happened between them, but he wasn't going to. He would wait until they were alone before confronting her about it because he wasn't going to go back to how they were. He had been inside of her, had tasted her lips and skin. He couldn't go back to pretending he didn't want her. He wouldn't.

Rom found the baths, and they were almost as elaborate as his own. Everything was white and green marble with shining bronze fittings. One pool was high-density salt, the other hot, and one cool-off pool. There was a door leading to a steam room and a large bathroom.

He had always suspected Laverna went out of her way to look a little grubby and disheveled on purpose so that people would underestimate her. It worked too. No wonder she had turned down his offer to use his baths when she had this waiting for her at home.

Rom went through the duffle bag and found his phone and a fresh pair of clothes. He had a bunch of text messages. The first was from Hermes. I can't believe you walked into a spell and got whammied. Does your nose not work anymore? How are your eyes? Is it time for you to cross the rainbow bridge with the other old dogs?

"Dick," he muttered.

The next text was from Hecate. Submerge yourself at least three times in the salt water, just to be sure.

Rom growled and tossed the phone back into his bag, ignoring the other messages. He was embarrassed enough that he had fallen for the trap so easily. He couldn't believe Laverna had told everyone. He ran a frustrated hand over his face. Actually, he could believe it.

The gods were more gossipy than old nonne, and now he looked like a complete idiot. He had smelled the blood and reacted. Just like Canidia and her hags knew he would.

He needed to find Sidonius. It had been a lot of blood, but werewolves healed fast, and they would want to keep him alive for more bait...or parts. Fuck. He didn't even want to consider that, but he had to. Sidonius was an immortal creature that was like an all-you-take buffet of body parts for witches' spells.

Rom showered quickly and went straight for the salt bath. The aqua-blue water was perfect, and he sank into it with a sigh despite the stringing cuts on his back and shoulders made from Laverna's sharp nails. Sex, sleep, and a bath. If the circumstances hadn't been so fucked, it would have been a perfect day.

Rom didn't feel any of the spell still on him, but when Hecate told you to do something, you fucking did it. He dunked his whole body and head under the water three times, and the last of his brain fog vanished.

He wanted to stay in the baths longer, but Sidonius wasn't going to find himself. Rom couldn't lose him. He had been the second wolf he had made after Claudius, and he wouldn't leave him to become bits of love spells or whatever the fuck Canidia had planned for him.

Romulus showered, dressed, and felt a little more centered. He needed food and hot coffee and hoped Laverna had both. It dawned on him again that she had brought him to her actual home. He always suspected she had a secret safe house somewhere, and now she had exposed it to both Claudius and him. She must have really been worried. He tried not to smile and failed.

Laverna had cared enough to bring him to her den, and that was something he never would have expected. They also had sex. Another thing that seemed so out of the realm of possibility that he could barely fathom it.

She might be keeping a professional face on in front of the others, but he wasn't going to let her pretend it hadn't happened. He would deal with the witches, and then he would make her his mate once and for all.

Smiling at the thought of the hunt to come, Rom went to find out everything that he had missed while he had been sleeping.
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Laverna, Roberto, and Claudius had spent the morning trying to pinpoint areas around the city where the witches had been seen and where children had been reported missing. So far, she had not only identified Canidia but also her old coven members, Sagana and Veia.

Should have killed all of them instead of letting them go. The witches had left Rome and hadn't returned until now. It made Laverna worry about what had brought them back. Was it this creature they had that caused them to now think that they were invincible?

They had been making good progress on mapping the area when Romulus had woken up, and all of Laverna's concentration had vanished at the sight of him all bare-chested and sleep-ruffled. It had only gotten worse when he had turned around, and she saw the state of his back.

"Are you two okay?" Claudius asked once Romulus had disappeared down towards the baths.

"You mean compared to usual? Sure. We had a big night of spell-breaking and whatnot," Laverna replied with a flippant hand wave. She turned to Roberto, who had looked curiously between her and Romulus's disheveled state. "Can I get you to go down to the kitchens and get us some pasta or something? He's going to be starving by the time he finishes that bath. Hecate said that kind of spell ravages your energy."

Roberto nodded and then grinned cheekily at her. "By the state of his back, it looks like his energy was just fine."

Laverna wasn't going to be baited. "He passed out on a mosaic floor, which was foolish, but he was too heavy to move. I'm sure his back will recover."

"Whatever you say, boss," Roberto replied and headed out the doors.

Claudius waited until they were alone before he said softly, "I told you not to hurt him."

"I haven't hurt him. At least, not in a way that wasn't consensual," she said. She might have been able to play naive with Roberto, but Claudius was a wolf and would've smelled sex all over Romulus. "It was nothing. Just a heat-of-the-moment thing. It doesn't change anything."

Claudius ran a hand through his brown curls. "Maybe not for you. It's none of my business. If you two won't stop being oblivious, then I'm not going to be the one to spell it out for you."

"So glad we clarified it is none of your business," Laverna deadpanned. "Pick a place for you and the wolves to search tonight. I'm going to make more coffee."

Laverna went through a door and into her kitchen. She usually ate in the mess halls, so it only held snacks and essentials that she couldn't live without. She ground fresh beans and tried not to think about waking up on Romulus. She had gone from warm, sleepy happiness to blinding panic in ten seconds flat.

Would he come to his senses and regret what they had done? Would he wake up and be full of his old scorn? Laverna hadn't wanted to wait around to find out. She didn't regret it, and it had been consensual despite all the magic in the air. They would just have to ignore that it had happened, and things would be normal.

Romulus hadn't seemed mad when he came out of the temple room. He had looked sleepy and fuckable. Laverna shook the image from her brain. She would treat him like she did every other one-night stand. It would all be fine. So super and completely fine. Fuck.

Laverna put the ground beans into the espresso machine and took down fresh cups. Her body ached in a way that reminded her she'd had rough sex the night before, but she purposely ignored it.

They had witches to find, and Laverna and the wolves would be hunting that night. They had only been waiting for Romulus's final say on some of the plans. Claudius had called their contacts in the Carabinieri and sent out alerts, looking for any sighting of Canidia and her coven. They would continue to tighten the noose in the hope the witches would fuck up big enough, and they would have no choice but to reveal themselves. It was good to have Romulus's men and contacts help, but working with any kind of police made Laverna itchy. Her feelings weren't what was important; finding the missing kids was.

Laverna had seen Canidia's victims before. She knew what they were currently going through and the state they would find them in. Children had been taken from family outings at the archaeological park that stretched from the Colosseum to the Capitoline Museums. It could have been chosen purely for convenience's sake because it was always chaotic with visitors, and it was a maze of walkways between ancient structures. Lots of places for children to get lost and for kidnappers to hide in.

She had chosen to investigate there that night with some of her eyes on the street. They would take a look at Romulus's men and take off in the other direction. They had all been soldiers at one point, and it showed. Soldiers were too close to cops.

Laverna was so deep in thought, she didn't hear the kitchen door open or anyone come in until Romulus appeared, a bulk of warmth and power behind her. To her credit, she didn't squeak in surprise like a frightened mouse before a hungry wolf. She took a deep breath and glanced over her shoulder. He was in jeans and a T-shirt again, and she wished he didn't fill them out quite so well. When he wasn't in a suit, it made him seem like less of a douchebag, and the fact that he could be one was something that was dangerous for her to forget.

"Coffee?" she asked, trying to brush over her uneasy thoughts.

"Please," he replied. He was looking at her a little too intensely, and she wished that she had put on something more than a pair of old tights with a hole in the back of the knee. "Thank you for helping me last night. I don't want to think about what state I would have been in without you."

"You're welcome." Laverna filled a cup with steaming espresso and passed it to him. "I think that's the first time you've ever thanked me for anything, Romulus."

"I'm pretty sure it was the first time you helped me out of a problem and not created one for me. What happened to calling me Rom?" he replied with a frown. "I thought getting you to scream it for me last night meant we would be past the formalities."

Laverna's cheeks heated, and she returned to the machine to fix her cup. "Ah huh, you thought that, did you?"

"Really, Laverna? Are you going to pretend it never happened?" he demanded, sounding almost...hurt.

Laverna sipped her scalding coffee before turning back to face him. "I'm not pretending it never happened. I'm acting like it wasn't a big deal because it was nothing, and we have bigger things to worry about."

Romulus's glare was now truly spectacular. She would never figure out how his brain worked. What the hell was his problem?

"So it was what? A pity fuck because you felt sorry for me?" he demanded.

Laverna's brows shot up. "Firstly, I don't feel sorry for anyone who gets a chance to fuck me. Secondly, what is your fucking problem now? I'm trying to act like an adult about this, and you're acting like I just punched you in the nuts instead."

"Infuriating woman," he growled, stepping forward so she was pushed up against the counter. "It wasn't nothing, and I don't want you pretending otherwise." He leaned down until they were almost eye level, and her lips tingled in anticipation of a kiss. His breath was hot against them as he whispered, "Tell me you don't want to do it again."

Laverna's heart thrummed so loudly he could probably hear it. She couldn't lie to him by saying no, because she very much wanted to do it again. She just couldn't hold out hope that he would want her after whatever madness was currently gripping him had passed. He had been different around her for weeks, but that didn't mean he couldn't switch back to being a mean asshole and rip her heart to shreds. She didn't have that much heart left to risk it.

"We should get back to work," she said, her voice far too breathy.

"You can pretend as much as you like, goddess." Romulus tugged the collar of her shirt down to reveal the suck bruises he had left on her shoulders and chest. His eyes gleamed gold with wolf. "Those don't lie. My marks. Mine."

Laverna knocked his hand away. "Careful not to get too possessive there, Rom. I'm not about to put up with that shit from anyone, least of all you. I'm not going to become part of your pack or surrender to you, show my belly, or whatever the fuck your other submissive bitches are into."

Romulus only smiled and leaned in so his leg pressed between hers. Laverna bit back a whimper. He ran his cheek along hers and whispered in her ear. "Yes, you will, and you will love every single minute of what happens afterward." Then he was gone, leaving her still leaning against the counter for the support.

Laverna steadied her knees and reached into a cabinet where she kept a bottle of whiskey. She poured some into her coffee and took a large mouthful. She had no idea what to do with any of that, but she was starting to get a horrible feeling that Romulus really had lost his fucking mind.
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The night was stormy and humid, and it made Laverna's mood increasingly bad. The one good thing the constant sprinkle of rain did was clear out most of the tourists who loved to linger around the archaeological park to take moody photos of broken columns in the shadowy light.

Laverna had seen it when the temples and streets had been new and alive. To her, the place felt like a graveyard. She thought of Jupiter and the other proud gods who thought they would rule forever.

Laverna had always been on the outskirts of all the pantheon dramas, and she had preferred it that way. Like Hermes, she managed to keep the major pantheons from giving her too much grief and stayed friends with the chthonic gods. They were both creatures of above and below. She idly wondered if he had noticed the key ring she had stolen from him during the twin's baby shower.

Laverna stared at the remains of the temple of Jupiter and lifted her middle finger up at it. It seemed like the gods and goddesses that had always been made into the outcasts had survived throughout the centuries when all the Jupiter's and Zeus's of the world had gone.

Good fucking riddance, Laverna thought. The world was better off without bullies, especially those with divine power to throw their influence around.

Once, she would have added Romulus to that mix. Now, she wasn't so sure she'd ever known him at all. Maybe she had always refused to see another side of him. She was starting to think they had always misunderstood each other and never bothered to seek clarification.

Maybe she was just getting melancholy in her old age, but standing amongst the stone bones of the past in the middle of the night tended to bring it out in her.

Something about what Claudius had said about her being the one thing in the city that lived outside of Romulus's control was rattling through her head repeatedly. It would have been like having a perfectly oiled machine with one squeaky wheel that could never be fixed. She grinned, the thought making her happy.

No wonder he used to be annoyed by the very sight of her. His sleepy smile from that afternoon returned to her, and she couldn't help but wonder what the sight of her did to him now.

Laverna dug through her jacket pocket until she found a lollipop and put it in her mouth. She had brought a stash with her, amongst other things, in case she needed them to smooth out a conversation with people. People appreciated a sweet or a cigarette or a spare tampon. It was never about the big things that people needed and most wouldn't accept them anyway.

Laverna strolled slowly down into the Domus Tiberiana and stood underneath one of the arches to have a break from the rain. She shook the water off her leather jacket and hood before she paused, her senses suddenly on full alert.

The hair on the back of her neck rose, and she turned around quickly. Nothing. There were plenty of ghosts around, but they never bothered her because of her chthonic side. She cast her eyes up at the structures around and above her but didn't spot anything.

There was still no doubt that Laverna was being watched. She slid her hand into her deep pocket and wrapped her fingers around the hilt of her dagger. Just in case.

Laverna strolled back out into the rain, her senses on high alert as she wandered back to where there were more people. She had put out a curfew on her people to be inside by midnight, and they were getting close to it. She had talked to a few on their way to the shelter for the night, and they had all seen Canidia in the last few days, taking photos and pretending to be a tourist with all the others.

Laverna was going to do one more lap of the park to the Colosseum to ensure everyone had left before going back to the catacombs.

None of the wolves had messaged her to say their hunting efforts had been more successful. Romulus hadn't been exactly cheerful after their encounter in the kitchen, but fuck, what did he expect from her? Laverna doubted that even he knew.

Laverna's senses prickled again just as a woman appeared ahead of her, carrying a large black umbrella. It tilted a little, revealing the profile of a beautiful woman with perfectly curled copper hair.

Laverna turned her attention back to the ruins, heart leaping as she hoped the witch Canidia didn't see her. She had seen the photos, but Laverna had secretly hoped that she wasn't still as beautiful as the last time they clashed. She hadn't aged a day. It was magic that kept her looking so perfect all the time. Laverna knew it and still resented it. She was a goddess, and her hair still became a mess in the humidity.

Laverna counted to ten before glancing back toward Canidia. She had begun walking again, her heeled boots clicking against the wet footpaths. Laverna's fingers tightened around her dagger as she followed at a distance. She wanted to pounce on her and cut her throat for what she had done to Romulus. That wouldn't help them find Sidonius or the missing children.

She needed to follow her back to wherever she was hiding out and call in the wolves. It didn't annoy her as much as she expected it to. Laverna's people weren't soldiers, and Romulus's were. They knew how to handle a fight.

Canidia didn't turn or indicate in any way that she was being followed. She looked like all the other tourists stopping to take photos of the monuments.

Laverna followed her to the walkway that stood above the remains of Palatine Hill. It was a stretch of grass with broken pillars sticking out in rows.

Laverna remembered the cave underneath, called the Lupercal or the Female Wolf, which honored the she-wolf that had found Romulus and Remus. Underneath their feet was still the domed roof with its stunning mosaics and a white eagle in its center. If she closed her eyes, she could almost feel Romulus's power thrumming through the ground.

Laverna swallowed hard and tried not to think about it. Canidia stood at the railing that overlooked the grounds.

"Are you going to come and say hello or just lurk about all night?" Canidia called and gestured at her.

Shit. Laverna was busted, so she walked over to the rail but kept a few meters between them. "You shouldn't have come back," she said, pulling out her lollipop so she didn't have to talk around it.

Canidia hummed. "Why not? I left Rome, and look what you two did to it," she said, waving a hand at the ruins.

"Time and humans did that, not us."

"You and Romulus could have stopped it from becoming such a mess, but you didn't. Maybe it's time you let someone else have a turn to make it an empire again," Canidia replied.

Laverna laughed. "Romulus is Rome. You can't take it from him. It's impossible. You kill him, and the city will collapse before your eyes."

"It was a problem I pondered over for many years, and the solution was right in front of me," Canidia said and laughed softly. "Rome always had two founders. I just needed to find the right one who would see things my way."

Laverna snorted. "What the fuck are you—" A wall of muscle and stinking fur slammed into her, driving her over the edge of the walkway. She was still trying to pull her dagger free when she hit the grass, and all the air whooshed from her body. Dazed and gasping, Laverna willed her divine healing to hurry the fuck up.

A heavy thump landed beside her, and she got her first look at the creature they had been hunting. It was seven feet tall with the head of a wolf and the torso of a man. Claws stuck out of its fingers and toes, and a tail hung between its legs. It was covered in patchy gray hair and bore a long scar across its chest.

Laverna fumbled for her dagger, but her arm was numb from when she had landed on it. Something was dislocated. She tried to sit up, but the creature pounced on her before she could.

"Smell like...him," a voice growled out from its stinking jaws. Laverna cried out as claws swiped across her chest. "You will be my mate. Not his."

Laverna tried to push herself back from underneath it, tears streaming down her cheeks as ichor poured out of her. The wolf's jaws clamped down on her shoulder, and she screamed again as it shook her violently. Pain seared her through her veins, and for the first time in her existence, she wondered if she was about to die.

"Enough! Come! It is not the time," Canidia called from high on the walkways.

"You will be mine now," the wolf snarled before leaping away.

Laverna tried to blink the rain out of her eyes. Her whole body was burning in agony. She could lift one hand just enough to fumble for her phone. Ichor was running into her hair and the grass underneath her.

Can't pass out. Have to warn Rom. With her vision tunneling, Laverna tapped on his number. Her hand went numb, and she dropped the phone on the grass. She dragged her body toward it.

"Laverna? Laverna?" Romulus's voice shouted through the phone.

"Rom... Rom...listen. They are working together," Laverna sobbed.

"Tell me where you are," Romulus replied, his voice rising in panic.

"It's Remus...Rom…I need to tell you that I…" Laverna managed to gasp out before the pain tore through her again, and all was darkness.
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Rom paced out the front of a Carabinieri station on the Via Leonina while Cluadius finalized his meeting with their contacts. Rom had been too agitated and had been making everyone uneasy, so he had gotten up and left halfway through it.

He hated being separated from Laverna when their enemies were hunting them. He had offered to go with her—the archaeological park wasn't far from where they were—but she refused. She had people to see and claimed none of them would talk to her if he were there. He hated that she was right.

Rom knew she wouldn't be willing to come under his protection, but that didn't mean he liked that she had gone off on her own. One warning glare, and he had shut his mouth because fighting with her wouldn't solve anything. It never had because she always did what she wanted anyway.

Rom looked at her number on his phone for a full minute before putting it away and taking out a cigarette instead. Apart from the occasional cigar, he rarely smoked, but after dealing with Laverna's indifference in the kitchen, he had made Claudius pull over so he could buy a packet.

"Can I borrow a light?" a young woman with blue hair asked.

Rom gave it to her, and as soon as the flame illuminated her face, he knew her. "Sagana. Bold of you to approach me like this."

The witch only blew smoke at him. "I come with a message. If you kill me, you will never find your wolf."

Sagana had always been Canidia's partner in crime, and if anyone knew what the fuck she planned, it was Sagana.

"Better hurry up and give it before I change my mind and just kill you," he said and had another drag of his smoke.

Sagana pointed at the glowing sign on the building beside them. "Right here in front of the Carabinieri? I doubt it, Romulus. But you are right—time is not on your side right now because she is probably already dying."

"Who?" he growled.

Sagana smiled. "This is the message I bring to you from my mistress, oh king of Rome. Your days of ruling are over. The power of the city will now be passed to a king and queen who will raise it up from the ashes that you have let it become. The city bond will be given to one that can hold it, and you will die. It is time for the witches to rule. You will die, and the goddess of the underground will be the new king's mate."

Rom swiped out to grab her, but she danced out of his reach, her body already fading into shadows. "Enjoy death, King of Wolves."

Rom tried to take hold of her again, but she vanished, and his hands gripped only smoke.

"Fuck," he hissed. He grabbed his phone to ring Laverna when it started vibrating in her hands. She was calling him. "Laverna? Laverna?"

"Rom...Rom...listen. They are working together."

She sounded like she was crying, and Rom's vision tinged in red. "Tell me where you are."

"It's Remus...Rom… I need to tell you that I."

"Laverna! Laverna!" Rom shouted, but there was no reply. He could hear the rain and nothing else. "I'm coming. I'll find you!"

Claudius came out of the station with a worried expression. "Rom, what's happening?"

"No time to explain. I need to find Laverna," he said, his panic choking him.

"She was meant to be in the archaeological park. We can get there..."

"No time!" Rom snarled, his wolf slashing its way to the surface.

Rom hurried away from the police station and turned down an alley so he wouldn't be seen. He closed his eyes and let the magic of the city swamp him. He could find almost anyone he had met this way, but it was dangerous magic; otherwise, he would try to use it to find Sidonius.

Rom was beyond thinking rationally. He took a shuddering breath and let the pavement swallow him whole.

He traveled through the earth and rubble, the sunken temples and statuary. Laverna had always been a bright spot of energy that the city made room around but never allowed itself to be tied to. He could always find her this way. He hoped time hadn't changed that. As the spirit of the city, he flew through the earth towards the archaeological park. History was an ocean around, and he could get lost in every moment if he let it control him.

Laverna, Laverna, Laverna. Light flashed ahead of him, and he exploded out of the turf at Palatine Hill. He glanced around him, wild-eyed, and spotted a mound of something in the shadows. He raced across the wet grass, his heart in his throat. She was covered in golden ichor, and her arms and legs were askew as if she had fallen.

"Laverna! Wake up!" he said, scooping her up in his arms. He could smell the creature they had been hunting all over her. "Cara mia, open your eyes, please," he begged.

He found her pulse, but it was a bare whisper. He picked her up and started running. When he reached the nearest road, Claudius was already there, slamming on the brakes of his SUV to let them get in.

"Quickly! We have to get her to her temple where her power can be restored faster," Rom said, clutching her to him. He pulled back the corner of her leather jacket. Deep bite marks in her shoulder and chest formed an unmistakable pattern of a wolf bite. Remus.

"It can't be. It can't be," he whispered.

"Rom! We are almost there," Claudius said, snapping him out of his spiral of panic and the wolf's rage that something had bitten his mate. Like a claiming.

Once Romulus had gone somewhere, he could always trace his scent back to it. He got out of the car and ran into the catacombs entrance.

"Out of my way!" he roared, and Laverna's people jumped to do what they were told. He didn't stop running through the twisting darkness until he reached the door of her apartment and pulled them open.

Rom smeared mud and ichor all over the floors as he skidded to a stop in front of her temple doors and barged them open with his shoulder.

"Come on, Laverna. You are a goddess. Stop this nonsense," he said, giving her a shake. He took out his phone and rang Hermes. "Pick up, you fucking bastard."

"You better not be talking about me," Hermes said, his face appearing on the screen. "Woah, your face… What the fuck happened, Rom?"

"I don't know! She was attacked," Rom sobbed.

"Breathe, wolf. Laverna is one of the strongest goddesses I have ever met. Get that coat off her and show me what we are dealing with," Hermes instructed. His consort Selene appeared, and Rom relaxed a fraction. She was a nurse and could help.

Rom cut Laverna's jacket and shirt off with his claws and carefully pulled aside the fabric. She had deep claw marks across her chest, as well as a deep ring of holes from the fangs.

Hermes's eyes lit up with golden fury. "What the fuck did you do to her, Romulus?"

"It wasn't me. I could never hurt her. Never. She's... She's my mate, Hermes," Rom said, holding Laverna closer. The nightmare he had about Remus days ago was a warning, and he had completely dismissed it. He choked back a sob. "She's my mate, Hermes, and she's dying."

"She's not dying from wounds like that. She's just messed up. You need to clean the wounds and bind them to get them to stop leaking," Selene answered in her calm voice. "Please trust me, Romulus. I have seen the gods recover from far worse in my service with Hades."

Rom shook his head from side to side. "You don't understand. She was bitten... She was bitten by Remus." He could barely believe his own words, but she had said his name for a reason. To warn him. "Canidia must have found a way to resurrect him. Hermes, the curse of one of our bites could kill her."

Hermes's paled. "Fuck. We need someone else for this. Please hold."

The hold screen came up and started playing annoying music. Rom swore and fought not to crush the phone in his hand.

"Rom? Here, I have things," Claudius said from the door. He had his eyes down, not game enough to make eye contact with the wolf in Romulus's eyes.

"Come in, but do it slowly," Rom said, not trusting anyone too close to his goddess. Claudius placed down a bundle of towels, wet and dry, and a first-aid kit. "Remus bit her. What am I going to do?"

Claudius backed away from him. "Listen to me, Romulus. Try to think past your panic. Laverna is... Laverna is your mate. I remember a story you told me that your mother had once healed her mate by licking his wounds. Do you remember? Would that work?"

Rom sniffed back his tears. "I don't know. I never saw her do it for myself. Laverna would be so angry."

"But she might be alive to be angry with you. She will need you if she turns Rom," Claudius replied. There was a tremor in his voice that said he was scared about that thought more than anything. "She is already a goddess. What would she be like as a wolf as well?"

"A sheer bloody terror. Like she always is," Rom joked weakly. He used one of the wet towels to clean the wounds on her neck and chest so he could see them clearly. "Leave us. She wouldn't like anyone seeing her like this."

"I will be outside if you need me," Claudius said, shutting the door behind him.

Romulus placed towels under her head to cushion her. "Please don't hate me for this. I can't lose you. I won't. You will just have to deal with it."

Rom pulled on his power of the city again and drew out his wolf. He growled through the pain as his body reshaped himself. It didn't hurt during the full moon; this was agony, and only Rom's other power could force it to happen.

Rom shook out his fur and trotted over to where his mate lay. The human may have been repulsed, but the wolf was wiser and knew the power in his saliva. The wolf bent his head and, with slow laps, began to clean his mate's wounds over and over again.
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Laverna slowly came back to consciousness with a warm hand stroking her hair. It felt so damn good. The rest of her, not so much.

"She seems to be breathing, and the wounds have shut," Romulus's voice whispered softly above her.

"Maybe Claudius's theory on you being able to heal her because she is your mate was correct then," Hermes replied.

Laverna wanted to wake up and shout that she wasn't his mate, but her body didn't seem to want to move.

"Perhaps. I still don't know if she will turn, and the full moon is only two days away," Romulus replied.

Hermes made a dismissive sound. "Divine power fights off all disease, and that will probably include lupism. The bigger issue is Remus being alive again or some version of life. When Laverna wakes, we will need more information."

"If she wakes," Romulus corrected, his voice cracking. "I can't lose her, Hermes. I love her. I've always..."

"I know, Rom. I know. She will wake up. Her body is just healing. Maybe it's finally time to tell her how you feel?" Hermes suggested softly.

Rom's laugh was sad and bitter. "She's too smart to have me. I will call you later."

There was silence, and Laverna had gone from drowsy to wide awake. She hadn't opened her eyes because she wasn't sure her imagination hadn't made that little chat up in her head.

Romulus couldn't love her. He had always hated the very sight of her. That wasn't love. And she sure as hell wasn't his mate. She would know, wouldn't she?

Romulus resumed stroking her hair, and she enjoyed it a little while longer before daring to open her eyes. He was looking straight ahead, his eyes glassy and unseeing.

"Hey," she whispered, not wanting to startle him too badly. He was sitting cross-legged with her head on a pillow in his lap. He looked down and saw her awake, and his whole expression crumpled.

"Oh, thank fuck," he breathed before dragging her up into his arms. "Don't you ever scare me like that again."

"I can't promise that," she said, her face squished into his chest. She remembered the fall and the feeling she was about to die. She had been so scared, and that was a whole new emotion for her. She started to shake, the shock hitting her.

"It was Remus. It was Remus. I'd never forget his voice. He was always crazy, but he's not right, Rom. She's done something to him..." she babbled.

Romulus rubbed her back. "We can talk about it later. We need to get you warmed up."

"Take me to the baths," she said and winced. "I smell terrible."

"You do, but I don't care. I can't leave you alone right now."

Laverna reached up and touched his face. "You misunderstand. I want you to take me to the baths, Rom. You are included. I need someone to wash my back because I'm too tired to do it." It was a weak excuse, but he didn't argue with her. She didn't even complain when he picked her up and carried her out of the temple.

Roberto and Claudius were arguing in low whispers outside the door. Both jumped out of the way.

"I'm okay," she said, looking at Roberto. He had tears in his eyes and quickly bowed to her. "Don't get sappy on me. I just need a bath, and I'll be fine."

"I've got her. I might be tempted to drown her for worrying me so much, but I won't do it until she's recovered," Romulus told them.

Claudius only rolled his eyes. "We will go and see about food, seeing how the goddess doesn't believe in keeping any in her kitchen."

Laverna didn't have the energy to deny it. Romulus carried her through the apartments and into the warm, wet heat of the bathhouse. He sat her down on a marble bench and crouched down to take off her boots.

"This is a bit weird," she said, fighting to stay upright.

"You can fight me about it later. Just let me take care of you now. My wolf is losing its mind and will take me with it if you don't let me do this," Romulus replied, peeling off her socks. He helped her stand before undoing the clasp on her dirty, wet jeans.

"Because it thinks I'm its mate?" she whispered, hardly able to form the words.

Romulus's hands paused. "What makes you ask that?"

"Remus. I'll tell you everything when I'm warm again," she said. She needed the time to put her thoughts together, and she was starting to shiver. Romulus didn't waste any more time. He stripped her off and made her sit on a soft towel while he got rid of his own muddy clothes. There were stains of golden ichor on them too, and Laverna swallowed hard.

"You found me?" she asked.

"I did. We will talk about it when you've warmed up." He pulled off his shirt, and a goofy smile lit up her face. "What?"

"Seeing you naked is helping my healing process," Laverna replied. He really was a beautiful brute of a man with scars and muscle all over him.

"You can stare at me later," he said with a soft snort of laughter. He picked her up and carried her into one of the medium-heated pools. Laverna's freezing skin pebbled and ached, but she grew used to it in a few moments and then sighed happily.

Romulus made sure she was sitting upright on one of the marble benches before he went to get some of the bottled water she always kept in there.

"You need to rehydrate," he said, opening a bottle and placing it on the lip of the pool beside her. Laverna took it without argument and drained half of it.

"Are you going to hand-feed me too?" she asked.

Romulus tilted his head thoughtfully. "Would you let me? The wolf likes the idea."

Laverna laughed and then winced. Fates, she was aching. Romulus climbed into the pool beside her. "What is it? Are you hurting?"

"I'm okay. Just my back. I think he might have broken some bones. They are healed, just tender," she replied, trying to get the worried look off his face. It didn't work. He made a strange whimpering sound of anger and distress. Laverna moved through the water and took his face in her hands.

"Rom, I'm okay." His eyes were blazing gold, so she pressed her lips lightly to his. "I'm fine. Just a little tender."

The gold of the wolf seeped out of his eyes, leaving them back to being whiskey amber. Romulus's hands slid to her hips and gently turned her before putting her in his lap again. Slowly, he began to massage her shoulders.

"You really have gone crazy, haven't you?" she said, leaning into his touch. "I knew it."

Romulus's hands paused. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't lie to me, Rom. My night has been traumatic enough." Laverna's heart was aching, but she pushed on. "You have been acting weird ever since I broke into your bathhouse. You've always hated me, and now you're being all kind to me and laughing and not being a raging dick, and I don't understand what's changed. My only conclusion is you've finally lost your damn mind."

Romulus began his massage again. "I've never really been sane around you. I just stopped fighting against myself when it came to you. I've always told you I wanted you under my protection."

"No, you've always wanted me under your control. You've always been all macho with your "Become part of my pack and surrender to my ruling over you" bullshit," Laverna said, trying not to let her anger rise. "The first day we met, you smiled at me, and then it was like you realized who I was, and I became something you scraped off your shoe. I don't fucking get you, Rom. So yeah, I do think you've lost your fucking mind, and I'm just waiting for you to come to your senses and start acting like an asshole again."

Laverna hadn't realized that her arms had come up and wrapped tightly around herself again. She was shaking, and it wasn't from the cold; it was all the messy hurt that she had never let loose pouring out of her.

"I'm sorry, Laverna. For everything," Romulus said so softly that her heart broke just a little. "I've always been afraid of you, and that has made me act aggressively. Part of it is the alpha wolf clashing against another alpha in his territory. Mostly, it's been that when I look at you, all I see is my weakness."

Laverna moved away from him, and he let her. She sat down on the other side of the pool before looking him in the eye. He looked crushed and vulnerable in a way that she had never seen before in their long, long history. He looked...broken.

"Remus said that I was going to be his mate and not yours," she said, trying to keep her voice from shaking. "Am I your mate, Rom?"

"My wolf has always believed so," he replied and let out a tight sigh. "Yes. You are my mate, and Remus, or whatever that thing is, will never have you."

Laverna rubbed at the bridge of her nose. Maybe she had hit her head when she fell because she was struggling to believe any of this. "And I have no say in the matter?"

"You are the only one who has a say, Laverna. No mating bond is permanent until we both agree to it. I knew you would never agree to it, which is why I never bothered trying to tell you about it," Romulus replied with absolute resignation. "I've tried to get you under my protection all these years, not to control you, but protect you. You seem to be very confused about what I mean by surrender too. Surrender isn't giving over who you are or changing who you are. It's a trust in knowing that I will be there for you, always."

Laverna threw her hands up in frustration, splashing water everywhere. "But you have never let me get close enough to trust you at all, Rom!"

"I've never had the courage to," he admitted.

"I can't even... I don't..." Laverna didn't know how to respond to any of that, so she sank under the water. Within seconds, strong hands were gripping her and pulling her out again.

"Are you okay? Fuck, Laverna! I knew you weren't strong enough yet," Romulus said, pushing the wet hair from her face. She went to push him away from her, but her hands landed on his hard chest and seemed to stick there. She really did have a weakness for his chest.

"Stop. I'm not drowning. I dunked myself, you ridiculous man!" she complained.

"Stop scaring me for one damn night, woman. Fuck!" he shot right back. "I thought you were going to die tonight, so just..." Romulus stopped himself, but he looked so wet and ridiculous and pissed off that Laverna couldn't stop herself from wrapping her arms around his neck, her legs locking around his torso.

"You always worry this much?" she asked, and he scowled at her.

"About you? Yes," he grumbled and sank up to his shoulders into the water, so they were face to face. "We can talk about mates and everything else later. I need to know what happened at the park tonight before the wolf claws my skin off."

Laverna was going to need time to process the idea of being Romulus's mate, so she welcomed the subject change. She told him about how she had followed Canidia, what she had said about taking Rome from them, and how Remus had attacked her.

Romulus's eyes were glowing, but he managed to stay silent the whole time before he told her about becoming a part of the city to find her.

Laverna punched him in the shoulder. "Are you fucking insane? You know you can lose yourself as the city and fucking never come out again! Why would you do something so stupid!"

"Because you were hurt and dying, and that's all I cared about!"

Laverna gripped him by the shoulders and tried to shake him. She only managed to shake herself. "I am a goddess. I was hurt, but it would take more than that to kill me. My head was still attached and everything!"

"You think I am capable of thinking that rationally when you are hurt? I never, ever think or act rationally when it comes to you, Laverna," he growled back. His big hand cupped her neck and tilted her head back. "You want to know why I'm so crazy? It's because I'm having to be around you at the moment. I can never think straight or act right when I do. Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Because it's kind of hot to hear you admit it. Maybe I did hit my head," she said and kissed his outraged mouth.

Romulus's hand tightened on her neck, and he unleashed himself on her. She could do nothing but try and kiss him back as tongue and lips tried to steal the soul from her body. She twisted her fingers into his wet curls and let him take all of her fear and pain from the night from her. She guided his hand between her legs, and he broke the kiss to let out a pained laugh.

"Oh, goddess, your body hasn't healed enough for what I am planning on doing to it," he said, nipping her jaw and down the side of her neck. His fingers stroked over her pussy and made a needy whimper come out of her. "You scared the life from me tonight. I owe you for that." He circled his thumb over her clit, adding more pressure and making her legs tighten around him.

Laverna leaned in to nibble on his ear and the warm space behind it. "You're right. My night has been traumatic, so you owe me orgasms."

"I'm half a mind to edge you for the next year and never make you come as punishment."

Laverna sucked a mark on his neck. "If you do that, I'll never let you sit on my face and fuck my mouth."

"Fuck, Laverna," he groaned. "We have things we need to talk about. Serious things."

"But I don't want to talk about them yet. They can wait until tomorrow," she replied. She wrapped her hand around his hard dick and stroked it.

Romulus's hand tightened a little around her neck and jaw. He rang his thumb over her lips, and she opened her mouth to suck on it as she jerked him again.

"Harder," he growled in command, and she did.

She was rewarded with the thick, long finger he slipped inside of her. She thrust against his hand, matching the rhythm with her strokes.

Romulus rested his forehead against hers. "I'm going fuck this tight little pussy of yours until it knows who it belongs to," he said, his voice coming in pants. "I'm going to make sure it never wants anyone else again."

Laverna's inner walls clamped around his finger. "Give me another. Not enough," she begged, heat building low inside of her. Rom turned her to press her back against the tiled wall of the pool and pushed another finger inside of her. Laverna cried out, unable to stop as he stretched her. His whole expression turned so hot and possessive that she almost came, but she managed to wrangle it back down.

"Don't you dare hold it back on me," he hissed, his thumb doing unholy things to her clit as he thrust and curled his fingers.

Laverna rolled her hips, chasing his hand. "Fuck, Rom."

Romulus removed his hand from her, making her hiss in protest. "You weren't really serious about the edging thing, were you!" she squeaked.

Romulus only laughed and lifted her out of the pool. He grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her. It sure as fuck looked like he was serious, even though his dick was still hard, tenting his own towel in invitation. He ignored her grumbling and picked her up.
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Outside the baths, Laverna's apartment was empty except for two covered trays left on the table. Everyone seemed to know when to stay away.

"Bedroom," Romulus commanded. Laverna pointed to the set of stairs on the other side of the room, and he carried her up the tight passageway. He flicked a switch, the lanterns around the room turning on and bathing the room in soft, dim light.

"Perfect," he said, carrying her towards the bed.

"Isn't it? Glad you like it, but you are sleeping on the couch after being a pussy tease," Laverna said primly, dropping her towel and laying back on the soft blankets.

Romulus's wicked smile made her nipples harden. "I wasn't teasing. I was moving you to a softer location to finish what I started."

"Well? What are you waiting for?" Laverna asked and bent one of her legs, slowly sliding it up the blanket and exposing her pussy to him. "Did you want a written invitation? I do know how much you enjoy paperwork."

Romulus's grin only widened as he crawled his way up the bed. Laverna's whole body locked up in anticipation. She knew they had so much to talk about. Not just the mate's thing, but the fact she heard him admit to Hermes, the biggest loudmouth ever, that he loved her. All of that and the world could wait.

The first warm lick of Romulus's tongue had her breath catching. She started to wriggle, and his hand came down on her hip and pinned her.

"Get comfortable, cara mia. You are going to be there for a while," he purred before burying his face into her again. It took a whole thirty seconds before her legs tightened around his head, and she came with a shuddering gasp.

Romulus's eyes were glowing as he lifted his head and said, "Again." And stuck his tongue in her pussy. Laverna thought she might have died after all.

Laverna didn't know how much time passed, but by the time he had decided she'd had enough, her body was wrung out, and her pussy was throbbing.

"I want to return the favor, but I don't think I can move," she said, her voice hoarse.

"I don't want you to move. I love looking at you so fucked out because of what I did to you," Romulus replied, stroking himself over her. His eyes flashed as he came hot all over her pussy and belly.

Laverna groaned as he licked his come off and moved up her body and kissed her. She could taste both of them on him, and she wrapped her legs around him, bringing him down on top of her.

"Fuck me," she said between heated kisses.

"Insatiable woman." Romulus laughed. "I will tomorrow when you are healed. For now, I'm going to get you some food."

Laverna pouted as he wiped the come off her with her towel before he put the blanket over her. Satisfied she was comfortable, Romulus put his towel back around himself and disappeared down the stairs. She was too tired to worry about her jumble of feelings around him. She wasn't a hundred percent sure her soul was even in her body.

Laverna was dozing when Romulus returned with a plate of food and placed it down on the bedside table. She made to sit up, but he gently pushed her back down.

"I was joking about the feeding thing," she said, frowning with a defiance she didn't really mean.

Romulus took a grape from the plate and held it out to her. "I wasn't. Consider this penance for making me wolf out before the full moon."

"You were that worried?" she said and took the grape from him.

Romulus nodded and didn't speak again until she had eaten all the fruit, soft bread, cheese, and olives he had brought her. Satisfied she had eaten enough, he rose to his feet.

"I'll go and find that couch now," he said.

"Don't you fucking dare," Laverna snapped and patted the bed on the other side of her. "You're staying here with me."

"You need to rest, Laverna," he replied, stroking her cheek.

"I'll rest when I'm dead."

Romulus's expression hardened. "That is not fucking funny."

"It's kind of funny. Too soon?" she asked, biting back a laugh. She pulled back the covers. "Get in here, Rom. I'm an invalid and need to be watched over. What if I wake up at night and I'm hungry again? I need you."

Romulus cocked a brow. "You need me?"

"Yes," Laverna admitted, her cheeks turning red. "I don't want to sleep alone after tonight."

Romulus climbed in beside her and dragged her up against him.

"Um, I'm not the little spoon," Laverna complained but didn't move.

"Tonight, you are. I'm protecting you while you are hurt and vulnerable," Romulus said. His breath was warm on her ear as he whispered, "Because you need me."

"I'm never going to live that down."

"Not ever."

Laverna laughed. "I hate you so much."

"Tell me about it in the morning," he replied and turned off the lights.
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Rom woke feeling more content and relaxed than he had in centuries. He couldn't hear the roar of the city in his mind and magic. The wolf was still asleep. As was the goddess in his arms.

Laverna had purple marks under her eyes that he didn't like, but she was alive even if she was exhausted. He wanted to stay curled around her. There was too much to do, and the sooner it was done, the sooner he would have the freedom to court her if she let him. She hadn't tried to kill him the night before after admitting that she was his mate, so he took that as a positive sign.

Rom moved slowly to try and free his numb arm that she had been sleeping on. Laverna pulled a face, one eye opening.

"What's wrong?" she mumbled.

"Nothing. Go back to sleep. I'll wake you up later," he said and kissed her forehead like he had done it a million times. He paused awkwardly. He wasn't affectionate except with members of his pack. He wanted to be soft with her, to rub himself all over her so that everyone knew she was his. That need was almost as pressing as his constant need to protect her.

Laverna only rolled into the warm spot he had left and went back to sleep. Rom tucked the blanket around her before going back downstairs to find some clothes. The apartment was still empty. He would have to find his phone and find out where Claudius was.

Rom showered and dressed and did his best not to think about having Laverna pressed up against the wall of the bathhouse. He was relieved she had recovered, but his anxiety and worry hadn't fully left him.

That was the last time he was going to let them be separated. If he had been with her, there was no way Remus would have been able to attack her.

How was he alive again? Canidia had necromancy powers centuries ago, but not enough to be able to bring people back from the dead who had been that way for centuries. How did she know where to find his body? If Remus was alive again, why was Romulus still cursed to be a part of the city?

Laverna had said Remus wasn't like he was before. What had Canidia done to him? Was he some kind of zombie? Or had she built a body and somehow stuffed his shade into it? Too many questions and not enough answers.

Rom went into the kitchen and made coffee before going to the table to look at the map, files, and photos that had been compiled so far. They had been busy for months, and Rom had been too focused on other things to notice what was happening right under his nose.

Rom tried to push down his guilt and think about how the witches operated in the old days. Memory could be a dangerous and messy place for an immortal, so Rom tried not to venture too deeply into it. This time, he had to. They were getting closer to the full moon every second, and he would have no choice but to turn. The wolf was a hunter, but Rom needed to have enough information to be able to point it in the right direction.

Rom closed his eyes and focused on the last time he had clashed with Canidia. What had gotten his attention last time? There had always been magic users, healers, necromancers, and witches in Rome. They had come in the beginning. Not all of them went out of their way to cause harm like Canidia did. Her coven had managed to ease their way into the upper classes with love potions, cosmetics, and...

"Posions," Rom said, opening his eyes again. He went through the files, but there was nothing there. He plugged his phone into a charger—how did she have electricity and reception down here—and called Claudius.

"Good morning, sir," he answered after a few rings. "How is the goddess?"

"Still sleeping. Where are you?" Rom replied, and there was a knock on the front door. Rom opened it, and his second-in-command was standing there with a small smile on his face.

"Have you been lurking all night?" Rom asked, opening the door wider and letting his wolf in.

Claudius shook his head."Not all night. Lucius and Eolus have been taking shifts with me."

"You were that worried about Laverna?" Rom asked, genuinely surprised.

"Yes, but I also worried about you. If you had lost control of your wolf because of how badly she was injured, we wanted to ensure you were contained," Claudius replied, crossing his arms like he was preparing to be yelled at. "The catacombs are full of Laverna's people at the moment because of the curfews she has imposed on them. Too many innocents."

Rom squeezed his shoulder. "It's okay, Claudius. You did the right thing. I wasn't myself, and you were wise to keep watch."

"And how are you this morning?" he asked, visibly relaxing under the touch.

"Much better now that she is awake. Worried about Remus being alive again. I've also been going through the reports and noticed that we have overlooked something."

Claudius frowned at the papers. "What?"

"Poisons. The witches used to make most of their money from teaching rich people to kill off their inconvenient spouses. I want you to call the Carabinieri and see about reports of suspicious deaths in the wealthy areas. They used to move in as servants sometimes or grieving relatives, and they could be living with a client," Rom replied, and Claudius pulled out his phone. His gaze fixed on the other side of the room, and Rom turned to see Laverna watching them from the stairs.

"I'll just take this outside where I get some better reception. Might take a bit," Cladius said with an innocent smile.

Laverna had showered in her ensuite and was dressed in black jeans and a dark red top that was tight enough to outline her breasts and cut low enough for him to see the suck bruise he had left on one of them. Her hair was a mass of curls that he wanted to bury his hands into. She was smiling at him like she knew exactly what she was doing to him.

"What is that grin about, goddess?" he asked as she walked towards him. "Planning my murder?"

"Not right now. You just look sexy when you're taking charge," Laverna said, taking his coffee from where he had left it on the table and sipping it.

"Really? You've always hated how bossy I am, and now you're trying to tell me you like it? Just how hard did you hit your head last night?" Rom replied, trying not to smile.

Laverna blew on the coffee with an innocent bat of her lashes. "You're right. It's probably all the orgasms talking," she said. Her arm brushed against his as she looked down at where he had been rearranging the information she had laid out. "What has you and Claudius all excited?"

"We forgot poisons," Rom said, and Laverna's face scrunched up.

"Fuck, we did too. They always loved killing off rich people and robbing them." Laverna looked about. "I don't suppose there's any food around." She went into the kitchen, taking his coffee with her. Rom followed, needing to make himself another cup.

"How are you feeling? Are you still aching anywhere?" he asked.

Laverna was going through the fridge and pulling out the fruit that had been left for them the night before. "I feel a bit tired but not sore. That fucker broke a lot of bones, and it takes more out of me to heal them than open wounds." She put her food on the counter and jumped up to sit next to it. She swung her legs as she watched him make espresso. He topped her cup up and then his own.

Laverna's eyes twinkled. "Are you going to try to feed me again, or is it okay if I do it myself?"

Rom moved closer so he was almost standing between her legs. "Would you like me to feed you? You only need to ask."

"I'm not an invalid. Look." She put a grape between her teeth and held it there with a cheeky smile. Quick as lightning, Rom swooped in and kissed her, stealing the grape from her at the same time. The look of shock and outrage on her face was worth it.

"You bastard!" she said, throwing another grape at him that he caught with one hand and ate as well. Rom didn't realize they had an audience until Claudius cleared his throat. Roberto was with him and looked freaked out.

"Roberto? What is it?" Laverna asked, her playfulness immediately turning to concern.

The slender man bowed. "Boss, I just got word about a major theft. One that wasn't authorized by us."

Laverna's eyes flared with power, and Rom almost choked on his grape. She was so pissed and so beautiful at the same time.

"What was stolen and by whom?" she demanded.

Roberto looked at Romulus. "They raided the Lapis Niger and somehow knew exactly where to dig for another artifact that hadn't been discovered yet. It was something about a meter in diameter and must have been easy enough for people to get out of the narrow entranceway."

Both Laverna and Rom said at the same time, "The black stone."
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It had been too much to hope for a quiet day, Laverna reflected while staring at Romulus's ass when he was talking to Claudius. He turned back to her like he knew she was looking, and she didn't mind being busted because his smile reached his eyes.

She had liked waking up with him still there. It reached a part of her that she had thought was lost long ago. She had always made it clear to hookups exactly what they were. They never woke up together, and she had never had another body in the bed upstairs. Now it smelled of him, and she…didn't hate it. What was wrong with her? Maybe his insanity was contagious.

Laverna had been scared to feel even a little soft toward Romulus, but last night had changed a lot of things. She still needed time to process the idea that she could be his mate. She didn't know if she should be offended that he had never acted on that knowledge. He had said she never would have accepted him, but then he had never bothered to find out either.

It was a conversation that had to wait for another time. Now she had to deal with thieves operating in her city without paying the proper homage to her, and she was angry.

"Roberto, I need you to find out who these thieves are, and where they are staying," she said from her perch on the counter.

"I've already put the word out, Laverna. Do you think it could be related to Canidia and the witches?" he asked.

"It has to be. The black stone is where Rom did his grand exit," Laverna said with a teasing grin.

Romulus leaned back on the counter beside her. "You thought it was grand?"

"I thought it was a garish and ridiculous piece of showmanship, and I can't believe all those dumb plebs fell for it," Laverna corrected.

Roberto looked between them. "Um, what are you two talking about?"

"Tell him, Rom," Laverna said, nudging him with her shoulder.

Romulus's lips twitched at the corners, and she really wanted to kiss him. If he had smiled more often over the centuries, she probably wouldn't have wanted to annoy him so much.

"I had to fake my own death and pass the crown onto someone else," Romulus began. "The problem was that I couldn't leave Rome for a few hundred years and then return as someone else, so I had to come up with a plan. If people recognized me on the streets, they needed to not think it was strange."

"It was definitely still strange, Rom. Like you could have just changed your hairstyle and beard instead of the theatrics," Laverna teased, and he nudged her back so their sides were touching. She didn't move away, and neither did he.

Romulus looked back at Roberto. "I deified myself. I was already immortal because of my blood from Mars, but I needed people to really believe it. I created a storm, and in front of a large crowd, I had clouds come and cover me, and then I dropped down to become a part of the city and disappeared. They thought I had been snatched away to sit with the gods."

"So dramatic," Laverna whispered and then said louder, "I thought the other story of you being hacked to death by senators was more believable."

Romulus snorted. "You would have missed fighting with me too much if I had died that way."

Roberto scratched his head. "Okay, so I get the stories of your death, but how does the black stone fit in?"

"They made a temple at the place I disappeared. The black stone was an onyx tablet that was carved with the story of my ascension. The archaeologists hadn't dug deep enough to find it, which means only people who had lived back then and visited the temple would have known it existed at all," Romulus explained. He grinned at Laverna. "If I hadn't spent the night with you, I would have thought you were the one who had stolen it."

Claudius and Roberto exchanged suspicious and slightly grossed-out looks. Claudius was the first to break. "Can you two flirt on your own time? It's disturbing."

"I would have no motive to steal your stone," Laverna pointed out, ignoring the minions' antics. She bit into another strawberry and mumbled. "May have already peed on it a few times."

"Oh, dear gods, I'm going to follow up on things with the police. Roberto is coming to help me," Claudius said, pulling the other man out of the kitchen by the back of his coat.

Romulus turned to face her. "You peed on my monument?"

"Only when you annoyed me," Laverna said unapologetically.

Romulus pushed his way between her legs, forcing her to widen them. "You know that's the wolf equivalent of marking your territory," he purred, and she knew she was in trouble.

"Look, Rom, I'm very open-minded, but I'm not going to pee on you. Golden showers are Zeus's thing, not mine," she said seriously. "I knew you would be a freak, but I'm not that kinky."

"Fates save me. Make her stop," Romulus prayed and let out an exasperated sigh. "I'm not into being peed on, Laverna. You did mark your territory with the monument, though. How many other of my statues did you pee on?"

"Probably all of them, to be honest," she said, still laughing when he kissed her. He tasted of coffee and sweet grapes, and she didn't even try to resist him. She bit his bottom lip. "Knew it turned you on. Total freak. Still not peeing on you."

Romulus only shook his head in despair. "The nonsense you spout, I swear."

"Made you smile, though, didn't it?" Laverna said and waggled her brows.

Romulus was still smiling when he kissed her between them and stepped back from her until he was on the other side of the kitchen. "If I stay there, I'll end up fucking you, and I'm struggling enough with that as it is."

"Good plan. I don't need you distracted by all my feminine charms," Laverna said and pulled out her phone.

"Oh, you are charm itself," Rom quipped.

"Good. I'm glad you're finally acknowledging it. Let's call Hecate and figure out what the hell Canidia wants with the black stone. If she's going to have a way to try and control you, I need to lock you in a cage or something."

"Now, who is the kinky one?" Rom replied.

Laverna did her best to ignore him and called Hecate. She had always been a little intimidated by the goddess of the crossroads and had giggled like a crazy person when she had given her phone number to her.

"Laverna, I'm glad to see you looking so well," Hecate answered, her gorgeous face filling the screen. "Rom must have taken good care of you."

"The best care," Romulus said, giving her an absolutely filthy look that made Laverna's pussy clench.

"He's full of himself about it too. I need to ask your expert opinion on something," Laverna said and quickly explained the black stone. Circe and Medea both appeared while she was talking, which meant they must have already been hanging out with Hecate at her and Thanatos's house. Romulus moved back over while they were talking, and all three sorceresses beamed lovely smiles at him.

"Hi, Rom," they chimed.

"Ladies. Thank you for taking the time out of your day to talk to us about our little witch problem," he said smoothly.

"Don't encourage him." Laverna rolled her eyes. "You were saying about the poisons, Medea?"

The witch queen of Colchis nodded. "Look for the classic belladonnas like henbane and deadly nightshade. Yew extract and aconite. If they worked for them before, then there's no reason they wouldn't stick to their favorites."

"The stone theft is what troubles me the most," Circe said, cupping her chin thoughtfully. "Symbolically, it represents Rom, who they are trying to overthrow, so having something dedicated to his worship seems odd."

"Unless they are using it for a substitution for him," Hecate added, realization brightening her features. "That must be it. They would never be able to capture Rom himself to use in a spell to transfer the power. They needed something to act in place for the spell. Fascinating concept, but I'm not sure it would work."

Circe said, "They would definitely have to perform it in a place of power. Maybe something associated with Remus?"

"Remus wanted to build on Aventine Hill, so look in that area, perhaps," Hecate added.

A soft tap on the kitchen door interrupted them, and Roberto stuck his head in with an apologetic smile. "I hate to disturb you all, but I've just got an address where the thieves are holed up," he said and ducked out again.

"We will keep working on it. Keep each other safe," Hecate said and hung up.

Laverna laughed softly. "Give those women a problem, and they will argue it out until its completion."

"I'm glad they are on our side. An Aventine Hill location makes sense, I suppose. If they are trying to establish a new founding, then Remus did always want to build there," Romulus replied.

Laverna tapped her phone against her hand and jumped down off the counter. "I'm going to go introduce myself to some thieves and see where they dropped your rock off," she said and gestured at him with her head. “Are you coming, or are you just going to stand there and look pretty?"

Romulus's mouth twitched. "Why? Do you need me again?"

Laverna groaned. "Stay here if you're going to be a dick."

"Like I'm going to let you out of my sight again after last night," he replied, grabbing her hand and tugging her back towards him. She collided with his chest and then found she didn't mind having her face buried between his pecs.

"You're going to be stubborn about this, aren't you?" she said into his shirt.

Romulus tilted her face up toward him. "I can't risk Remus attacking you again. He already bit you once and is trying to claim you for his mate."

"I thought that he couldn't unless I agree to it as well?" she argued.

Romulus stroked his thumb across the curve of her cheek. "I don't know if the witches could force the bond. They brought him back from the dead, Laverna. We can't underestimate them."

"I'm not. They… They really scared me last night, Rom. Remus is not normal, and Canidia is far too confident." Laverna tilted her face into his palm and really hoped he didn't use admitting that against her. She didn't like to show weakness in front of anyone, least of all him.

Romulus seemed to read all of that in her face because his expression softened. "We stick together from now on. No matter what. If they would have captured you last night instead of just injuring you, there isn't anything I wouldn't have done to get you back."

Laverna's heart was in her throat again. "If you keep saying things like that, Rom, I'm going to be fooled into believing you actually like me."

"And if I do like you?" he replied.

Laverna stepped out of his grasp. "Don't say things you don't mean, Rom. If we get through this and I find out this was some game of yours to get me under your control…"

"Laverna, I would never do that," he said, genuinely hurt. "I can't control you. Believe me. It's an impossibility because you aren't connected to the city. I don't want to either."

Laverna pushed her hair from her face. "From where I am standing, that's all you've ever wanted from me."

"That's not exactly true either. I knew you would never have me, and that made me bitter. There's a difference," Romulus replied calmly.

"You never asked!" Laverna threw her hands up in the air. "I'm sorry, but I can't deal with that right now. I don't have time for these…emotions."

"Agreed," Romulus nodded and then took her hand again to kiss her knuckles. "When you want to know things, ask me, and I'll be honest."

"Why? Why now?" she asked helplessly.

"Because I thought you were going to die in my arms last night. Because I'm done fighting against this war between us, Laverna. All this time, I've been wanting you to surrender to me, but I don't care anymore. You win," Romulus replied. He turned her hand to kiss the inside of her wrist. "I surrender to you instead."

"I…what…" Laverna was still frozen in awe when Claudius came into the kitchen.

He looked at the scene before him and swore in Latin. "I'm sorry, alpha, but we need to go before our targets move again."

Romulus let her go, and Laverna hurried for the door. "I just need to get my daggers," she said, not looking Claudius in the eye as she moved around him. She did her best to shove all her messy feelings into a box and despaired when she realized they no longer fit in it.
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It was easy to lose time in the catacombs. Rom and Claudius followed Laverna and Roberto out of the maze of them in relative silence. Rom could all but feel Claudius's grin.

Maybe he shouldn't be so obvious about what was happening between him and Laverna for privacy's sake. He couldn't help himself. Every word he had spoken to her was the truth. He had almost lost her, and nothing, not even his infamous pride mattered to him more than her.

Outside, Rom was surprised to find the sun setting again. He had been living in darkness the past few days, and his body clock seemed out of alignment. His skin prickled with the threat of the full moon that would rise tomorrow evening. Claudius tipped his face to the sky, his eyes glowing softly for a moment. Rom wasn't the only one feeling it.

They needed to find Sidonius. A wolf driven into madness from torture on a full moon would be dangerous to everyone. He wished he had a god to pray to that Sidonius would be okay. Claudius was whispering a soft prayer to the goddess Luna, and Rom envied his faith. There was only one goddess he had always believed in, and she was waiting for him in his Porsche.

"There's not enough room in that crotch rocket of yours. Claudius will ride with me," Roberto said, and the wolf laughed.

"A good idea. There is only so much flirting between these two that I can stomach. They will probably make out at traffic lights," Claudius teased.

Laverna snorted. "He wishes. We will follow you."

Roberto nodded and gestured to Claudius to get into an Alfa Romeo. It would have easily held them all, but Roberto was right. He did want to flirt with Laverna, and having a spare vehicle wasn't a bad idea.

Rom opened the passenger side door for Laverna. She rolled her eyes at him, but she still had a small smile on her face. Every smile was a win. At least she wasn't running in the opposite direction after finding out that she was his mate.

"Do thieves really have to consult with you before doing a job in Rome?" he asked as he drove.

"Yes. It's a well-known fact in the circles that matter that it's required to get my permission and offer me a cut of the profits. That these thieves didn't bother tells me they are amateurs, or they knew I would never let them steal your rock," Laverna said, pulling out a lollipop from her pocket and unwrapping it. "Canidia must have promised them something amazing to get them to go against the rules like this."

Rom hummed thoughtfully and did his best to ignore her mouth on the lollipop. "Or Canidia purposely hired people who didn't know that they were meant to consult with you first and didn't care what you did to them."

"I suppose we will find out. If they give us the information we need, I might consider going easy on them," Laverna said as they pulled up at a traffic light. They shared a look. "I mean, it would be rude not to make out, seeing how they took a separate car and everything."

Rom laughed before kissing her. Laverna tasted of apple lolly and the heady myrrh flavor of her power. Her fingers twisted in his short curls, tugging them just hard enough to make him growl at the back of his throat. An angry horn blared behind them, making them spring apart and causing Rom to hurry to catch the green light.

Laverna giggled and put her lollipop back in her mouth. "Traffic is going to be so much more tolerable if we do that every time."

"Careful, goddess. We are very close to the full moon, and I have only two modes right now: Fight or fuck," Rom said, his voice all wolf.

Laverna pinched his nipple through his T-shirt. "Good thing we are so excellent at both."

Rom snatched her hand away from his chest and kissed it. "Keep being a brat, and I'll give you something bigger to suck on," he warned and put her hand down on the bulge in his jeans.

Laverna gave his dick a not-so-gentle squeeze. "Maybe later if you are a very good boy."

"I'll do my best," he promised, and she left her hand where it was.

The thieves had holed themselves up in a small apartment in a housing estate in Corviale. The estate had been part of a government building project in the 1980s, and the long, concrete block apartment buildings were an eyesore.

Laverna eyed the building, all humor vanishing from her face. She pocketed the lollipop stick she had been chewing on, her aura already shimmering with power. Roberto didn't seem to notice the change in her, but Claudius took a cautious step back.

There were people lingering about in the narrow hallways, but all of them took one look at Laverna and the three men behind her and looked the other way. They were smart enough not to get involved.

When they reached the apartment, Laverna didn't bother knocking. Her divine power was riding her, and all she had to do was touch the door, and all the deadbolts unlocked. Roberto wasn't concerned though Claudius's brows shot up.

The apartment smelled of takeout Chinese food, beer, and bong water. Voices were shouting in German in the lounge room, and it took the men a moment to look up from their video game and notice they had guests. A bong sat on the coffee table, and all of them looked bleary-eyed.

"Buona sera," Laverna said, her smile menacing.

"What the fuck are you doing in here!" one of them demanded, his accent thick.

Rom picked up the TV remote from amongst the filth on the coffee table and turned it off, making the room fall into an eerie silence. The three men looked at them like they weren't sure they were real. They had to be on more than just weed.

"I know you are all high right now, but I'm going to need your puny brains to pay attention," Laverna said.

Roberto dragged a chair from a small dining table and placed it in front of the TV for her to sit on. She crossed her legs and looked them over.

"What the fuck do you want, bitch? You can't—" one began, and Laverna raised a brow at him. The man shut up.

"Look. You clearly don't know who I am, and so if you tell me who hired you and where you took the black stone, I will be lenient with you. Understand, this is my city, and you did a job here without my permission." Laverna took out one of her daggers, tossed it in the air, and caught it again. "What was the old punishment for thieving again, Rom?"

"Cutting hands off was always a favorite," he replied, not taking his eyes off the men.

Laverna pointed her dagger at the man with bleached hair in spikes. "You. Linkin Park. Tell me who hired you."

The man licked his lips nervously. "She said her name was Claire. That's all. She contacted us using the usual dark web channels. She said if we managed to pull off the job, then she would pay us five million euros."

Laverna took a folded picture of Canidia from her pocket and showed it to him. "This her?"

All three of them nodded. They were smarter than they looked.

"Where did you deliver it to?" Laverna asked.

When none of them answered, her eyes began to glow.

"How strong were those mushrooms, liébling? I think I'm getting a second high," one of the thieves whispered to the blond.

"Oh, then you'll love this," Laverna said cheerfully and unleashed her divine chthonic aspect. She floated off the ground, a black and red gown streaming around her. A crown of bones and laurel leaves sat on her wild hair, and a thick band the color of blood was painted across her eyes. All three men screamed and tried to scramble off the couch. Laverna held out a hand, and they were locked and frozen in place.

"Tell me, pathetic, mewling mortals, where did you deliver the sacred stone of my beloved?" she commanded, her voice echoing with an unnatural timbre.

Rom's pulse was racing, and he fought the urge to drop to his knees. She was at her most terrifying, and she had called him her beloved. Fates, he was going to kiss her stupid the first opportunity he got.

The blond put his arms protectively around his boyfriend and pointed to a piece of paper that was under a laptop. "There. That was the order for the job and the address. Big house. Very expensive. We put the stone in the garage and left as instructed. We saw nothing."

Laverna floated back down to the ground, and she was dressed in jeans and an oversized jacket once more. She gestured to Roberto, who dug out the piece of paper.

"He's telling the truth. They gave them this apartment to work out of while they were here," he said, scanning the page.

"The big house?" Rom asked.

"Aventine Hill," Roberto answered.

Laverna looked back at the cowering men. "You assholes are lucky that I got laid last night, and I'm in a good mood. Pack your shit and get the fuck out of Rome tonight." Her power lashed out, and all three of them groaned and clutched their heads. "Instant sobriety is a bitch, I know, but you need to get going. You dumb fucks messed with witches, and if you don't leave now, I doubt you'll be alive by morning."

"Who are you?" the blond one asked in a shaky voice.

"I am Laverna, the goddess of thieves, and this is my fucking city," she said and gave them an elaborate bow. "Now get the fuck out of it before I change my mind and start chopping things off you."


21




Laverna paced along the footpath while Romulus leaned against the Porsche with his arms crossed.

"There's no way around it. We need to hit this place tonight," Romulus said, his voice deceptively calm.

"We aren't ready," Laverna replied and stopped pacing. They needed to find Sidonius and the missing children, but they had no idea what they were walking into. They had no recon on the house. The witches could have an army waiting for them.

"Laverna, I know this is as personal for you as it is for us." Romulus didn't move, his jaw set. "Let me and my people take care of this."

"You guys could be walking into anything! They could have more traps like they did at Sid's apartment. You don't know," Laverna said, throwing her hands up in frustration.

Claudius shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his wolf in his eyes. "We have walked into fights with less information. The men are trained for this. Your people can sit this one out until they are needed."

Laverna knew they were right, but all she could think about was that horrible spell on Romulus and the nasty things the witches would do to a pack of wolves.

"Okay, make the call, Claudius. Roberto? Find out who is close in that neighborhood and try to get some eyes on it," Laverna said, and they hopped to it. She stopped pacing and stood in front of Romulus. "What if they put another spell on you?"

"You know how to get it off," Romulus said with a slight shrug.

Laverna bit the inside of her cheek. "What if Remus is there?"

Romulus's eyes glowed. "Then I will kill him a second time for what he did to you."

"He's your brother, Rom," she whispered. "That means something. You didn't exactly have an easy job killing him the first time."

"Whatever that creature is, he is not my brother." Romulus moved off the car and cupped her cheek with his warm palm. "You are my mate, whether we have accepted it or not, and that thing hurt you. Bit you. I'll kill it for making you bleed, cara mia."

Laverna tried and failed not to melt at the endearment. She had always thought Romulus was challenging as an enemy. She had no idea he would be equally devastating as a lover. One she knew how to handle. The other made her tongue-tied and flustered.

"If you go in, I'm going in too. I won't let them have you, Rom. I won't. If anyone is going to have you as a plaything and torture you for all eternity, it's going to be me," Laverna said, and because she was still scared to show too much of her heart, she added, "I was here first."

Romulus ran a thumb over her bottom lip. "Careful. You are getting possessive, which turns me on, and I'm still worked up from what happened upstairs. I've never seen your chthonic aspect. I didn't know if I should run away or get on my knees."

Laverna looked down at his crotch and back up at his face. "Are you telling me you got a fear boner? Oh, this is information you shouldn't have let me have."

Romulus's hand slipped from her face to her neck. "Are you ever going to not be a menace?"

"Hmm, nope. Better get used to it," Laverna said and quickly cleared her throat. "You know, if you want to hang around after the witch business."

Romulus's eyes skimmed over her face, and then let out a small sigh. "You really don't get it yet. That's okay. I can wait until you do."

"Get what?" she asked.

For a second, Laverna thought he would kiss her. She rose up on tiptoes, but Claudius interrupted them with a loud cough.

"We have twenty available men ready for a raid," Claudius said and looked to Romulus. "If we are going to do this, we really should do it now before they have a chance to move the stone."

"If they haven't already," Romulus replied. He opened the door of the car for Laverna. "Come on then, goddess. I need you to be watching my back to make sure I don't fall into any traps."

Laverna brushed her hand against his before climbing in. "I don't know about watching your back when I'm the one that should be entering the house first."

"I have my limits, cara mia, and you are not going in first," Romulus said before shutting her door.

Laverna smiled at the challenge. They would see about that.
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The three-story house on Aventine Hill was painted a soft, sunny yellow with an ochre trim. They were in the richer areas where the rows of houses on either side of the narrow, winding street were all multi-million euro properties with high walls and pretty gardens.

Everything was so clean and tidy that it made Laverna's skin itch. It was exactly the kind of neighborhood where no one talked to each other and would purposely stay out of each other's business. It was perfect for Canidia and her coven to operate out of.

"Do you think the owner of this place is still alive?" Laverna asked. Romulus stared up at the house and shook his head. His wolf was close to the surface, and she could feel the violent aura radiating from him. He was in battle mode, and she leaned into the feeling of that strength. She would need it to deal with whatever they found in the house.

Romulus opened the small boot of the car and pulled up the bottom lining. Instead of a spare tire, he had neat metal boxes containing weapons. He slid on a leather holster that held a variety of daggers.

"Did you want anything?" he asked.

Laverna was still staring. "I think I want you to fuck me wearing that," she said.

"I meant daggers. No guns. It'll create too much noise," Romulus replied. "We can revisit your kink later."

Laverna unsheathed the daggers she had brought with her and rotated them around her fingers in a flashy move. "I'm good, but thank you for the offer. I know where to go now if I ever need some spares."

"You already steal my cars, and now you're going to steal my weapons too?" he asked with a shake of his head. "What next?"

"I don't know, what else do you have?" she replied, with a waggle of her brows.

Romulus shut the boot of the car. "Menace."

Laverna's smile vanished when two unmarked black vans pulled up, and men poured out. They were all dressed in black uniforms with Romulus's red wolf on the arms. Eolus, Lucius, and Claudius moved at the front of the pack to join them.

"I feel like the odd one out without my matching uniform," Laverna commented as the mercenaries started fanning out along the street, knocking out any CCTV cameras they found before waiting for Romulus's command.

"We will have to see if they make them that small," Lucius replied, and Laverna flipped him off.

"Still big enough to knock you on your ass when you get too cheeky, mutt," she replied, making the others grin. She turned to the electronic gates over the driveway. "Shall I get the door?"

Romulus nodded, his eyes fully golden in anticipation of the fight. The other three wolves grew serious, and their own wolves came to the surface. One day from the full moon, and she was leading them into fuck knows what. It was a good thing she had left all her people out of it. She didn't want them getting in the way if they went nuts from blood lust.

Laverna stuck her dagger under the keypad's casing and popped it off. She could feel the wolf's eyes on her, so she hummed jauntily as she cut the right wires and disabled the alarms.

"Open sesame," she said, and the doors unlocked and began to slide back. Romulus made hand gestures to his men and then filed through the gates and into the shadows of the garden.

"Keep your noses alert for anything that smells of magic," Laverna warned them. "They will have wards."

"That's why you should…go first," Romulus said through gritted teeth.

All three of his praetorians stared at him like he had grown another head. He looked physically pained even to say it. Laverna's heart soared. She rose up on tip toes and kissed his cheek.

"Thank you, Rom. Stay close," she said and hurried up the driveway before he changed his mind.

Laverna reached inside and let her divinity come forth for the second time that night. It sharpened her senses and changed her vision. She could see the magic around her despite the darkness.

The first ward was on the front door threshold. Canidia's magic always felt like sticking her hand into writhing maggots, but Laverna was pissed off enough to push through it. She fed golden power into the dagger she was holding and used it to slice through the weaving of the ward. It shriveled up like burning hair and left the same smell in the air.

"Fucking gross," Eolus complained, his tongue moving in and out of his mouth trying to dislodge the taste.

Laverna ignored him, her focus entirely on not having Romulus be hit by another spell. She moved out of the way, and he stepped forward and kicked the wooden door in. All four of the wolves backed up as the smell hit them. Laverna didn't have their sensitivity, but she could smell the blood and rot. Horror crept up her spine, and she had to force herself to step through the door.

"Upstairs or down?" she asked.

"Secure down and make sure they have nowhere to run," Romulus replied, and they followed her down the hallway. The smell grew worse as they neared the doors leading to a garage. Laverna cut through the protective wards over the door before opening it. There was another on the threshold.

"They must be getting paranoid. Good," she said and turned on the lights. The garage had a metal table in the center of it and shelves stacked with jars and supplies. The walls were covered in sigils and other drawings and formulae that Laverna couldn't understand. She took photos of them all with her phone and sent them immediately to Hecate. Maybe she would have better luck understanding whatever the fuck they were.

Romulus growled low and deep in his chest, making her turn her attention back to the wolves. Romulus was near a sink that looked clean, but he was leaning down with his head in it.

"What is it?" Laverna asked.

Romulus said, "Sidonius. He was here. I can smell his blood in the drain."

Lucius took one of the large jars from the shelves and opened it. Laverna couldn't see what was floating inside of all the red, but he quickly screwed the lid back on it. His hands were shaking when he put the jar down.

"I'll fucking kill them all," he snarled, his teeth lengthening.

"It doesn't mean he is dead," Romulus said, and his alpha power rolled out of him.

Lucius's teeth shrank back to normal, but he still looked ready to tear the place apart.

"They harvested him. If he has survived through it, he's going to be fucking insane," Claudius said, his face pale.

Laverna interrupted them. "We need to keep searching and find him. If he is mad, we will bring him back to himself and take revenge on the witches."

She didn't wait for any kind of agreement from them. There were a lot of jars, and Sid wasn't the only person who had been kidnapped. Laverna hurried back into the house. The kitchen was empty, but the fridge was full. The witches were using the house as a base, but they weren't home. They would have attacked them by now.

Laverna pushed open the French glass doors that led out into the gardens. A sob of horror clawed its way up her throat. Five children were buried up to their necks in soil.

"Rom!" she shouted before she ran across the grass to them. She fell to her knees in front of the first child and started clawing at the dirt.

"L-Lady of the underground, I knew you would come," the boy whispered. His lips were cracked, and his face was burned and peeling from being exposed to the sun. "Prayed...prayed."

"It's okay. You're going to be okay," Laverna replied as she dug frantically, trying to get him out.

Romulus and the other wolves appeared and started digging too.

"Claudius, call the Carabinieri and the paramedics. Get them here as fast as you can. Eolus, go and get some water. Tell the men to hold the perimeter," Romulus said.

Laverna was barely aware that Eolus was giving the boy water as she dug and dug. By the time she got him free, Lucius was there with a blanket to wrap around his emaciated body.

"Why would they do this?" one of Romulus's men asked, his arms full of more blankets.

"The torture makes the ingredients stronger for their potions," Laverna replied, keeping her voice low so the children didn't hear. She gave the boy she had freed some more water, but most of it dribbled down his lips.

"T-Told them you would come," he whispered.

Laverna hugged him gently. Romulus looked across the garden. He was cradling two of the children. Eolus had two more.

"Of course, I came. You are going to be okay now. You're all going to be okay. I'll kill them for this, I promise," she said, unable to stop the tears streaking down her face.
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Laverna didn't get up until the paramedics arrived to take care of the children. She was shell-shocked. She was full of fury and hatred, and it had nowhere to go. She didn't want to know what else they had found in the house. Romulus was busy talking to one of the police, his hand still holding the small girl's. She refused to let him go, so he went with her to the ambulance at the front of the house. Her heart hurt just looking at the tender way he talked to the girl. Her head hurt from the magic and the horror.

Laverna slipped past them all and out into the street. It had been partially blocked off, with police directing traffic. She moved past them, unseen, and sat down on the footpath between two parked cars.

With shaking hands, she pulled out her phone and dialed a number by heart. She breathed out shakily when Bellona answered.

"Laverna? What's wrong?" she asked in her brisk tone.

Laverna burst into tears again. "I just raided Canidia's base, and it was awful, and I think I'm in love with Romulus, and I don't know what to do about any of it."

There was a long silence before Bellona finally said, "Maybe start from the beginning, mia amica."

Laverna sat in the gutter and poured her brokenness out onto her best friend, whom she had hurt and who still loved her enough to take her call in the middle of the night.

"A busier week than usual," Bellona said when Laverna stopped talking. Her tears had been reduced to hiccups, and she choked out a laugh.

"Yeah, you could say that. What am I going to do, Bells?"

"Find the witches and kill them for good this time," Bellona replied and let out a sigh. "I can't believe you're finally admitting that you're in love with Rom. It's only taken you centuries to get your head out of your ass."

"I don't know what to do about it."

"Do you need to do anything? He told Hermes that he loves you. Hermes. Who will tell everyone. Rom clearly doesn't care who knows. And you are his mate. I can't believe I didn't figure that out either," Bellona said, her laughter deep and delighted.

Laverna kicked the tire next to her with the toe of her boot. "He didn't say it to me."

"He probably thought you would knife him in the face if he tried," Bellona said. "I'm kind of sad that I'm missing out on seeing this in person. You two have been dancing around each other for so long. I can understand why you always rubbed him wrong. It makes sense that you are not a part of his control of the city, and that would make you dangerous to him. Poor Rom."

Laverna snorted. "Poor Rom! What about poor me? He could have talked to me about this centuries ago!"

"You know how gods like to hang onto their denial. The point is, this is all up in the air now. He surrendered to you. Everything that happens next is your choice because he's given it to you." Bellona huffed out another laugh. "I can't believe the alpha in him let that happen."

"Neither can I, to be honest. I don't do feelings well, Bells. I don't know how to do...this...with him," Laverna replied and wiped the tears off her cheeks. "This is too hard to deal with, as well as the witches. They weren't here, and this was our best lead."

"You said you sent the photos of the spells to Hecate?"

"Yeah, I did. She hasn't gotten back to me," Laverna replied.

"She will when she has something useful for you to follow up on. For now, you are between battles," Bellona said, her voice turning full commander. "That means you eat, rest, and regather your strength for the next fight. Tomorrow night is the full moon. Romulus will be in wolf form and won't be able to help in the same way. You only have tonight, Laverna. Make the most of it."

"Thank you for picking up, Bells," she said, rubbing the tears off her cheeks. "I really am sorry about what happened with Rafael."

"I know, Laverna. I was pissed off. It didn't mean I hated you," Bellona replied. "It would take much more than that. You know how the saying goes: Family is who you survive with. You, me, Rom, and the others have survived so much. We might fight occasionally, but we get over it because we have only each other for eternity."

Laverna stared up at the few stars that managed to shine through the light pollution. "You are right. I love you, Bells."

"Don't tell Rom that," Bellona teased. "I love you too. Call me after you've killed the witches. I want details."

Laverna laughed, her heart feeling lighter as she hung up. Her butt was cold from sitting on the concrete, so she stood up and went to find Romulus.

The ambulances had gone, and Romulus was still talking to the police. He saw her standing under the trees, and a look of relief passed over his face. Laverna couldn't bring herself to take another step toward the house, so she waited for him under a pine tree, the sweet smell blocking out the scent of the witch's magic.

After a short time, Romulus shook hands with the police officer and walked over to her.

"Tell me what I can do," he said, not bothering to ask if she was okay. He knew she wasn't.

Laverna swallowed the salty taste of her tears. "Take me somewhere? I can't handle the thought of going back to the catacombs tonight. They will be mourning for the ones that we didn't find...that are probably in the garage in jars …and I can't, Rom. I just can't."

"The men have cleared my villa, and I have patrols guarding it. Will you come home with me?" he asked softly. Laverna nodded, and it was all he needed. "Stay here one moment."

Romulus cut across the grass to talk to Claudius, giving him instructions, no doubt. Guilt stabbed at Laverna. Romulus should be here taking control of things, not looking after her because she just couldn't handle being there a second longer.

Romulus came back to her and offered her the keys to the Porsche. Laverna's face crumpled as she took them, but she managed to hold herself together. Romulus didn't mention it; he only took off his big jacket and put it around her shaking shoulders.

"Let's go home," he said.
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Rom had never sat in the passenger seat of his Porsche before. He tried to tell himself that he was immortal as Laverna drove through the winding streets like she was being chased by the police. She needed control, so he gave it to her.

The house was as expected of a witch's den, and it still hadn't prepared them for its awfulness. The way the children had clung weakly to them would remain with him for a long time.

Killing cubs is the worst crime, his wolf said, and though Rom would never consider himself paternal, he had to agree. The alpha in him was about protecting the weak. He wouldn't stop until Canidia and her coven were all dead. If they ran, he would send others to hunt them where he could not.

Laverna wouldn't stop either. He had seen all her rage simmering inside her. She had been crying in fury, not despair. He needed to take care of her. He needed her to be ready for tomorrow night when the change would come over him, and he would need her to take the lead in directing him for the hunt.

Rom's villa was only fifteen minutes outside of the city limits. It was as far as his curse would allow him to go without causing him difficulty. He could make short trips, but three days out of the city was his absolute limit. He had gone to Elysium, where his curse hadn't bothered him, just like it didn't bother Eris.

Rom looked over at Laverna, and his heart ached. He had avoided her over the years as much as he could because when he saw her, it hurt too much.

After he had seen her again at the gathering in Elysium, he knew he couldn't hold out on his feelings any longer. The longing had only gotten worse, and seeing her laughing and joking with the others made him realize that he had never wanted anything more than to have her be that way with him.

Laverna looked drained, the usual fire from her eyes empty with grief. Not knowing how to comfort her, Rom reached across the center console and placed his hand on her leg. After a moment, some of the stiffness in her shoulders relaxed. She didn't move the hand away, so he left it there.

"The boy tonight said he prayed to you," Rom said when the silence in the car became too much. "I didn't realize they still did that."

Laverna nodded. "Some of them do, but I don't...I don't hear their prayers in the same way. If I did, I could have found the boy sooner. I don't know if it was time or myself that caused it to happen, but it's like a wall came up around me, and I haven't been able to shift it. It doesn't let anything through. Not even prayers."

No wall will keep me out, his wolf said, and Rom agreed. It might take time to get through her defenses. Fates knew they had plenty of time on their hands, and he had wasted so much already. He wasn't going to give up on her.

Rom waved at the guard at the gates to his property, and they opened it for them. Laverna drove up the long drive lined on either side with poplar trees and parked at the front entrance.

"Are you sure we are okay here?" she asked, turning off the car.

"It's back to being secure now we found where you dug your tunnel to my bathhouse," Rom replied. That brought out the smallest of grins, and the tightness in his chest eased.

Rom opened the front door for her, and she entered with an owlish curiosity on her face. Rom hid his smile as she politely slipped off her boots. It hardly mattered when they were both smeared with dirt from the gardens.

"Food or shower first?" he asked her.

Laverna looked down at herself and cringed. "Shower, definitely."

Rom led her through the villa, and she smiled at all the artifacts and artwork he had collected. He had a lot more in storage and tended to cycle through what he displayed in the villa. It was a truth of immortality that they either had nothing or they were complete hoarders.

Rom found Laverna a spare T-shirt and drawstring sweatpants. "They will swim on you, but at least it will be clean. Take as long as you need. I'll see what's in my kitchen."

Laverna took them into the bathroom, where he directed her. A big part of him wanted to ask to accompany her, but if she had wanted that, she would have said so. He waited until the door was shut before finding some clean clothes for himself and heading for the guest bathroom.

Rom soaped himself all over twice to try and get the physical and psychological filth of the night off him. He didn't linger under the hot spray like he wanted to. He was starving and knew Laverna had to be as well after using her magic to dismantle the wards.

Rom was always busy, but he liked to cook for himself a few times a week. It was something simple that he could do to switch his brain off. He grabbed some ingredients from his fridge and got busy. He tried to use the moment of normality to clear his mind, but it didn't work.

If Hecate couldn't figure out what spell the witches were planning, and all of his police connections amounted to nothing, then they were completely helpless to stop whatever Canidia was planning with Remus. He would have to risk becoming a part of the city to try and find them, and being so close to the full moon, he wasn't even sure that his wolf would let him.

"Please tell me you have something strong to drink in this palace," Laverna asked from behind him.

Rom didn't stop grating the parmesan in his hand, merely pointing to one of the pantries.

"Help yourself, and pour me some too," he said and started stirring the cheese into the risotto. Laverna looked tiny in his clothes. She had to roll up the bottom of his sweats, and he found it absolutely adorable. She opened the doors and made a scoffing sound.

"Why am I not surprised you have a special butler pantry just for your booze," she said, disappearing inside of it.

"If you think that's impressive, wait until you see my cellar," he replied, and he served bowls of sticky rice with fresh bread and butter.

Laverna came back with a bottle of wine and a bottle of whiskey. She looked at the table set for her, and a strange look passed over her face.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

Laverna put the bottles down on the table and hugged him around his waist. "I... Thank you," she murmured into his chest. He put his arms around her and rested his cheek on top of her head.

Mate, his wolf said.

Mate, Rom echoed, and it stopped clawing at him.

"Anytime, cara mia. Anytime," he said aloud and didn't let her go.
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Laverna was the first to let go of the embrace. She had needed to feel Romulus's solid presence and heat to calm the shaken feeling in her chest. She sat down at the table while Romulus opened the bottle of wine she had found. She knew his place would be nice, but she hadn't expected to feel like a home. Her fingers got itchy just looking at all the pretty art, weapons, statues and trinkets around her.

"Why am I suddenly glad that you don't have more pockets to hide things?" he asked, pouring out her wine.

Laverna gave him her most innocent look. "I would never steal from someone who just cooked me dinner."

"Liar," he replied fondly.

"Just think how much fun you'll have searching me before I leave."

Romulus sat across the table from her. "And do you plan on doing that tonight?"

"All depends. Do you have dessert?" Laverna said and quickly put a forkful of risotto in her mouth. She groaned. "You're good at cooking too? Fates, I hate you sometimes."

Romulus only smiled. "I'm sure I'll survive. Besides, we haven't even begun to delve into all the things I'm good at."

"I'm sure," she said with a roll of her eyes. It didn't sound like innuendo, but her brain went there anyway. It was hard not to. Casual Rom was her favorite version of him. He looked great in a suit, but Rom in sweatpants? That was what did it for her horny girl brain.

She ate more of her dinner and slowly started to feel better. She liked that he would take care of her when she asked and let her go first into a dangerous situation when the circumstances called for it.

Laverna took a sip of her wine and asked, "So you said I could ask you anything and you would be honest about it?"

"Yes," he said and put his fork into his risotto. "Do you have a question for me?"

"Probably a lot of them," she replied. She drank more wine for courage. "I'm not good at talking when things matter. I get tongue-tied and a bit dumb, and because it's you, it's even worse."

Romulus's foot ran up the side of her calf under the table. "Laverna, you can say anything to me. You have never been afraid to hurl insults or piss on my monuments, so I think you can ask me anything."

Laverna tried not to laugh. "You really are never going to get over the pissing on monuments thing, are you?"

"Not ever," he replied with a smile.

Laverna straightened up in her chair. "Okay, first question. You have been different for weeks. I thought Bellona's fight with the mafia over Rafael was what was bothering you, and then I thought it was the stress of the witches. What changed your mind about…about me?"

"Some of it was Bellona, but the main problem was that I saw you again," Romulus admitted and drank some more of his wine. "My wolf has known since we first met that you were my mate. I never wanted to believe it, so I put all of that possibility in a box and locked it up tight. I was very good at lying to myself over the decades, especially because you aren't a part of my control of the city. I used it as an excuse to stay away and avoid you as much as possible. I saw you in Elysium, and it was like a punch in the guts. I couldn't keep it locked up anymore. I was telling the truth earlier when I said I'm tired of fighting you and against what I've always known to be right."

Laverna's breath hitched. "And what's that?"

"That we were made for each other," he said simply.

"But we couldn't be more different, Rom. Look around you. This is your life. Do I look like I'm someone who belongs in designer outfits and posh get-togethers? I'm not built to be arm candy. You would realize that soon enough, and I won't change for you in that way," Laverna replied, trying to get him and his wolf to see reason.

Romulus's eyes glowed. "Stop trying to find bullshit excuses to keep me out, Laverna. I don't want arm candy. I have had centuries of fucking arm candy. I want you. As you are. Messy, complicated, argumentative, thieving menace of a woman!"

Laverna's heart was beating too fast, and she could feel the cracks getting bigger in the walls around her heart. She couldn't hold them together anymore, not when it came to him and all that he was offering her.

"I can't trust that you won't trample me as soon as you're bored, Romulus."

"So it's fear holding you back then," Romulus stated in disbelief. He opened the whiskey and had a mouthful straight from the bottle. "I can't undo the past, Laverna. I can't make you trust me when I say I won't trample you. But the same goes for you too."

"What do you mean by that?" she demanded.

"You are a fucking goddess, and I was raised in a brothel as a no-one, a farm boy with dreams of grandeur and cursed with immortality for his crimes. You don't think I know I'm beneath you? Fuck, it's one of the reasons I never dared try and tell you that you are my mate. Why the fuck would you want me? I resented it, and so I made it worse. I know I did. But it doesn't change the fact that I love you, and I'm not going anywhere."

"Yes, you are." Laverna got to her feet. "You are coming to bed with me."

"I—What?" Romulus said, eyes wide.

"I told you I'm not good with words when it's you. You need to know I'm still going to make your life difficult at times. I'm still going to be afraid you'll change your mind about us." Laverna held out her hand to him. "But I've never wanted to steal anything like I've always wanted to steal your heart. So come to bed with me, farm boy, before I come to my senses."

Romulus took her hand and stood, a dazed expression on his face. She knew that feeling. It was shock and longing, and Laverna had felt it every day since Romulus had licked her in his bathhouse.

Only the Fates knew how everything would work out tomorrow night, and she wasn't going to be rushed to get what she wanted. Laverna led him back to his bedroom, and to the king-size bed covered in dark red sheets.

She lifted the hem of his shirt and gently kissed the groove between his pecks. He wasn't a six-pack pretty boy. He was all bulky muscle, the kind of strength from years of combat combined with the power of the beast within him.

Romulus let her touch him before lifting his shirt over his head. He didn't object when she tugged his drawstrings loose and let his pants fall to the floor.

"You need to get on that bed," she said, gently pushing him towards it. "I want to show you the only way that you are beneath me."

Romulus's eyes heated, but he did as he was told. Laverna didn't think she would ever get used to seeing him naked. It was so much she didn't know where she wanted to start.

Laverna slipped out of her own clothes and slowly crawled up his body. "Permission to use a few goddess tricks?"

"Do whatever you want to me," he replied, sending a thrill straight down her spine. Her power danced out of her, looping around his wrists and lashing them to the headboard. He chuckled, "I like where this is going."

Laverna kissed the laugh right from his mouth. Her tongue brushed against his lips, and he opened for her. The roughness of his stubble and the softness of his lips were enough to keep her there, just enjoying kissing him. Romulus didn't rush her either. He really was surrendering to her. The knowledge made her feel more powerful than she had in centuries.

Laverna kissed and sucked her way down his neck and to the chest she loved so much. With wicked delight, she discovered he had sensitive nipples, and she made a point to leave her marks all down his body. She licked over his hips and the V-muscles that led to the prettiest cock she had ever seen. She wanted to taste him, to give him the kind of pleasure he had given her, and take her time doing it.

Romulus whimpered with the first lick of her tongue. She sucked off the pre-cum that had already been dripping out of him before relaxing her jaw and taking him.

"Fuckkking Fates," Romulus groaned, his hips lifting to meet her mouth.

Laverna put a hand on his abs to push him back down and pin him in place. He had explored every inch of her, and she needed to do the same. He had edged her until she was almost crazed, and she was going to get her revenge for that.

Every time his breathing got a little too rapid, she gripped the base of his dick and eased off until he calmed again. He was muttering ancient curses under his breath, and she laughed wickedly before giving his balls the same attention.

Seeing this man who had always been such a giant of a personality, his constant boiling alpha energy brought to heel under her, was the sexiest damn thing she had ever seen in her long, long life. Her pussy was drenched, and she hadn't even touched herself. When he was nearing his edge again, Laverna stopped sucking him and moved up his body. His expression was hazy, lost somewhere between pleasure and pain.

"Look at me, Romulus," she commanded, divinity threading through her voice. His golden eyes focused on her, watching intently as she lined the broad head of his cock to her pussy and sank down on him.

He strained against the golden bonds holding him, his whole body shaking. Laverna breathed deeply and let her body adjust to him, her fingers gently stroking over his chest.

"You are so damn beautiful, Laverna. How did I resist you for so long?" Romulus said, his face full of wonder.

"Why did you resist is the better question. We could have been doing this for centuries," Laverna pointed out and rocked her hips in a slow circle. Romulus trembled beneath her, so she did it again.

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry," he murmured, his voice breaking.

"I'm a goddess, Romulus. I don't want apologies from you. I want penance," she said and dropped her human form altogether. Her crown of laurel leaves and bone appeared on her head, and golden light shimmered under her skin.

Romulus's back arched, and she placed a hand on his chest, holding him down as she began to ride him. He didn't look away from her. He only let his own power out to clash against hers. Instead of fighting against it, she embraced it, let them wash together as she took his body.

"Mine," the wolf said through Romulus's mouth. "My mate."

"Yes," Laverna replied, and her orgasm sparked lightning through her ichor. She was so lost in the feeling of pleasure and power drowning her that she didn't realize he had broken free of her bonds until she was being lifted off him. She laughed breathlessly as he positioned her on her hands and knees and wrapped his big hands around her throat.

"My mate," Romulus repeated and nipped the skin over one shoulder blade. "My goddess. My love."

"Yes, Rom." Tears fell down her face, the last of the wall between them shattering. "I love you. I want you to be my mate."

Romulus pressed his face to her back, his cheek wet against her skin and breathing ragged. "I never thought that this day would come. I never imagined..." He kissed her skin, and then all of the gentleness left him. He pressed his cock back inside of her and slammed it up to his hilt. Laverna cried out even as she pushed back, needing more. Always more.

"Yes, Rom. Take me the way you want me," she begged. And he did. His hand was back around her throat, the other dropping to her clit and making her come in a shaking gasp that had her lowering herself to her forearms because she couldn't hold herself up. He didn't stop, only grabbed her hips, lifting her up with his immense strength and fucking into her with all he had.

Laverna fucking loved it. Loved that he let her dominate him, despite his alpha side. Loved that they could switch, and she could just submit to him and everything he wanted to do to her.

Laverna gasped as a thread of his power reached out and tied itself to hers. She could feel all of him, the way he loved her and how the intensity of it frightened him, the strength of the creature inside of him and how it had longed for her, and the pulsing burden of the city that he was tied to.

"I love you, Rom. I've always loved you," she sobbed into the sheets.

Romulus cried out, shaking as he filled her, her name on his lips the best prayer she had ever heard.
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Rom woke breathless and panicked, his wolf trying to tear its way out of him.

What the fuck? he demanded.

Danger. Protect mate. Protect pack! the wolf snarled back at him. Rom was out of bed and pulling on his sweats before he could think.

He shook Laverna gently. "Wake up, love."

"What is it? What's wrong?" Laverna's eyes snapped open.

"I don't know, but my wolf is freaking out, and he's never like this," Rom replied.

Laverna climbed out of bed and pulled on his oversized shirt.

"We had best find out what the fuss is about then," she said, hair askew and eyes burning with a power she had yet to leash. His wolf was insistent on protecting her, but Rom was starting to think that maybe he was better off letting her protect him. After having her claim him in her chthonic goddess aspect the night before, he didn't think he would ever worry again about her being able to take care of herself.

They moved silently through the house, and Rom stretched out his sensitive hearing to try to discover the source of wrongness that had woken his wolf. He opened a cabinet of weapons and grabbed a gladius. Laverna looked about with a delighted smirk. He could almost hear her thoughts.

"Rob me later," he said, and they stepped out the glass doors and onto the terraced gardens that surrounded the whole villa.

"You check this side. I will go around the front," Laverna said, holding her daggers in a light grip.

Rom turned back to the pre-dawn sky. Everything was so quiet, he couldn't tell what the wolf's problem was. It was so silent…too silent.

Rom suddenly realized what was different. There wasn't a single sound except those made by him. He couldn't hear any nighttime birds or creatures. He strained his hearing and didn't pick up any murmurs of chatter from the men on guard either.

Fuck. He stepped out onto the wet grass and lifted his nose to scent the night air. It took a moment, and then the breeze carried with it an unmistakable stench. He recognized it from the reservation where Laverna's people had been massacred.

The witches were there. He had expected them to retaliate after they claimed their house, but not so soon.

Rom pulled out one of his daggers and, on soundless feet, ran across the wet grass. He jumped down one of the terraces and smelled fresh blood. He followed the scent until he found a dead guard, his throat half missing.

Rom pushed down his anger. He would be upset later. Now, he just needed revenge. He stepped up to the next terrace, and the stench of rot and earth and musk hit his nostrils just before something drove into him. They crashed over the flower beds, and Rom pulled his legs up between them and kicked his assailant off him. He rolled to his feet, dagger ready, and got his first look at the creature that haunted his nightmares.

"Remus?" he whispered, his voice choked.

"Little brother," the wolf man said through fanged teeth. He was seven feet tall and a tank of muscle and fur. He didn't smell alive, but there was no doubt that the voice belonged to his dead twin.

"What the fuck did they do to you?" Rom asked, his heart breaking.

Remus's pale blue eyes narrowed. "They fixed what you did to me. They brought my shade back from the Underworld itself."

"You're not alive, Remus. This body they have animated is not really you."

"Sure as hell feels like it. Now I get to kill you and become king of Rome like I should have been all along." Remus scented the air, and a growling sound of amusement came out of him. "You smell like my mate. If you think her body is fun, wait until you taste her ichor on your tongue." His long gray tongue lolled out of his mouth.

Rom's grip on his dagger tightened. "You will not lay one rotting claw on Laverna."

"Who is going to stop me? You? You only managed to kill me the first time because my back was turned, and I never thought you were capable of it. You could never beat me in a fair fight," Remus chuckled and launched himself at Rom. Rom only just managed to dodge in time before Remus's long claws took his head off.

Rom unsheathed his gladius and blocked Remus's follow-up attack. He didn't have time to worry about any of the witches or what Laverna was fighting over the other side of the house. He let his wolf roll to the surface, and the night lit up with his clearer vision. His body stretched and grew, and strength flowed through his veins.

Protect mate, it growled.

Protect mate, Rom agreed, and they met Remus's next attack head-on.

Remus reared back, the blade of Rom's sword catching him on his hip. He oozed a gray-black muck, and Rom needed no further proof that the thing in front of him was not his brother.

Remus roared in fury and attacked him again. Rom fell into battle mode, his body moving with years of practice. He had lost count of how many fights he had been in, how many men he had slain. It did him no good to remember that. He only held onto one truth. He had survived, and all his enemies had died. He ignored the hurt of hearing his brother's voice again after so long. He had only to focus on staying alive, on keeping himself between Remus and Laverna.

Sagana appeared through the mist, watching them fight with an amused smile on her face. She flung a spell out, and a rock rose up from the ground behind Rom, knocking his foot askew and sending him sprawling onto his back.

"Oops! You're dead," she called with a mocking laugh.

Remus took one step towards Rom when thunder cracked the silence. Remus staggered backward, and Laverna appeared from the shadows with a gun raised. She fired three more times, hitting Remus in the chest and thigh. He roared, and Sagana shouted a spell. Rom didn't know what language it was in, but he knew a command in any tongue. Remus snarled before turning and fleeing into the night.

"You are going to regret damaging our pet, bitch," Sagana said. She began to fade to smoke like she had in front of the police station when a rope of golden light struck her.

Laverna moved too fast for Rom to see, and she appeared before the witch. Sagana shrieked, caught in Laverna's power and unable to escape. Laverna picked up Rom's gladius from where it had fallen and the edge-lit up with the molten gold of her magic. Sagana began to chant, and Laverna struck the witch's head clean off her shoulders.

"Oops, you're dead," Laverna snarled and spat on the corpse before her magic glowed hot and turned it to ash.

Laverna turned to Rom still lying on the ground and ran over to him. "He made a right mess of you, amore mio."

Rom looked down and saw the claw marks all over his chest and arm that he hadn't felt.

"Couldn't... Couldn't let him get to you," he said, pain registering through the shock and adrenaline.

Laverna slid an arm under his and helped him get to his feet. "And you didn't. Now, let's get you inside and get you cleaned up."

"They killed all my men," Rom said, leaning heavily on her. His ichor was orange rather than gold, a mix of blood still in it, and it was slowly dripping down his body.

"I know, baby. I know. We will get revenge for every one of them," Laverna replied.

Once inside, she lowered him into a chair in the kitchen. "Don't you go anywhere now."

Rom tried to laugh, but all that came out of him was a choked, bubbling sound. Remus was right—he had never been able to beat him in a fight, and he didn't know how he was going to beat him in this one either.
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Laverna found her phone, which she had left in the bathroom the night before, and took a steady breath. She tasted tears at the back of her throat, and she quickly swallowed them. It was not the time to cry for the dead she had found or rage over the fact she had seen Romulus on the ground bleeding, and she had lost it.

No. He was alive still. Sagana was dead, and Remus was wounded. Laverna needed to help Romulus, not let herself fall apart.

Laverna called Claudius and grabbed some extra towels from the bathroom cupboard.

"Wass 'rong?" Claudius answered groggily.

"The villa was attacked. The guards are dead, and Rom is hurt. Get the praetorians and get the fuck over here," she said and hung up. She didn't have time to explain everything to him when she would just have to do it again when everyone arrived.

Laverna spread out towels on Romulus's nice couch before lifting him up and all but carrying him over to it.

"You're so fucking heavy," she complained, trying to act like she wasn't freaking out on the inside.

"I'll be okay. I just need time to heal," he replied.

"Shut up, I know it's bad. Where is your first-aid kit?" she demanded.

"Kitchen. Big red bag," Romulus said. Laverna pressed a towel to the deep claw marks on his chest and placed his hand on it to hold it in place.

"I'll be right back. Claudius and the others are on their way," she assured him before going for the bag. She opened the cupboards until she found a large soup pot and filled it with hot water. She doubted Romulus had been so hurt in centuries, and she had to close her eyes and force herself to focus.

Laverna could feel the thread of connection and magic that still tied them together. She didn't need to tell him it was their mating bond. She could feel how much pain he was in, how worried and upset he was that he had seen his brother again after so long.

Laverna dumped a bag of sea salt into the hot water and carried everything back to the lounge room. She opened a bottle of water and pressed it into his dirty hands.

"Drink that if you can," she said, not looking him in the eye.

I'm a big, tough girl. I don't cry when my lover is hurt, Laverna told herself. She dunked one of the clean cloths into the water and started washing the orange ichor off Romulus's chest. He hissed a little but didn't make her stop.

"I didn't think it was really him. At least, I hoped it was some witch's trick that had you thinking it was him," Romulus admitted.

Laverna kept on task. "I know you did, Rom. I don't think it's fully him. The shade they have stuffed inside of that abomination is more like an echo of him. But I never forgot his voice, and it's just enough of him for the witch's purpose."

Romulus's golden eyes filled with tears, and he quickly blinked them back. "If he is back, why hasn't my curse for killing him been lifted? I can still feel my connection to the city."

"I would say it's because he's not really back, Rom. It might sound like your brother, but that thing is not him," Laverna said, rubbing the back of her hand against his cheek. "Try to focus on that fact and not the emotions the witches are trying to force you to have. They want you off balance and distracted at the thought of having your brother back. We can't let them have the satisfaction of knowing they got to you."

Romulus sniffed, and when he nodded, Laverna went back to cleaning out the dirt and muck from the claw marks. Fates only knew what Remus had on him, and Laverna wouldn't put it past the witches not to dip his claws in poison either.

"They are all dead, aren't they? Remus and Sagana killed all of them," Romulus said, his voice barely above a whisper.

"Yes. Claudius and the others will deal with it. Your job is to focus on healing right now. I killed that fucking bitch." Laverna moved and rested her forehead against his. "I will kill them all for this. For your people. For my people. For ever thinking they could come back to our city," she promised him. She kissed him and double-checked his cuts. They were still bleeding, his wounds not closing.

"Does it normally take this long for your healing to kick in?" she asked.

Romulus looked down, his glazed eyes focussing. "They aren't closing yet?"

"I'll take that as a no." Laverna felt his alarm and panic through their bond. He kept it all from his face so as not to worry her. "Stop it, Rom. Stop hiding from me. I can feel it all anyway." She gave the bond a mental tug, and he gasped.

"Oh, shit. It really did work," he whispered. His eyes went soft. "You accepted the bond. Laverna, I..."

"Save your sappy feelings for later, amore mio. I need to fix you," she said, her own feelings threatening to overwhelm her. Romulus pulled her into his lap, and she straddled his legs, careful of his wounded chest. "There's not time for games with you like this."

"Kiss me first," he begged. She pressed her mouth to his, her relief of him being alive palpable. She used the kiss as a distraction as she focused on the bond in her mind's eye. She held it with one hand and gently fed her power into it.

She wasn't a goddess of healing, and she didn't know if it would work, but she shared with him her strength, opening the deep well of her power inside of her. Rom's teeth closed on her bottom lip as the power hit him.

"Breathe through it. Open to it," Laverna whispered against his lips. "Please. I need you to heal. I can't fight them on my own."

"Never on your own. Never again," Romulus groaned, his back bending as the light of her divinity began to pour out of his wounds.

Laverna moved off him, grabbed a fresh cloth, and started to clean his wounds again. They purged themselves of whatever poison or magic was in them before the light burned hotter and cauterized the deep scratches. Romulus collapsed back against the couch, his breathing coming in gasps like he had just run a marathon.

"Maybe give me a warning next time you do that." Romulus touched a pink scar and flinched. "Damn, that's the fastest I've ever healed."

Laverna winked at him saucily. "Perks of mating with a goddess, baby."

Romulus's eyes shone gold in warning before she was pinned on her back on the carpet. "My mate," he purred and nuzzled her neck and chest.

"So you two survived just fine," Claudius said drolly from the other side of the lounge room.

Laverna pushed at Romulus. "Get off me, beast. We have company." She was blushing but tried to ignore it. "How far out are the others?"

"About fifteen minutes. Sun's just rising." Claudius looked Rom all over, especially at the scars. "Those are new. How about you two shower off all the ichor and crud off, and I'll get breakfast started. It's a fucking mess outside, and I need to eat before I deal with it."

Laverna saluted him, and Romulus held out a hand to help her off the floor. "Make lots. I'm starving."

"I imagine you both are," Claudius said before picking up the ruined towels. "I'll take care of this. Don't linger in that shower either. I need to know what the fuck happened here before my wolf loses it."

"Will do," Romulus said and took Laverna's hand. "Come on, goddess, I need your assistance with washing. I'm still tender and wounded."

"And you say I am the liar," Laverna replied primly, but her hand tightened on his.
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Rom was aching, but his wounds were healed, and he could feel his body recovering from whatever magic had been on Remus's claws. He had been saved twice by Laverna. His mate. His mate who had accepted the bond and used it to share her strength and magic with him.

Rom stripped her out of the ruined shirt and kicked off his pants. He needed to feel her heartbeat and skin against his.

"You have an amorous look in your eye, and we don't have time to follow where it leads," Laverna teased him. She turned on the shower taps, and the dark stone shower turned misty. Rom grabbed a cloth and ran the soap over it before reaching for her.

"We might not have time for sex, but I need to be touching you right now," Rom said and began to wipe the cloth over her. They stepped under the spray together, and Laverna leaned her back against his chest. She was so much smaller than him and so much more powerful. "Did you run into any trouble out the front of the villa?" he asked.

Laverna shook her head. "No. I saw the bodies and the wounds that were the same as those that killed my people, and I fucking knew they were here. I grabbed the gun off a body and ran to find you."

Rom rinsed the remaining dirt and ichor from his body before tipping some shampoo into his hand and working it into her thick hair.

"You saved my ass," he said, bending to kiss her neck. "And you killed Sagana just when she thought she could do her little smoke trick and vanish."

"You would have recovered in that fight. I just wasn't going to risk Remus doing any more damage to my property," Laverna said, a possessive edge to her voice that went straight to his dick. "As for Sagana, I was pissed, and I wasn't interested in a fair fight. I've always fought dirty, and I don't care. One less witch for us to kill, and it will throw Canidia off her game a little. Is it too much to hope that she won't be able to do her spell without her?"

Rom moved her under the spray more and began to rinse the soap from Laverna's hair.

"It will slow Canidia down but not stop her. She will have a backup plan. This game of hers has been in the making for a long time. She would have known that losing some of her followers could happen and would have prepared for it," he said and grabbed the conditioner. "Sagana has been with her for centuries. I know if I lost Claudius or any of my praetorians, I would be devastated. I'm hoping that because we didn't find Sidonius that she still has him stashed somewhere."

Laverna turned to face him and wrapped her arms around his waist. "We will find him, Rom, wherever he is. We won't stop until we do."

Rom tipped her head back and kissed her gently. "Thank you, my love."

"Canidia is going to have her own army. She can't be this bold without having more than Remus to back her up," Laverna said. She took the cloth from him and started to soap him over, her brows drawn together.

"The other praetorians and I won't have any choice but to turn tomorrow night when the moon rises," Rom said, his worry for her growing. He couldn't hide it from her, not with the bond in place.

"You guys are hardly powerless as wolves," Laverna pointed out. Just like he couldn't hide his worry, she couldn't hide her own feelings from him. He wrapped his arms around her.

"You won't be alone, Laverna. Neither one of us will ever be again," he said, resting his cheek on top of her head. Her grip on him tightened a little. "We both have lots of backup that we will take with us. We might be wolves, but there will be plenty of others who won't be. We are going to fight them together. And then you and I are going to take some time to explore this mating bond of ours."

Laverna lightly rubbed her belly against his dick. It had been hard for a while.

"Are you struggling a little, lover?" she asked with big, innocent eyes.

"You're naked and have accepted the mate bond. I can't help it," he replied, letting out a soft moan when her hand slid between them to stroke him. "We... They are going to be waiting for us."

"They will survive," Laverna said, smirking. "You can't go and greet our visitors with this now, can you?"

All of Rom's protests died in his mouth as she lowered herself to her knees in front of him. Laverna licked his tip. "I promise I won't waste any time getting you to come."

Rom's hands braced against the tiles above her, the alpha in him roaring to the surface at her act of submission. "Go on then. Prove it," he challenged.

Laverna's eyes flared, and she gave his tip one more playful lick before she deep-throated him.

"Oh, fucking hell," he gasped, fingers clawing at the tiles. "Look at me, baby. Fuck, just like that."

Rom dropped one hand to stroke her jaw and neck. Her mouth was better than anything he could have imagined in those dark hours when he would allow himself to fantasize about what it would be like to have her. Her own arousal rebounded through the bond, and he swore again.

"You feel like you're in pain. Can't have that now," Rom said, his hand cupping the back of her head to stop it from hitting the tiles. "Fuck your fingers for me. I'm about to pound this pretty mouth of yours, and I want to feel you come with me."

Laverna groaned around his cock, and her hand moved between her legs. His wolf was close enough to the surface that he could smell the sweet musk of her arousal. His mouth watered, wanting to taste it. There would be time later for that. Right now, he needed to come all over her pretty face.

Rom gripped her hair and thrust deep into the hot heat of her mouth. Her expression was hazy, lost in the pleasure riding them both. He took that to mean she could take it and began to fuck her mouth with abandonment. His orgasm was starting to build, his toes curling on the tiles as heat roared through him.

The bond hummed between them, and Laverna's muffled cries alerted him to her own orgasm before it hit him in a wave. His knees shook under the intensity of it. He had just enough sense to pull his cock back, and he came hard over her mouth and neck.

Rom braced his forearms on the tiles, his breath coming in gasps that matched her own. He ran his fingers through his come on her lips before drawing her up off her knees and kissing her. He took her shaking hand from her pussy and licked her fingers clean too.

"Fuck, Laverna. We really need to kill those fucking witches so we can do that all day," Rom said, gently washing his come off her before kissing her again.

"Agreed," she said and stuck her tongue in his mouth. She wrapped a leg around his hips when her stomach growled.

Rom laughed huskily. "First things first. Let's go and see about breakfast before your poor stomach eats itself."
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Laverna dressed in Romulus's spare clothes again, rolling up the hems of her pants so that she wouldn't be stepping on them the whole time. Romulus dressed in jeans and a shirt, looking fully recovered from his fight with Remus.

Orgasms had gone a long way in helping settle her churned-up insides after seeing him hurt. She needed that physical connection despite their bond. She took the time to dry her hair while Romulus went to see what was going on with breakfast. She was starving, and the half bowl of risotto the previous night hadn't been enough.

It wasn't her fault that she was hopelessly distracted by Romulus being sexy. She had fought her desire for him for centuries. She thought when she locked it up, that it would simply go away, but it turned out it was just being stored until she could have her wicked way with him.

Laverna would have to get used to the bond, but it wasn't as frightening as she thought it would be. She didn't feel so lonely anymore. They would probably still fight like cats and dogs, but she knew they would work through it and probably have amazing makeup sex afterward.

Laverna found Romulus at the head of the table with Eolus, Claudius, and Lucius fussing around the kitchen. When she saw the white bakery bags, her stomach growled again.

"Whoever got pastry on their way here, I wish you all the blowjobs in the world," Laverna said and pulled out a cornetto from inside one of them.

"You hear that, lover? You're to give me all the blowjobs in the world," Eolus said to Lucius.

Lucius snorted. "You say that like it would be a change of pace."

Laverna wanted to laugh, but her mouth was too full.

"Go and sit down. I'll get these eggs served up," Claudius said and waved his spatula at her. "We are all going to need all the protein we can get today."

Laverna went to take a seat by Romulus, but he snagged her hand and tugged her into his lap. "I don't think that this is appropriate," she whispered.

"You say that like you're not used to parking your ass on a wolf fur," Rom replied, laughter in his eyes.

"Good point," Laverna replied and got comfortable. None of the other wolves seemed to notice or care. They placed two plates in front of them, piled high with steak and eggs.

"I want you to know I love all of you so much," Laverna said and fell on her food.

Lucius sat down on their right, a smirk on his face. "You must have a great dick, Rom, to get her to love us all so quickly."

"I wish I could take credit, but it's the food, not my dick, that puts her in such a loving mood," he replied.

Eolus watched her with wide eyes. "Does she always eat like that, or have you been starving your mate, Rom?"

"No, she always eats like that," Rom said, shifting her a little to the side so he could get to his own plate.

Laverna ignored all of them, too focused on her steak and the fried mushrooms she found underneath them.

"Tell us what happened. I've called in the cleaning crew to come and take care of the bodies so that we can be focused on how we are going to get those fucking witches back for this," Claudius said, placing coffees down in front of them.

Laverna could get used to this kind of excellent service.

Romulus updated the wolves on their rude wake-up call and Remus kicking his ass. Laverna didn't look up from her plate until it was empty. The jittery mess inside of her finally settled under the weight of food in her stomach, and she sipped her coffee.

"Any luck on finding where they might have taken Sid? Or is the house still being processed?" she asked.

"Still processing it when we left not long after you. They got forensics in there to take in the contents of the garage for testing. There were no trails that we could follow outside of the property, so wherever they took Sidonius, they did it in a vehicle," Lucius said and took another pastry from the plate in the center of the table.

"Now that the police have Canidia's photo and Sidonius's, we are hoping they get sloppy and get spotted on some CCTV," Eolus added.

Laverna was getting more coffee when her phone started ringing. She scrambled up out of Romulus's lap and went searching for it. It had fallen under the couch where she had been playing nurse in the least sexy way possible. She grabbed it and saw Hecate's profile picture.

"Good morning," Laverna greeted and turned on the video call. Hecate's face hovered into focus. She looked wired, her usual perfect hair in a messy braid and a smudge of something on her cheek.

"Laverna! Good, you're up. Medea and I think that we have figured out this spell you sent us," she said, her movements erratic as she ignored the camera's direction and moved through the house. Laverna took up her spot back on Romulus's lap and positioned the phone so they could both see the goddess of the crossroads.

"We hope we have figured it out," Medea corrected and took the phone from Hecate. "It is definitely a transference spell to energetically shift the curse of the city from Romulus to Remus."

She spread out her own sketches of the spell that Laverna had found in the witch's garage. There was a red triangle drawn over what Laverna had already seen.

"If we have interpreted this correctly, they will need three or more witches to form this triangle with Remus and your stone in two of its points. They will be able to draw the worship and legend of your followers from the stone and get it to fuel not only a substitution for you but also the power infused into the stone will give the spell an extra boost."

Laverna scratched at the back of her neck. "Okay, so we can stop them from doing this spell by disrupting it?"

"Provided you break through their wards to kill them before they are finished, yes," Hecate said.

"There are three points of the triangle. If Remus and my stone are two of them, what's going to be the third?" Romulus asked.

Medea hesitated, but Hecate didn't. "My guess is a blood sacrifice. They clearly aren't beneath using them for their other spells, and I doubt this one will be any different."

"Sidonius," Eolus muttered, putting down his knife and fork. "That's why he wasn't at the house. Wherever they are planning to perform this spell, that's where he will be."

"It's going to be finding them that's the problem," Laverna replied.

Medea bit her lip. "I might have a theory about that too."

"Only a theory," Hecate added.

"A good theory. These witches use blood and pain to draw strength from it. My guess is that they will use a location in the city where the most blood was spilled," Medea replied, talking over the top of her.

Hecate's face pushed back into the screen. "And it needs to be a place powerful to Remus as well. Like the house was."

"So Aventine Hill is a good place to start. Hard to pick where the most blood would be," Claudius said, leaning back in his chair. "Rome has been fought over for centuries."

"No. There's one place above all others that has had more blood and pain and suffering than anywhere else," Laverna said, looking at Romulus.

"The Colosseum," they said at the same time.

"It would also explain why she has been in the archaeological park so much," Laverna added.

Hecate nodded in agreement. "It will be a good place to start. They will wait until the moon is full at midnight in order to pack as much magic as they can into the spell."

"Thank you, both of you. This is really helpful," Laverna said sincerely. "If there is a way we can repay you, let us know."

"Just be smart about taking them on. Set a trap for them or something, for fuck's sake. You guys have been reactionary this whole time, and they keep kicking your asses because of it," Medea replied, never one to mince her words. "Let them be drawn into a false sense of security. Let them be all gathered in the one place and then smite the bitches."

Laverna laughed. "I love you and your vengeful mind, Medea. We will do our best."

"Good. Because Canidia is giving witches a bad name everywhere," Hecate replied, and they rang off.

"Okay, so we have a location and an idea of what they are planning to do," Lucius said, pouring more coffee into each person's cup. "We need to make a plan."

"We need bait to distract them," Eolus agreed and looked at Romulus. "You will do nicely. Maybe if you show your face, it will send Remus into a murder frenzy."

"If we are going to set a trap, we need to figure out how to take out their guards to get inside. They won't be dumb enough to leave the doors unattended," Claudius argued.

Laverna grinned, the plan already forming in her mind. "I have a secret passage into the Colosseum we can use. There's no way the witches will know about it since the archaeologists still haven't found it." At their surprised looks, Laverna shrugged. "What? I didn't want to have to pay an entrance fee, and occasionally, I needed to smuggle people out before they were executed. Of course I needed my own entrance!"

"Of course you did," Romulus said, straight-faced, and Laverna felt his love for her rush through the bond and all the way to her toes.
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Laverna sat next to Romulus in the back of a black van. The seat was narrow, and the belt clip was digging into her hip as they stopped and started through Rome's traffic lights. The sun had set, and the moon was rising.

Beside her, Romulus's eyes had been glowing the gold of his wolf for hours. He and the other wolves wouldn't change for a short time yet. They had a plan to see through and witches to kill.

Laverna wrapped her arm under Romulus's and threaded their fingers together. As soon as he changed, he wouldn't be able to talk to her, and she found the thought uncomfortable. She didn't even know how the bond would feel in his wolf form.

"You're not worried about tonight, goddess?" he asked.

Laverna made a scoffing sound that was all bravado. "Me? Worried? No way. I just don't want to have to tend to your wounds again if you get your ass kicked."

"That's okay. I'll find someone else to do it," Romulus said and then laughed like an asshole when her eyes narrowed.

"Or not. You could just not get hurt again. I think that's a better plan," Laverna replied.

Romulus kissed her cheek, and some of the anger and worry went away.

"We have both fought with worse odds than this. We have too much to lose tonight not to give it our everything. I finally can kiss you when I want to, and I need to make the most of it," Romulus said and then proved it by kissing her lips quickly.

On the other side of the van, Lucius pulled a face. "Are you two going to be this gross going forward? Because after years of seeing you at each other's throats, I got to admit, it's going to take some getting used to."

Laverna smiled at him and crossed her eyes. "Then stop looking, you perv."

The other wolves laughed, and some of the tension in the van eased. Laverna had always liked the praetorians, and it was nice not to pretend that she didn't. She had also been jealous of Romulus and his pack of friends through eternity. She had connections now, but for a long time, she had only been friends with mortals. Watching them die every year had ensured she never really got close to anyone.

Sensing her unease, Romulus squeezed her hand before lifting it and kissing the back of it. She wasn't alone. He made a point of telling her that. Maybe one day she would get to the point where she believed it.

"Okay, Laverna. We are coming up to the archaeological park. It's time to tell me where your secret entrance is," Roberto said from the driver's seat.

"Turn onto the Via in Miranda," Laverna said, and Romulus turned in his seat to look at her. "And go the very end of it. You should be able to park in front of the temple of Antonius and Faustina."

"Where exactly is your old entrance?" Rom asked suspiciously.

Laverna smiled her most charming smile. "I maybe could have possibly put one in the Temple of Romulus."

"You are unreal, woman," Romulus grumbled before turning to his wolves. "Can you believe this?"

"Actually, we can," Lucius replied.

"I wanted an access tunnel, and your temple had the underground levels I needed!" Laverna replied.

"Oh, did it now? How many of my statues in there did you piss on over the years?"

Laverna pulled a face. "Why would I want my secret entrance to the Colosseum smelling of piss, Rom? Think it through next time."

Romulus glared at her, and Lavera rubbed her cheek against his shoulder.

"You love me so much," she teased.

"Not right now, I don't."

"Liar. You love that I did so much territory marking, and so does your wolf."

Romulus's eyes narrowed. "You are going to pay for this insolence later."

"I tremble in fear of your punishments." Laverna thought about the last time he said she was going to pay. They ended up fucking on a wolf skin. She opened her mouth, but Romulus put his hand over it.

"Don't you dare say whatever it is you just thought of."

Laverna licked his palm until he moved it. Roberto slowed and parked.

"Show time," she said brightly and unclipped her belt.

"I hope you didn't think that just because you mated with her, she was going to behave herself," Eolus commented from behind her.

Laverna ignored them and stepped out into the night. It was humid but clear, the moonlight casting the archaeological park in ghostly black and white.

The building in front of them was the Santi Cosma e Damiano, with access to the part of the building that once housed Romulus's temple around the back. Laverna walked to the driver's side door, and Roberto dropped the window.

"I'll go in first and make sure the way is clear. Wait until midnight and then follow. I won't have you all popping out of the ground just to get murdered," she said.

Roberto nodded. "We are with you, boss. All the way."

Laverna squeezed his hand resting on the steering wheel. "Thank you, my friend."

She made sure Roberto was in position before she walked around the back of the church and to the entrance of the Tempio di Romolo. The other wolves were already shifting in the light of the full moon. Romulus was fighting it off for the chance to talk to her once more.

"You going to be okay getting in here?" Romulus asked, looking at the faded green paint on the double doors.

"I'll be fine. I'll make sure there's been no cave-ins and that it's safe for the others to come through," Laverna replied. The other wolves were fully changed and waiting for him. Laverna put her arms around his neck and pulled him down for a searing kiss.

"Be safe," he said.

"Watch out for witches' traps," she replied and let him go.

Romulus pulled off his shirt. "I swear I step into one trap, and everyone thinks I'm incompetent."

"Just don't do it again, and we will shut up about it." Laverna doubted that. Romulus rarely made mistakes, and they were never going to let it go.

Romulus standing naked in the moonlight was going to be seared on her mind forever. The pale light loved every muscle and dip of his powerful body. He must have felt her appreciation through the bond because he huffed out a laugh and shifted. He was slightly bigger than a normal wolf and was jet-black.

Laverna touched the bond, and it felt the same. She would know through it if he got into any trouble, and that thought comforted her.

"Watch your asses," Laverna told them and placed her hand on Romulus's head. He licked her hand once and then bounded out through the ruins, the other three wolves falling into place behind him. Laverna wished she had a talent for painting because they looked dangerous and majestic.

"No time to linger," she said and shook herself. She dug in her pockets and pulled out her lock picks. The locks popped in quick succession, and she opened one of the doors and slipped into the darkness. There was a keypad next to the door for an alarm, and she quickly disabled it too.

The interior had been turned into a small archaeological exhibit that she had no time to admire. She remembered when the temple had smelled of incense and offerings. When the priests wore very different robes, and when she had thought sinking a tunnel into one of Romulus's sacred places was great for a laugh. Laverna walked through the halls until she sensed where the entrance to her tunnel was. Unfortunately, it was now a supply closet, but it didn't take long for her to move the shelving of cleaning products out of the way.

Laverna crouched down and laid her hand on the cool marble tiles. She was a goddess of earth and darkness, and the tile creaked and lifted away. Laverna worked quickly and tried to keep her nerves in check. She had to trust that Romulus, his people, and hers all knew what to do. She couldn't control what happened next; she could only do her part as best as she could.

When the hole was big enough, Laverna cast a small light of her divine power and sent it down to illuminate her path. There was nothing she was going to hurt herself on, so she dropped down into the hole and cast an illusion over the hole she had created. Just in case a security guard decided to check the cupboard before Roberto and his people could get inside. She had left the path open for them, and they weren't afraid to knock out anyone who noticed them.

Laverna found an ancient torch and lit it. The tunnel stretched out before her, and she dropped her human form. She was the Lady of Bones; this was her kingdom, and she would fight for it until her last breath.
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Memories threatened to drown Laverna with every step she took through the tunnel. She had snatched more than one prisoner out from beneath the emperor's clutches over the years. As far as she was concerned, it was her judgment or Romulus's that mattered in the city. Laverna did what she had to do to protect her own. The thieves who were murdered in the Colosseum had always been trespassers or those who deserved what they got.

The earth around her was so soaked with blood and ghosts that she could hear the dead whispering around her. Ghosts tended to find her because of what she was, but no one had ever tried to hurt or harm her. She was no psychopomp to lead them on to their afterlives, but the dark caverns in the earth were hers as well as theirs.

It was a seven-minute walk to the Colosseum above ground, and the winding paths of the tunnels took longer than that.

You have time, she told herself. The witches were waiting until midnight before they would attempt the spell. Something that powerful, Laverna would feel it if it had begun already.

She cleared the tunnel of a few minor cave-ins, her power brushing the earth aside with minimal effort. They had held up well and untouched over the centuries. Roberto and the others would have no problems following the clear trail that had no crossroads.

Laverna felt the second she had crossed underneath the Colosseum's boundaries. There was so much blood in the earth there that she was always surprised that it hadn't stained the earth red.

Psychically, it felt like a slaughterhouse, which was exactly what it was. Slaughter for amusement and entertainment. A way to control the masses with bread and fear that if they didn't behave, it would be them getting torn apart by lions.

In modern times, politicians had moved to psychological warfare. It still relied on fear, but it wasn't always a physical show of it. It was an attack on the minds of the people themselves, creating a fear that left permanent tears in the soul. Laverna had often wondered if it would be better to bring back the older kind. It did less damage in the long run.

The humans weren't interested in that. A fearful population was one that could be controlled. It was that kind of thinking that meant that gods like Laverna would always be needed. She was a trickster and protector of the outcasts, the ones who would not conform. Who would not obey. It had been that way thousands of years ago when all the outcasts and reprobates fled to Rome for sanctuary, and nothing would change. The world always needed a goddess who lived in the liminal spaces and protected the outcasts.

Laverna's tunnel came to an end. There was nothing left of the trap door she had built, just earth and rubble. She reached up and placed her hand on the roof and shut her eyes. The earth trembled before it obeyed her call and started to disperse in whisps around her. Laverna hit a stone floor and focused her efforts to break through it. She had expected to have to create a new manhole and knew that Roberto would be bringing a ladder with him.

Laverna finally broke through the final layer of paving stones and stuck her head out of the hole. She was in the hypogeum, where the gladiators, prisoners, and other entertainers used to wait for their starring performance.

The new floor of the arena above her had been put in place, which made her job a lot easier. She was worried that her hole and minions coming out of it would be noticeable. Canidia had clearly used whatever influence she had to get the flooring locked in and ready for her own great performance. It was going to be a shame that it would also lead to her downfall.

Laverna pulled herself up out of the floor and cast an illusion spell over it. If a stray witch accidentally fell through it, then all the better. Laverna found the first robed figure lingering at the bottom of a set of access stairs. She broke the woman's neck, dragged her into a shadowy corner, and took her black robe.

"Why do cults always love their stupid robes so much?" she muttered and put it on. It smelled like Poison perfume that made her nose twitch. She sneezed a few times and lifted her hood to hide her features as much as possible. She didn't want her big reveal to happen too soon.

Laverna moved confidently up the stone stairs, acting like she was meant to be there. She reached the permanent walkway that had been built around the whole interior and moved to one of the arches to look down at the figures below. She spotted a giant black wolf crossing the footpaths underneath the lights and running into the shadows beneath her.

"Go get them, Rom," she whispered.

Laverna moved along the shadows and silently took out another three more people in hoods. There were more than she thought that there would be. Canidia had been busy indeed. It didn't matter. With Romulus's mercenaries and Laverna's very pissed-off followers, they were more than a match for anything Canidia's minions could throw at them.

Laverna paused in the shadows as Canidia herself walked out onto the main floor of the arena. In one hand, she carried the end of a silver chain. Laverna's stomach clenched when Sidonius came into view, cuffed and collared in silver and being led on the chain like a dog. He wore a pair of blood-stained jeans and nothing else. His long black hair was matted, but his chest and arms looked unharmed. That didn't mean that he wasn't hurt. It just meant Canidia had stopped cutting parts out of him long enough for them to grow back.

Remus followed behind them, making sure that Sidonius didn't try to make a fuss. Canidia led the wolf to the left side of the floor and attached Sidonius's chain to a large metal ring.

Laverna was too far away to hear what Canidia said to Remus, but she touched the creature on the chest, and he moved off to the opposite side of the floor. Moments later, four followers carried out a slab of black stone and placed it down.

Canidia ran her hands possessively over it. Laverna knew it was ridiculous, but the fact that the stone represented Romulus made her want to cut Canidia's hands off.

"On this night, we change history! Let us begin!" Canidia called, her voice magically magnified as it bounced off the ancient stones. She raised her arms towards the moon, and her followers began to chant. To Laverna, the words sounded like nonsense, but the magic in them made the hair rise up on her arms and the back of her neck.

A howl rose up over the top of them, a sound of primal fury, a hunting call to put the fear in anyone and anything that heard it. Remus roared back in challenge, and Romulus raced across the arena toward him.

The robed figures gasped in terror, stopping their chant, and Canidia's spell shuddered and popped like a soap bubble. She screeched a command at Remus, who ignored her and met Romulus's attack head-on. It was a full moon, and the wolf part of Remus wasn't something that even Canidia's magic could counter. Laverna took a moment to look up at the shining pale disc.

"Thank you, Lady Luna," she whispered. She threw off her cloak and jacket and unsheathed the gladius that hung at her side. It was time to end the witch once and for all.
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Rom knew the moment his wolves joined the fight. They raced through the arena, attacking Canidia's witches with everything they had. He didn't dare look at Sidonius and be distracted. He was alive, and that was the most important thing at that moment. Remus attacked him, fang and claw. He was wild with fury, foam clinging to the corners of his mouth.

"You try and rob me of my birthright again!" he roared and lunged. Rom danced out of the way, the strength and grace of his wolf form keeping him out of Remus's grasp. It didn't hesitate or get distracted by old feelings of kinship. This was another alpha in his territory who killed members of his pack and who wanted to hurt his mate. This was a wolf that needed to die.

A loud roar of people's war cries echoed from underneath the arena, and Laverna's army of angry followers poured in to join Rom's mercenaries. They were there to avenge their loved ones. Those that Canidia and her witches felt were less than them. The ones whose cubs they had hurt. Together, they were Rome, and they wouldn't allow the witches to live a second longer.

Golden light flared at the far end of the arena, and Rom spotted Laverna. He cut through the crowds of fighting people, knowing that Remus wouldn't die until Canidia had met her end. There was no sign of the wounds Laverna had given the creature the night before, which only confirmed their hunches that his re-animation was still dependent on the witch herself. Remus roared in frustration and struck out his own people to try and follow Rom.

Laverna was wielding a gladius and a long dagger, both shining golden with her divine magic. A very familiar gladius, in fact.

So that's who stole it, the human side of Rom thought. It was one of his favorites that had been lost since the fourth century. He shouldn't have been surprised that she had taken it.

The wards around Canidia shattered as Laverna's power tore into them. Her crown of bones and laurel leaves was back, and the goddess did not hold any of her power back as she fought for her revenge.

"On your right!" Laverna shouted at him. Rom dodged as a man in a black robe drove a dagger down and stumbled. Rom grabbed the man by the back of his neck and gave him a hard shake. He felt the bones crack under his fangs, and Rom spat him out.

He positioned his back to Laverna's, and they fought side by side. Remus reached them, and Romulus made sure he didn't get too close to Laverna. Never again.

Laverna fought with magic and blades, countering every one of Canidia's attacks. Rom lost time, and the fight could have lasted ten minutes or an hour.

Canidia screamed, and Rom risked turning. Canidia was clutching a bloody stump where her hand used to be. She was still cursing Laverna when a net of Laverna's power tied itself around the witch.

"Just shut up and die," Laverna hissed and cut Canidia's screaming head from her shoulders. Remus roared and collapsed beside the witch's corpse, which was already starting to smoke.

Rom pulled on the power of the city around him and forced the wolf down. There were some things that he needed to be a human for. The wolf let go of its hold over him, and Rom turned back into a man. He walked over to where Laverna stood over Remus. He had fallen to his knees and was making a whimpering sound.

"I'm sorry you couldn't control your bloodlust when you were alive," Rom said to the thing that was only partially his brother. "I'm sorry I had to kill you then, and I am sorry I have to kill you now. I cannot allow you to live this half-life or risk my mate's life with your obsession."

"I wonder what curse you will get this time," Remus spat out between rotting gums. "I hope you suffer more than having to simply look after a city." Rom froze, the fear of another curse hitting him in the stomach. Remus always knew how to cause the most amount of pain.

"You killed him once already. It's enough, Rom," Laverna said and gave him a sweet smile. "If there is going to be another curse, it's going to be mine to carry."

Before Rom could move to stop her, she bought her gladius down and struck Remus's head from his shoulders. The world warped around them, and Rom screamed as an invisible hand reached inside of him and pulled something free. He grasped Laverna, and they sank together to the ground.

"What did you do? What did you do?" he cried, his forehead pressing against hers. Laverna's eyes shone with power, and she laid a hand on his chest.

"You tell me. I can feel...everything," she whispered.

Rom touched their mating bond, which was still intact. It was his connection to the city that had changed. The burden of it wasn't weighing him down so heavily because...because it was halved.

"You took part of my connection to the city, and you're now bound to it too," he said, tears falling down his face. "You shouldn't have done that, my love. You don't know what the cost of it is."

"Yes, I do, Romulus," Laverna said, clutching his face in her hands. "I do know, and that's why I'm not going to let you bear it alone anymore. We are Rome. We always have been. Now, it is right and fair. We are partners and mates in all things. You're not alone anymore either."

Rom kissed her and tasted their salty tears. "I love you, Laverna. I love you so much."

"I love you too, Rom. Always have, always will," she replied. She looked around, and that was when Rom realized the fighting had stopped. There was no one in a cloak left standing. Rom quickly got to his feet and lifted Laverna back to hers.

"Everyone, start gathering the bodies of those bastards so I can burn them," Laverna instructed, and people snapped to attention. A few of them, mostly Rom's men, were looking at her with wide eyes. If they hadn't believed she was a real goddess, they sure as fuck believed it now. She was radiating magic and authority, hair wild and crown only a little crooked. Rom hurried across the arena where his praetorians were crowding around Sidonius, pressing into him with their big bodies.

"Okay, get back and let me free him," Rom said, pushing a sandy-colored wolf that was Lucius out of the way. Rom saw the complicated locks on the silver manacles and called out to Laverna. "I'm going to need your assistance over here, goddess."

Laverna jogged over to them and saw their predicament. "I really need to teach you boys how to pick locks."

"You...you two have mated," Sidonius said through cracked lips. "What the fuck else have I missed?"

"A lot, old friend," Rom replied and gently stroked his wolf's hair. "You're going to be okay now."

Sidonius's laugh turned into a cough. "It took you long enough to claim her. I was going to leave it until the end of the year before I tried claiming her for myself."

"You old charmer. I just might have taken you up on it," Laverna said, smiling at the wolf.

Rom growled in warning, which made them both laugh. Sidonius was soon free of the silver, and his eyes glowed bright with his wolf. The chains were the only thing that had stopped him from changing.

"Do it, and stay close. We have a van to take us out of here," Rom told him.

Sidonius's wolf was as silvery white as the moon above them. The other wolves crowded him again as soon as he was changed. They sniffed and licked at him, welcoming him back to the pack before the four of them raced off through the stadium. Rom would get him whatever therapy he needed, but for now, being with the pack was what he needed most.

Rom and Laverna helped pile the last of the dead into a stack in the middle of the arena. Rom got enough interested stares that he took one of the black robes off a dead man and wrapped it around his waist to cover his nakedness.

"There goes the view," Laverna commented, making an older woman near her cackle.

"I can see why you like him so much now," she said to Laverna and waggled her brows at him.

Rom wished he could have covered the bodies with fuel and lit them himself, but they were on temporary flooring, and only Laverna's divine power would ensure that none of the witches could possibly come back from the dead. Romulus didn't think it was possible, but Hecate and Medea had told them to do it, and they would know best.

Laverna's power raced out of her in golden flames and covered the mound of bodies. When everything was burning hot and turning to ash, she joined Rom and took his hand. Together, they watched until there was nothing left but ashes blowing out over the city.

When it was done, Romulus bent down and kissed Laverna. He could feel the city inside of her and the mating bond that was filled with so much love.

Laverna nibbled his lip before sighing against his mouth. "Take me home, baby."

Rom had never heard a better plan in his life.
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Three days after the showdown at the Colosseum, Laverna had a Peroni in one hand and was shooting a glass of catacombs moonshine with the other. She had started it, calling it 'The Crypt Keeper' a few years ago, and the name had stuck.

"Dear gods, that stuff is toxic," Claudius coughed.

Laverna had a mouthful of Peroni and said, "You're supposed to chase it so you don't taste it." Roberto laughed and poured out another round.

The music was loud and the gardens around Rom's villa were packed with her people and his. They decided to have a wake for the dead and a celebration that they all survived at the same time.

"They better not fucking steal anything," Romulus complained half-heartedly. He had no choice in the party, and neither had Laverna. People had begun to turn up on their own, and a party kind of happened around them.

"I told them not to, but they might not listen," Laverna said, and really, Romulus had enough stuff. If a few smaller pieces went missing here and there, it wouldn't matter. They would just be replaced by something equally as pretty and valuable.

It was that exact reasoning that had Laverna moving through the smiling groups of people and making her way to Romulus's garage. Some traditions didn't need to die just because they were mated. She pulled two pins from her braid and picked the lock to the garage. It was the first place Romulus had locked as soon as people started turning up.

Humming happily to herself, Laverna opened the door and stepped inside. She let out a huff of surprised laughter when she saw the state of her favorite Ferrari. The driver's side door was all bent out of shape, and the front and back seats had been pulled out of it. One of them had been shredded by claws as had the dashboard.

"What the hell…" she murmured.

"You tell me," Romulus said from behind her, and she let out a startled yelp.

Laverna plastered an innocent look on her face. "Hey, baby, what's up?"

"You are so busted. I can't believe you were going to steal a car and leave me alone with all of these people," Romulus said and crossed his arms.

"Would I do that?" she replied and fluttered her lashes at him. His eyes narrowed. "What happened to the Ferarri? It wasn't in this state when I last saw it."

Romulus looked embarrassed. "It smelled like you, and I lost my temper."

Laverna burst out laughing, wild and wicked. "Oh, my love," she said fondly and picked up a flathead screwdriver. She walked over to the car and leaned into the driver's side door. She didn't bother to worry about flashing him because she had worn her red dress that afternoon for precisely the purpose of driving him crazy. She used the screwdriver to pop open the casing on the steering wheel shaft and pulled out her pair of lacy panties.

"Ta-da!" she said and waved them at him.

Romulus's eyes flared gold. "You…did that on purpose?"

"Well, you should learn to turn up to appointments on time," she replied.

"I'm going to teach you a lesson about being a menace," Romulus growled.

Laverna cackled and tried to run, but he caught her and bent her over the bonnet of the Ferrari.

"Don't you dare move," he said, his breath hot in her ear.

Laverna's toes curled as he pushed the skirt of her dress up and tugged her panties down. His hand dipped between her thighs and hummed in approval.

"Already wet for me. So you can be a good girl when you want to be," he growled and pressed a finger into her. Laverna gasped in pleasure, loving the rough treatment just like she always did. There was nothing sexier than Romulus all fired up and in alpha mode.

"Almost…like it was part of a plan," she panted.

Romulus made a sound of disbelief. "Of course it was. You just can't help driving me crazy." He pulled his fingers free from her and replaced them with his cock. Laverna's nails scratched the Ferrari's shiny paint, but it was worth it.

"Fuck, yes," she gasped, pushing back on his cock, meeting him thrust for thrust. He wrapped her braid around his hand and gave it just the right amount of pull, sending her hurtling through an orgasm that had her rising up on her tiptoes and screaming his name loud enough that she was sure half the party heard it. Romulus groaned, his hands dropping to her hips to lift her up off her feet and fuck her harder. He came a moment later, her name on his lips, and lay on top of her, pinning her to the car.

"Fuck, Laverna. I've wanted to do that since you walked out in this dress," he said breathlessly and kissed her bare neck.

"As I said, almost like I had a plan," she laughed under him.

Romulus eased off her. "You stay there."

"Don't worry. I can't feel my legs yet."

Romulus went to a cabinet, took out a clean rag, and wet it in the sink before coming back over and cleaning up the come that was running down her legs. He slid her panties back in place before lifting her up and carrying her over to the back seat of the Ferrari that was sitting beside it. Laverna was still too come drunk to move, so she watched him go to a fridge and come back with beers. Because, of course, he had a beer fridge in his amazing garage.

Romulus passed her a beer and sat down beside her. "To killing witches."

"Hear! Hear!" Laverna tapped the neck of her beer against his and drank.

Romulus put an arm around her. "How long do you think it will take for people to notice we are missing?"

"They probably already have but are too afraid I'll smite them if they interrupt us," Laverna said and had another sip of her beer. "And they would be correct. I really needed that."

"Insatiable as well as a menace," he said with a laugh.

Laverna poked his side. "Right? How did a guy like you get so lucky?"

"I have no idea." Romulus kissed the top of her head. "How are the bonds feeling?"

Laverna closed her eyes, and the spirit of the city hummed through her. She was getting used to it and could block it out when she needed to. It was similar to how she kept her divinity locked up, and she was teaching it to Romulus so he could sleep better at night. Their mating bond glowed bright and strong as always.

"Good on both fronts. You can stop worrying, Rom. The city has always belonged to both of us. It's just official now," she said. It was a discussion they had more than once over the past few days.

"I still can't believe you did that," Romulus replied, shaking his head before having another mouthful of beer.

Laverna put her bottle down and slipped into his lap to straddle him.

"Yes, you can. I even did it with your sword," she said, pressing a kiss to his lips.

"I noticed that. I'm waiting for the right moment to steal it back."

Laverna tilted her head back and laughed. "That's the spirit."

Romulus sighed and rested his forehead against hers. "My mate."

Laverna smiled, her eyes lighting with her divine power. "My consort. Finally, you're all mine." She kissed him, and both bonds between them flared.

All of Rome smiled at their union, and the constant turbulent energy that had always infused the city was finally stopped. Its king and queen were united for the first time, and around the city, flowers bloomed out of season, the traffic cleared, and all the church bells began to chime at once to celebrate the peace.
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1.


Asteria's lungs burned and ached with every breath of freezing air. The mountain path was barely existent; the tall and branchy trees seemed almost determined to obscure her way. She didn't know if it was by design or not.

The creature she was looking for was said to have been some kind of magic user in his time, so it would make sense he would try and protect his resting place with dark sorcery. Even the air in the forest seemed to be against her, the ominous sense of dread weighing her down.

This would have to be one of the dumbest fucking ideas you've ever had, she told herself.

What choice did she have? The vampire clans fighting against each other were set to tear the city apart. Her own family had been slaughtered needlessly because of their war.

The Evandruses had served the Amulius family for centuries. All it had taken was the current clan prince, Valens, to snap at the wrong patriarch. The Cassius family had responded by sending an assassin to kill Asteria's parents and brother because they knew attacking the Amulius family would mean starting a war. Their blood sworn servants were the next best thing.

Who cares about a bunch of Renfields, right? The nickname still grated her fucking nerves. It limited the extent of what the blood sworn families did for their masters. It was supposed to be a relationship of protection and respect. At least, it used to be.

Asteria stopped walking and bent over to clutch at her knees. A scream of rage and grief tore out of her chest, and she was unable to stop it.

She had been out that fateful night with some girlfriends, celebrating a new job that Zia had received. When she returned to the estate, there was only blood and body chunks waiting for her. While Asteria had been getting drunkenly railed in a bathroom stall, her family had been dying.

She would never stop feeling the shame for that, which was why she was going on this damn suicide mission. She wanted payback, and she knew the vampire to give it to her.

Asteria couldn't count on the current Amulius patriarch to get revenge for her family. They couldn't keep their own safe anymore. No, she needed to find the old master to deal with this mess, and she didn't care if she incurred his wrath along the way.

If half the stories about the old master were true, he had been one of the founding members of the city of Inferno. He had represented the whole of the vampires, not just his family. It was his auctoritas, the immense power of his authority and influence and his seat on the First Council that had ensured the vampires maintained a position of privilege in a city run by supernatural creatures.

The only ones more powerful were the dragons. No one fucked with the dragons.

Asteria was far enough away from Inferno now that she could no longer see the smudge of smoke of it in the distance.

These mountains and forests were no place for a human, even a trained one like herself. She could fight well against all supernatural creatures; it was part of being her master's protector during daylight. This forest had magic, and that was a different kind of adversity.

There were stories that said they were full of feral werewolves. She hoped that whatever spells the old master had on the secret trail would be enough to protect her. Wishful thinking. That was what this whole damn trip was.

Asteria pulled out the map once more and tried to figure out her position. The map had been given to the head of the Evandrus family by the old master himself. Not even his own vampiric family knew where he slept. He hadn't trusted them with the location like he had his blood sworn.

Truth be told, Asteria had thought the map was a family story too until she had found it when cleaning out her father's safe. The map had given her the grand idea of hunting the old master down and waking him up.

If he killed her for the audacity, she was ready to go. Anything was better than trying to serve Valens a second longer. That was before she even got to the guilt that was eating her alive.

Asteria ran her finger over the twisting red line on the map. She was getting close, and she would be hiking upwards from now on.

Taking a sip from her water bottle, Asteria put the map away before adjusting her pack and starting the climb. The forest soon began to thin out, and the ground turned to sharp rocks.

Trust a vampire to build his resting place in the ass end of nowhere. The old ones were always paranoid, not to mention bat shit crazy. Asteria could use someone bat shit crazy.

How would the old master feel about the way his family was being run? She doubted he would be impressed with Valens's blood orgies that only played shitty dance music.

She hoped he would turn up and clean house. Literally. She hated the dead-beat groupies and influencers that were always sucking Valens's dick just to be seen with one of the members of the founding families.

Asteria was embarrassed to be blood sworn to such a vapid waste of immortality. She knew her family had been ashamed of Valens too, which made their death, caused by his running mouth, so much worse.

Asteria's legs burned, her back ached, and she just wanted to lie down or go home… She froze. There was a presence in the air, a press of magic and influence.

"Nice try! I'm not afraid of you, and I'm not going back!" she called out. She was the last Evandrus for fuck's sake. She wasn't going to be dissuaded by some simple spell.

Asteria was about to stop and check her map again when she circled around a small ridge and found herself at the end of the path.

In the rock face before her was carved the alchemical symbol for Mercury. It was sacred to alchemists because it transcended both solid and liquid states. It was also a representation of life and death—the transcendent state of all vampires and immortals.

"Hello, master," she whispered.

Asteria took a small knife from her belt and sliced the tip of her finger. Blood welled, and she took a steady breath. She really hoped that the stories were true.

Asteria traced her bloody finger over the grooves of the symbol and prayed. The sleeping god inside must've listened to her because the rock opened like a door into the darkness.

"Here we go." Asteria switched on her torch and went to meet her fate.
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