Chapter 1


I never imagined my life would change on the eve of the spring festival, but the gods have a wicked sense of humor. Managing the largest bath house in Rome's merchant district isn't exactly the dream I had as a girl, but it keeps my son fed and our small apartment above the apothecary warm. I'm Livia Cornelius, and this is how my story begins.
The steam rising from the heated pools created a dreamlike haze that night, and the scent of imported oils and herbs from my family's shop next door drifted through the air – Egyptian lotus, Arabian myrrh, and local lavender that I'd picked myself from the hills outside the city.
"Domina!" Young Marcus came running across the marble floors. "The soldiers... they're..."
Before he could finish, I heard them. The thunderous sound of boots stomping in unison, accompanied by drums and flutes. The doors burst open, and in poured what seemed like an entire company of the Praetorian Guard, their faces painted with ritual masks for the spring festival.
Their leader was a towering Gaul turned Roman citizen, his face decorated with ceremonial paint, carrying a vine-wrapped staff. The soldiers began a wild dance, splashing through the warm pool, their ceremonial armor gleaming in the lamplight. Some of our regular patrons screamed, while others joined in, caught up in the revelry.
"Sweet Venus," I muttered, watching as they started pouring wine into the fountain. In my years running both the bath house and helping at my uncle's apothecary next door, I'd seen plenty of soldier celebrations, but this was different. This was mayhem.
I caught sight of Gaius, my most reliable attendant and a father of three, already moving to protect our elderly patrons. He knew the drill – we'd handled the Guard before, though never quite like this.
"ENOUGH!" My voice echoed off the marble walls. Years of managing this place had taught me how to make myself heard over any crowd. "In the name of the City Prefect!"
The dancing slowed. The Gallic soldier turned to face me, his painted face breaking into a grin. I stood my ground, though my heart was pounding beneath my blue silk stola.
"This is a respectable establishment," I continued, meeting his eyes. "You want to celebrate the festival? Fine. But you'll do it with dignity, or I'll have the Urban Patrol here before you can blink."
There was a tense moment when I thought it might go badly. Then the Gaul laughed, deep and genuine. "The lady has fire!" he boomed. "Come, brothers, let's not anger our gracious hostess."
The wild dancing transformed into something more orderly, though still festive. We lost two oil lamps, a statue needed repair, and the warm pool would need a thorough cleaning, but it could have been much worse.
By the time dawn touched the sky, most of the soldiers had stumbled back to their barracks. Gaius stayed behind to help me restore order, both of us exhausted but relieved.
"Go home to your children," I told him as we finished. "I'll handle the rest."
Walking through the awakening streets toward my uncle's apothecary where I keep the books, I couldn't help but smile despite my exhaustion. The morning air was thick with the scent of baking bread and burning incense from the nearby temples.
At the shop, my uncle Marcus Antonius took one look at my disheveled appearance and poured me a cup of watered wine. "Heard about the commotion at your baths," he said, his weathered face creasing with concern. "Your father would be proud, you know. He always said you had the wisdom of our ancestors."
Before I could respond, a commotion erupted near the rare herbs section. Three men were arguing over the last bundle of silphium, the precious herb from Cyrenaica. I recognized them immediately: Lucianus, the impossibly tall Gaul who served as personal physician to the imperial household; Darius, the famous Greek healer whose remedies were sought by senators; and Chang An, who prepared exotic medicines for the Eastern merchants.
Lucianus stood out even among this colorful crowd. His aquiline nose and high cheekbones gave him an aristocratic air, despite his gangly frame. His long legs reminded me of a crane, yet there was an undeniable grace to his movements. Even in his simple white tunic, stained with herb oils, he carried himself like a patrician.
The sight of these three renowned healers fighting over herbs like market women was too much. A laugh bubbled up from deep in my chest, echoing across the shop. They all turned to look at me, and for a moment, Lucianus's eyes met mine. A smile played across his lips – gods, those lips – and in that instant of distraction, he snatched up the contested herbs.
"Put it on my account!" he called out in his exotic Gallic accent, already running toward the door, his long legs carrying him swiftly through the growing crowd. "The empress awaits her medicine!"
I was still laughing as he disappeared into the awakening streets of Rome, unaware that this chance encounter would change my life forever.
Chapter 2


The early morning light filtered through the high windows of the caldarium, catching the rising steam in golden shafts. I was making my usual rounds, checking that the slaves had properly stoked the hypocaust system beneath the floors, when I first saw him again.
Lucianus stood at the edge of the tepidarium, his tall frame wrapped in nothing but a simple linen cloth around his hips. Water droplets traced paths down his surprisingly muscled shoulders – who knew a physician could be built like a gladiator? His long fingers were testing the water's temperature, and I found myself remembering how those same fingers had so deftly snatched the silphium from my uncle's shop the day before.
I shouldn't have been staring. I had work to do. But there was something about the way he moved, like a dancer performing for no one, completely unaware of his effect on others. Or at least, I thought he was unaware until his eyes met mine across the steam.
The corners of his mouth lifted in that maddeningly elegant smile. "Domina Livia," he called out, his Gallic accent making my common name sound exotic. "I trust your establishment has recovered from last night's... festivities?"
I lifted my chin, determined to maintain my professional demeanor despite the heat rising to my cheeks. "We Romans have survived far worse than a few overenthusiastic guardsmen, physician."
"Indeed." He stepped closer, and I caught the scent of cedar oil on his skin. "Though I heard it was less about Roman resilience and more about a certain bath house manager with the authority of Juno herself."
A group of senators' wives entered the tepidarium then, their slave girls carrying their oils and strigils. Among them was Julia Marcella, whose tongue was sharper than any surgeon's knife. She took one look at Lucianus and suddenly became very interested in adjusting her silk wrap.
"The water is perfect today," she announced loudly enough for half the bath house to hear. "Though I wonder if it's the water raising the temperature, or the company?" Her friends tittered behind their hands.
I felt my cheeks burning now, but Lucianus seemed amused. He moved closer to me, close enough that I could see droplets of water clinging to his eyelashes. "Perhaps," he said softly, for my ears alone, "we could discuss some business arrangements? The imperial household is seeking a new supplier of bath oils and salts. Your uncle's apothecary has quite the reputation..."
"I handle the books," I said quickly, trying to keep my eyes on his face and not the way the water was running down his chest. "But any contracts would need my uncle's approval."
"Of course." That smile again, knowing and mysterious. "Though I suspect your opinion carries significant weight. Shall we discuss terms over dinner? There's a new taverna near the Temple of Venus..."
Before I could respond, a commotion broke out in the frigidarium. Two patricians were arguing over massage appointments, their voices echoing off the marble walls.
"Duty calls," I said, stepping back. "You can discuss contracts with my uncle directly."
"Ah, but your uncle isn't nearly as interesting to dine with," he called after me as I hurried away. I could feel his eyes on me as I walked, and it took all my self-control not to look back.
In the frigidarium, I found myself unusually sharp with the arguing patricians. It wasn't their fault – but how dare Lucianus come into my bath house, looking like Mercury himself, and attempt to mix business with... whatever this was?
And yet, as I resolved their dispute and went about my duties, I couldn't help but remember the way the steam had curled around his shoulders, or how his accent had caressed my name. Even Julia Marcella's knowing smirk couldn't completely dampen the warmth that had nothing to do with the heated pools.
Venus help me, I thought, this man could be more dangerous than all of Rome's soldiers combined.
Chapter 3


The late afternoon sun turned the bath house marble to honey gold when Flavius Cassius arrived. I'd heard rumors about the infamous legion commander – his victories in Britannia, his widowhood, and most importantly, his recent appointment as the Emperor's right hand in Rome. But rumors hadn't prepared me for the reality.
Unlike Lucianus's willowy grace, Flavius filled the doorway with the solid presence of a man who commanded thousands. His dark eyes swept the atrium with military precision before landing on me. A thin scar traced his jaw, somehow making his features more striking rather than marring them.
"Livia Cornelia?" His voice was deep, resonant – the voice of a man used to being obeyed. "I've heard interesting reports about how you handled the... incident with my men two nights ago."
I straightened my spine, though I still had to tilt my head back to meet his gaze. "Your men, Commander?"
"The Praetorian Guard answers to me now." A slight smile softened his stern expression. "I've spent the morning disciplining those responsible. However..." He took a step closer, and I caught the scent of leather and something spicy – eastern incense perhaps. "I wanted to personally ensure there was no lasting damage to your establishment."
"How considerate of you to check on a humble bath house," I said, keeping my tone carefully neutral. The way he looked at me was different from Lucianus's playful glances – this was direct, intentional, like a general planning a campaign.
"Humble?" He arched an eyebrow, looking around at the intricate mosaics and marble columns. "I've been in the palaces of tribal kings that couldn't match this. You've built something remarkable here."
"My father built it," I corrected him, though I felt a flush of pride at the compliment. "I merely keep it running."
"Ah, but that's the harder task, isn't it?" He moved to examine the new statue of Venus we'd installed to replace the one damaged during the celebrations. "Building something is one thing. Maintaining it, helping it thrive – that takes a special kind of strength."
The way he said "strength" sent an unexpected shiver down my spine. Here was a man who understood what it meant to carry responsibility, to bear the weight of others' expectations.
"Perhaps," he continued, turning back to me, "you would allow me to make amends for my men's behavior? There's a performance at the new amphitheater tomorrow evening. The empress herself will be attending."
Before I could respond, a familiar voice cut through the air. "Livia! Your uncle sent me to – oh." Lucianus stood in the doorway, a bundle of herbs in his arms, his usual easy smile faltering as he took in the scene.
For a moment, the tension in the air was thick enough to cut with a blade. Flavius's expression didn't change, but something in his stance shifted, became more alert, like a wolf scenting a rival.
"The imperial physician," he said smoothly. "I wasn't aware you made house calls to bath houses."
"Medical supplies," Lucianus replied, his accent more pronounced than usual. "The empress has very specific requirements for her bathing herbs." His eyes flicked to me. "Though I'm surprised to find you here, Commander. Surely the Praetorian Guard has its own bathing facilities?"
"I go where duty takes me," Flavius replied. The two men stared at each other, and I suddenly felt like I was standing between two drinking bowls that a tiger might choose between.
"The herbs?" I held out my hands to Lucianus, trying to break the tension. As he passed me the bundle, his fingers brushed mine – deliberately, I was certain.
"Careful with the saffron," he said softly. "It's worth more than gold." The way he looked at me suggested he wasn't just talking about the spice.
"I should attend to these," I said, stepping back from both of them. "Commander, regarding the amphitheater – I'll consider your offer. Lucianus, please thank my uncle for the delivery."
As I walked away, I could feel both their gazes following me. In the storage room, I pressed the cool herbs to my flushed cheeks and tried to steady my breathing. By Venus, what was happening? A week ago, I was focused solely on running the bath house and helping at the apothecary. Now...
I closed my eyes, but that only made it worse. Behind my eyelids, I saw Flavius's commanding presence, heard Lucianus's accented voice. A commanding general and the emperor's own physician – this wasn't supposed to happen to women like me. Women who had responsibilities, who couldn't afford to dream about forbidden romances.
And yet, as I sorted the herbs with trembling fingers, I couldn't help but wonder: what if I did attend the performance tomorrow? What if I let myself want something more than just survival?
The saffron's sweet scent filled my nose, and somewhere in the bath house, I heard both men's voices – one deep and authoritative, one cultured and elegant – still in conversation. Still, perhaps, discussing more than just the bath house.
Still, perhaps, discussing me.
Chapter 4


The amphitheater hummed with nervous energy. I'd chosen to attend – though I told myself it was more about maintaining good relations with the Praetorian Guard than about Flavius's invitation. My best silk stola, dyed the deep blue of midnight and embroidered with silver thread, had drawn appreciative glances, though I felt almost plain compared to the bejeweled senators' wives surrounding me.
Flavius had arranged seating in the second tier, close enough to see the imperial box. I tried not to fidget as we waited for the Emperor's arrival, very aware of the Commander's solid presence beside me.
"You seem tense," he murmured, his breath warm against my ear.
"I've never been this close to—" I broke off as trumpets blared.
The crowd rose as one as Emperor Caligula swept in, dressed in the golden armor of Alexander the Great – his latest obsession. The whispers said he slept with the ancient conqueror's breastplate under his pillow. Behind him came his sister Drusilla, then a procession of senators, and... my heart skipped... Lucianus, looking severe and elegant in his physician's robes.
"Magnificent, isn't he?" A woman's voice drawled behind me. "Our divine emperor."
I turned to find Julia Marcella, who seemed to appear at every significant social event like a bad omen. "Indeed," I replied neutrally, noting how Flavius's posture had stiffened.
The Emperor was speaking now, his voice carrying across the suddenly silent amphitheater. "Rome! Your god demands entertainment!" He threw his arms wide, gold armor catching the torchlight. His eyes were fever-bright, scanning the crowd with an intensity that made my skin crawl.
Then those eyes found me.
"You!" He pointed directly at our section. For one horrible moment, I thought he meant me, but his finger was aimed at Flavius. "Commander! Bring your companion up here. We need more beautiful women in the imperial box."
I felt the blood drain from my face. Flavius's hand found my elbow, steadying me. "My lord," he called back, his voice careful, measured. "The lady is—"
"The lady is whatever I say she is!" Caligula's laugh echoed off the marble. "Bring her, or perhaps you'd prefer to entertain us yourself in the arena?"
Before Flavius could respond, another voice cut through the tension. "My Emperor, forgive me, but the lady is under my care." Lucianus had appeared at the front of the imperial box, bowing deeply. "She's been ill with an eastern fever. Highly contagious. I've been treating her with experimental remedies, but the side effects..." He straightened, meeting Caligula's gaze. "We wouldn't want to risk your divine health."
The Emperor's face darkened for a moment, then he laughed again. "Ah, our precious physician, always so concerned with our wellbeing. Very well, keep your fevered beauty. But Commander..." His grin turned sharp. "You owe us some entertainment. Perhaps later?"
"At your pleasure, Caesar," Flavius replied smoothly, though I could feel the tension in his arm where it pressed against mine.
The performance began – a Greek tragedy that I barely registered. My mind was spinning. Lucianus had just lied to the Emperor himself to protect me. And Flavius... I glanced at him, saw the carefully controlled anger in his jaw, the way his hand still hadn't left my elbow.
"Breathe," he whispered. "It's over."
But was it? In Caligula's Rome, nothing was ever truly over. I looked up at the imperial box again, found Lucianus watching us. No, not us – me. When our eyes met, he gave me the slightest nod.
Two men, both powerful in their own ways, both seemingly determined to protect me. But from what? The Emperor's whims? The dangerous games of Roman nobility? Or perhaps from my own heart, which seemed determined to lead me into deeper waters than I'd ever thought to swim?
The actor on stage was delivering his final monologue, something about the gods' cruel jokes on mortals. How right he was. Here I sat, a common bath house manager, caught between a legion commander and an imperial physician, with the mad emperor himself taking notice.
"The fever was a clever touch," Flavius murmured, his lips barely moving. "Though dangerous."
"Like everything else in Rome these days," I whispered back.
He smiled slightly, but his eyes remained serious. "You're learning. Though I'm not sure whether to be pleased or concerned about that."
The performance ended, but as we rose to leave, a slave appeared with a message. My heart nearly stopped when I saw the imperial seal.
"The Emperor," the slave intoned, "invites you both to a private supper tomorrow night. He finds himself... intrigued by the lady with the eastern fever. And he so enjoys watching his physician work."
Flavius's hand tightened on my arm. Above us, in the imperial box, I saw Lucianus go very still.
What game was Caligula playing? And more importantly, how could any of us hope to win?
Chapter 5


The roar hit me like a physical force. Fifty thousand voices crying for blood, the sound rolling across the Flavian Amphitheater like Jupiter's own thunder. My hands gripped the marble balustrade of the imperial box, knuckles white. Below, sand drank up crimson blooms where a Thracian gladiator lay dying, his last breaths bubbling red through the gap where his opponent's blade had caught him beneath his helm.
"Does it frighten you?" Caligula's voice slithered into my ear. He'd positioned me between himself and Drusilla, claiming he wanted to "study my fever's progression." His breath reeked of wine and garum sauce. "Or does it excite you, like it does my dear sister?"
Drusilla's laugh tinkled like glass breaking. Her hand brushed my arm, long nails scraping ever so slightly. "Look how she trembles, brother. Like a deer that's scented the wolf."
I forced myself to breathe, to remember my position. Across the arena, I could see Flavius in his commander's box, straight-backed and watchful. Closer, just below us, Lucianus stood ready with his medical kit, though we all knew most of today's losers would have no need of a physician.
"I've never been this close to the games, divine one," I managed, carefully using the form of address Lucianus had coached me on. "The view is... overwhelming."
"Overwhelming?" Caligula barked a laugh, grabbing my chin with fingers sharp as talons. "Then you'll love what comes next. Bring out the bears!" he bellowed, and the crowd's roar somehow grew even louder.
They released the condemned criminals first – three men and a woman, their crimes shouted by the herald. Theft, adultery, spreading seditious lies about the divine emperor. The woman caught my eye, her face proud even in terror. She couldn't have been much older than me.
The bears came next, massive brown beasts from the forests of Germania. They'd been starved for days, the herald proclaimed. The crowd stamped their feet in anticipation.
I couldn't look away. No one could. This was Rome – the real Rome, not the sanitized tales they'd tell in centuries to come. Blood and destiny, cruelty and ecstasy, all mixed together in a wine that made emperors and empires drunk with power.
The first bear caught the woman. Her scream cut off quickly, at least. Small mercies.
"Watch closely, little fever-bird," Caligula whispered, his fingers digging into my shoulder. "Tomorrow night's dinner could become... entertaining... if you displease me."
A shadow fell over us – Lucianus, moving with the fluid grace that still made my heart stutter. "My emperor," he bowed deeply. "The lady's medicine is due. We wouldn't want the fever to spike in all this... excitement."
"Always so concerned with health, physician." Caligula waved a dismissive hand. "Take her then. But bring her back. I enjoy watching fresh faces at their first games."
Lucianus's hand replaced the emperor's on my shoulder, steady and warm as he guided me back into the shaded corridor behind the imperial box. As soon as we were out of sight, he pulled me into an alcove, his body shielding me from view.
"Breathe," he whispered, long fingers brushing my cheek. "Just breathe."
"The woman—" I started, but he pressed a finger to my lips.
"Is beyond our help. As we'll both be if we don't play this game perfectly." His eyes searched mine, intense with something more than just concern. "Flavius has a plan, but we must be careful. One wrong word..."
"Like the bears," I whispered.
"Exactly." His hand moved to my neck, checking my pulse perhaps, but lingering longer than necessary. "The fever ruse won't protect you forever. Caligula's interest is a death sentence waiting to fall."
"Unless?"
"Unless we find a way to make you too valuable to kill." His thumb traced my jawline, and despite everything – the screams still echoing from the arena, the taste of fear in my throat – my skin burned at his touch. "Do you trust me, Livia?"
"I—"
"Lady Livia!" Julia Marcella's voice rang through the corridor. "Our divine emperor asks for you. The lions are next."
Lucianus stepped back smoothly, becoming the professional physician once more. But his eyes held mine for a moment longer, promising... what? Salvation? Destruction?
In Rome, they were often the same thing.
I straightened my stola and turned back toward the imperial box, toward the blood and the bears and the mad god-emperor who held all our fates in his unsteady hands. This was Rome. The only way out was through.
The lions were roaring. The crowd was screaming. And somewhere in this deadly game, between Lucianus's dangerous plans and Flavius's military power, between medicine and might, I had to find a way to survive.
The real question was: what would survival cost?
Chapter 6


The Circus Maximus breathed like a living beast, two hundred thousand souls screaming as the chariots thundered past. I'd never sat this close to the spina before – another "gift" from the imperial court I couldn't refuse. The air tasted of dust and sweat and opportunity, metallic with the promise of violence.
"The Greens will win," Lucianus murmured from behind me, his breath stirring my hair. "They've paid half the Blues to throw the race."
"Fool's bet," Flavius countered from my other side. My two shadows, neither willing to leave me unprotected after yesterday's games. "Watch the Blues' lead driver. That's hate in his eyes, not greed. He'd rather die than surrender to the Greens."
The chariots rounded the turning post, wheels lifting, horses wild-eyed and foaming. From our seat near the imperial viewing box, I could see everything: the betting agents working the crowds, the faction enforcers fingering their hidden knives, the prostitutes and wine sellers working the upper stands. This wasn't just a race – it was Rome's heart laid bare, beating with ambition and lust and desperation.
A roar went up as two chariots clipped wheels. One driver went down, vanishing under hooves and bronze. The crowd's scream peaked with bloodlust.
"Speaking of hate," Lucianus nodded toward a cluster of richly dressed men across the track. "Isn't that Senator Rufus? The one who opposed Caligula's new tax on—"
The senator's head snapped back, a fountain of red spraying those around him. The knife thrower was already melting into the crowd.
"Down!" Flavius grabbed me as the first riots broke out. The Circus had been a powder keg lately – this was just the spark. Someone knocked over a brazier, and suddenly flames were dancing along the wooden stands.
"The northern exit," Lucianus said, his physician's calm failing as smoke began to fill the air. "My villa's closest—"
"Too obvious," Flavius cut him off. "They'll look for her there first."
"They?" I managed, letting them pull me through the panicking crowd. "Who's they?"
"Anyone who thinks you know something about Rufus's death," Flavius growled. "You've been seen too often at court lately. People talk."
A drunk spectator staggered into us, pawing at my stola. Flavius broke his wrist with clinical efficiency, the crack lost in the growing chaos. The man's scream was just one note in a symphony of violence – the factions were using the chaos to settle old scores, and the city guards were nowhere to be seen.
"The baths," I gasped as we ran. "Underground passages to the apothecary. My father built them for smuggling during the Tiberius years."
Lucianus's eyebrows shot up. "Your father was a smuggler?"
"Everyone was something during Tiberius's reign," I shot back. "Some of us just admitted it."
A woman fell from the upper stands, her silk stola flowering red against the sky. Behind us, the fires were spreading, and I could hear the sound of looting beginning. This was how it happened in Rome – one death spawning a hundred more, order dissolving like sugar in wine.
We were almost clear when they caught us. Green faction thugs, armed with clubs and circumstance. "The commander's whore," one leered. "Worth something to the right buyer, eh?"
Flavius moved like lightning, his gladius seemingly appearing from nowhere. Two men fell before the others realized this wasn't the easy prey they'd thought. But there were more coming.
Then Lucianus was pressing something into my hand – a small vial. "Throw it at their feet," he ordered. "And hold your breath."
The glass shattered, releasing a cloud of yellow powder. The thugs fell back, choking. Some kind of Egyptian poison? I'd ask later, if we survived.
"My father's tunnel," I gasped as we finally reached the baths. "But there's something you should know—"
"Whatever it is, tell us inside," Flavius urged, pushing me through the door as more shouts echoed behind us.
The baths were eerily empty, everyone either at the Circus or hiding from the riots. I led them to the service entrance, my hands shaking as I found the hidden lever.
"It's not just a smuggling tunnel," I admitted as the door scraped open. "It's... it was... they stored things for the cult of Isis here. Things the empire wanted destroyed. My father protected them."
Lucianus cursed softly in Greek. Flavius just stared at me.
"That's why you've been able to resist Caligula's advances," Lucianus realized. "You've had leverage all along."
"And now you both know." I met their eyes in turn. "So decide quickly – are you with me, or do I have more bodies to hide in my father's tunnel?"
The sounds of riot were growing closer. Somewhere in the city, a mob was probably forming to storm the palace. Another emperor might fall tonight, or just another hundred peasants. Rome didn't care – she'd drink either blood just as gladly.
Flavius moved first, sheathing his gladius. "Lead on, little smuggler," he said softly. "It seems you're more dangerous than either of us guessed."
Lucianus's laugh held equal parts admiration and fear. "Now that," he said, "is what I call a fever worth catching."
I led them into the darkness, my heart pounding with more than just fear. Power, they say, is the greatest aphrodisiac in Rome. And I'd just shown them I had more power than they'd guessed.
The real question was: what would they do with that knowledge? And why did the danger in their eyes make me burn hotter than any riot's flames?
Chapter 7


Run. Just run.
Water splashed beneath my feet, cold enough to make me gasp. The tunnel stretched ahead like a beast's throat, black and endless. Somewhere behind us, torchlight flickered – hunters in the dark, their footsteps echoing off stone that had stood since the Republic.
"Left," I gasped. "Left at the junction—"
Lucianus yanked me right instead, his hand clamped over my mouth. We pressed against wet stone as voices carried through the tunnel.
"—can't have gone far—"
"—Emperor wants her alive—"
"—what about the men with her?—"
My heart hammered so hard I was sure they'd hear it. Lucianus's body shielded mine, all pretense of propriety abandoned. I could feel his own pulse racing where his wrist pressed against my neck.
Flavius had split from us three turns back, leading some of them away. "Trust me," he'd growled, and then he was gone, his soldier's boots splashing into darkness. Now it was just me and Lucianus, playing hide-and-seek with killers in Rome's stone guts.
Gods, what a night. From riot to revelation to desperate flight. My father's secrets spilling out like wine from a broken amphora. And now...
The voices faded. Lucianus's hand slipped from my mouth, but he didn't move away. "You're shaking," he whispered.
"I'm freezing." Truth, but not the whole truth. The whole truth was the way his touch burned even through wet silk, the way fear and something darker tangled in my belly.
A rat splashed past our feet. Above us, muffled by tons of stone and earth, Rome burned and reveled and schemed. But down here...
"We need to move." His voice roughened. "Unless..."
"Unless?"
His laugh ghosted across my neck. "Unless you'd rather stay pressed against this wall with a notorious Gallic physician."
"Notorious?" Even breathless, I couldn't help teasing. "For your medicines, or your poetry?"
"For getting respectable Roman women into trouble." His fingers traced my jaw, and suddenly the hunters weren't the most dangerous thing in these tunnels. "Though you, I think, found trouble all on your own."
A distant shout snapped us back to reality. More splashing, getting closer.
"Run," Lucianus growled, and we did.
Left, right, right again. Water deeper now, past our knees. The tunnels were a maze, but every Roman child grew up hearing stories of the lucky ones who escaped through them – and the unlucky ones who didn't.
"There!" A shout behind us, too close.
I stumbled. Lucianus caught me, but something clattered from my hands – the vial he'd given me earlier, the one with the yellow powder. It shattered against stone.
"Down!" he yelled, pulling me under the water as yellow mist filled the tunnel. Screams echoed, cut off by choking.
We surfaced gasping. Even diluted by water, the powder stung my eyes. "What was that?"
"Better you don't know." He pulled me forward. "Though I'm starting to think you're full of surprises yourself, smuggler's daughter."
Another junction ahead. This time I led, trusting memories of childhood games. My father had shown me these passages "just in case," he'd said. Just in case of what, I'd never asked. Now I knew.
"Wait." Lucianus caught my arm. "Listen."
Silence. No footsteps, no voices. Just water and darkness and our own ragged breathing.
"Could be a trap," I whispered.
"Could be." His hand found my face in the dark. "Could be lots of things. Like this."
His kiss tasted of copper and adrenaline, desperate and wild as the night above. I kissed him back just as fiercely, biting his lip, feeling him groan.
"Bad timing," I gasped when we broke apart.
"Terrible," he agreed. "But if we're about to die..."
"No one's dying tonight." Flavius's voice cut through the dark, making us jump apart like guilty children. "Though if you two are finished playing lovers in the dark, I know a way out."
"Jealous, Commander?" Lucianus's voice was light, but his hand tightened on my waist.
"Of your terrible timing? Hardly." Was that amusement in Flavius's voice? "Come on. Dawn's coming, and we have a decision to make."
He was right. Dawn would come, and with it choices. About power, about secrets, about hearts beating wild in the dark.
But first we had to survive the night. First we had to run.
So we ran.
Chapter 8


Dawn broke over the Tiber's mouth like spilled wine, painting the water crimson. We emerged from the tunnel gasping, drenched and alive, onto the marshy banks where legend says the she-wolf found Romulus and Remus. Sacred ground. Old ground. The kind that remembers.
My legs gave out and I sank into the mud, the marsh reeds whispering around us. Somewhere in the city behind us, smoke still rose from the Circus riots. But here, in this liminal space between river and sea, everything felt dream-touched, dangerous in a different way.
"Look," Lucianus breathed, pointing to the mist rising off the water. "The river spirits are waking."
He wasn't wrong. The morning fog twisted into shapes – wolves, eagles, the ghosts of Rome's beginnings. The air smelled of wild herbs and older magic, the kind my father used to whisper about when he thought I was sleeping.
Flavius stood alert, scanning the treeline. "We're exposed here. The marsh hides us from the city, but—"
A scream cut through the dawn chorus – not human, but close enough to freeze our blood. Then another, deeper, more primal.
"Lions," Flavius drew his gladius. "From the Circus. The fires must have—"
"And boars," Lucianus added grimly. "Look."
They emerged like spirits themselves – three lions, lean and angry, and behind them a sounder of wild boars, tusks gleaming red. The chaos in the city had driven them here, to this ancient place where wild and civilized worlds met.
"The water," I started to say, but the beasts were already moving to cut us off from the river. We backed away slowly, Flavius and Lucianus flanking me. My hands found the pouch of herbs I always carried – mountain mint, wolf's bane, the sacred herbs of Diana. Old magic, hedge magic, the kind that survived when temples fell.
The largest lion roared, and the sound shook the earth itself. This was how it would end then – torn apart on the same ground where Rome's founders had been saved by divine intervention.
"If we split up—" Lucianus began.
"No," Flavius and I said together.
The beasts circled closer. I clutched my herbs, my lips moving in the prayers my father taught me. The sun crested the horizon fully now, turning the mist to gold.
The first boar charged.
Flavius met it with his blade, but there were too many. Lucianus pulled me back as a lion leaped, its claws raking the air where I'd stood. We were being herded, I realized – away from the river, away from escape.
"Livia!" Lucianus shoved a vial into my hands – his last poison. But against this many...
Time slowed. The herbs in my hands grew warm. The ground beneath us thrummed with something older than Rome, older than cities and empires. This was where the she-wolf walked, where divine blood had spilled into mortal soil.
The largest lion gathered itself to spring at me. I saw death in its eyes.
And then –
A shadow moved like liquid night. A blade sang. Blood arced through the golden air.
The lion fell.
The figure stood between me and death, moving with impossible grace. For a moment, I thought it was Mars himself, come to claim his sacred ground.
But then he turned, and I knew him.
Not Flavius with his soldier's strength. Not Lucianus with his healer's grace. But someone who carried both power and mercy in his hands. Someone who'd been watching, waiting, protecting from the shadows all along.
Marcus Antonius Felix. My father's oldest friend. My protector since childhood. The man who'd taught me herb-lore and sword-work in secret, who'd guided me through the underground tunnels in games that now I realized were lessons.
He moved like water, like shadows, like death itself. The remaining lions fell back, recognizing a greater predator. The boars scattered, their courage broken.
"Little wolf," he said softly, reaching down to help me up. His dark eyes held centuries of secrets. "Did you think I'd let you face this alone?"
The rising sun caught his face, and suddenly I saw him truly – not as my father's friend, not as my childhood guardian, but as a man. A man who'd waited years for me to grow into my power, who'd orchestrated this whole dance to test my strength and my heart.
Behind me, I heard Flavius curse in surprise, Lucianus whisper a prayer. They knew him too – the shadow behind half of Rome's secrets, the power behind a dozen conspiracies.
"You..." I touched his face, wondering how I'd never seen it before. "All this time?"
His smile held the wolf's wildness and the sage's wisdom. "Some loves need time to ripen, little one. Like good wine. Like strong magic."
The herbs in my hand burst into flame, sweet smoke rising to meet the morning mist. On the sacred ground where Rome was born, where legend and history tangled like lovers, I finally understood.
Some fates are written in the stars. Some are written in blood and herbs and ancient soil. Some wait patiently, teaching you to be strong enough to bear them.
I kissed him there, with dead lions at our feet and the Tiber singing beside us. Kissed him like the she-wolf might have kissed her divine lover, fierce and wild and unafraid.
Behind us, Rome burned and schemed and survived, as she always did. But here, on this sacred ground, I found my own legend beginning.
And the herbs burned, and the mist danced, and the old magic sang in our blood.
And I was, finally, home.
Chapter 9


His villa sprawled across the Palatine Hill like a sleeping giant, marble columns catching the last rays of sunset. Guards with scarred faces and perfect posture snapped to attention as we passed – not the common Praetorians, but men who owed their lives to Felix personally. Men who'd followed him from Britannia to Parthia and back.
"Welcome home, little wolf."
Home. The word echoed through me like a temple bell. Felix's hand rested possessively on the small of my back as he guided me through atrium after atrium, past fountains that sparkled with Egyptian silver dust, past silk curtains worth more than my father's bath house. Somewhere, a slave girl played a Greek lyre, the notes floating like perfume on the evening air.
"You planned it all," I said, watching him pour wine into goblets worth a senator's ransom. "The riots, the chase..."
"I planned many things." His smile was all wolf, no apology. "Rome wasn't built by men who waited for fate to find them. We built it with blood and gold and cunning." He handed me a goblet. "Just as I've built this moment."
The wine tasted of sunbaked hills and victory. Felix moved behind me, his hands spanning my waist. Through the open peristyle, we could see half of Rome spread below us, the golden city catching fire in the sunset.
"Look," he murmured against my neck. "From here to the horizon, everything answers to Rome. I've walked the edges of the empire, little one. I've seen Britannia's mists and Parthia's deserts. The silk roads bring us treasures from lands so distant they might as well be dreams." His lips found my pulse. "And yet nothing in all those lands compares to what I found in a common bath house."
"Is that what I am?" I turned in his arms. "Another conquest?"
"You?" He laughed, and the sound held centuries of Roman pride. "You're the prize I waited a lifetime to claim. While lesser men fought over provinces, I watched you grow into your power. The daughter of a smuggler who outsmarted an emperor. The woman who danced with wolves on sacred ground."
His kiss tasted of wine and destiny. Outside, Rome's temples blazed gold, then purple, then shadow as night crept in. Somewhere in the city, Lucianus tended his medicines, Flavius commanded his troops. But here, in this marble fortress high above it all...
"Come," Felix led me deeper into the villa, past walls painted with scenes from mythology – Diana hunting, Mars in his chariot, Venus rising from the sea. "Let me show you what empire builds."
The bedroom took my breath – not just for its luxury, though there was plenty of that. But for the maps covering one wall, showing Rome's domain in red and gold leaf. Britannia, Gaul, Hispania, Egypt, Greece, Judea...
"My campaigns," he traced a line from Rome to Damascus. "Each victory bought with blood and cunning. Each adding another jewel to Rome's crown." His hand slid from the map to my hip. "We are living in the greatest empire this world will ever see, little wolf. And I mean to make you its queen."
But as he pulled me to the bed strewn with Damascus silk, I caught a glimpse of something in his eyes. Not doubt – never doubt. But perhaps... awareness? Of how pride becomes hubris, of how even the greatest heights invite the greatest falls.
"They say Jupiter himself grows jealous of Rome's power," I whispered against his chest.
"Let him." Felix's laugh rumbled through me. "We've built something greater than gods. Rome is eternal."
Yet even as he claimed my mouth again, as his hands made me forget everything but the present moment, I remembered the old stories. Of Icarus flying too close to the sun. Of Troy's mighty walls falling. Of how the greatest pride comes just before...
But then his touch chased all thoughts of omens away. Tonight was for victory, for passion, for the kind of love that builds empires and topples them. Tomorrow could worry about itself.
He moved over me like a conqueror, like a protector, like a man who'd waited years to claim his heart's desire. And I surrendered to it – to him, to this moment, to the destiny that had led me from a common bath house to the heights of Roman power.
Outside our window, Rome glittered like a handful of stars scattered across the seven hills. Eternal city, they called her. Invincible empire.
But even stars fall, eventually.
Just not tonight.
Chapter 10


Dawn painted the Forum Romanum gold, turning every column into Jupiter's own bones reaching toward heaven. I stood at Felix's side on the steps of the Basilica Julia, wrapped in silk worth a year of my old life, watching Rome wake beneath us.
"Magnificent, isn't it?" Felix's voice held that particular Roman pride – the kind that built empires and crushed worlds. "Caesar Augustus found Rome in brick and left it in marble. And we've built higher still."
The Forum sprawled before us like a dream of power made stone. The Temple of Saturn loomed to our left, its gilded roof catching fire in the morning light. The Basilica Aemilia's columns marched into forever on our right. And everywhere, the pulse of empire – senators in purple-trimmed togas, merchants arguing over silk prices, priests ascending the temple steps.
"Your first morning as one of us," Felix murmured, his hand possessive on my waist. "How does it feel to stand above the mob?"
Below, in the Forum's shadow, I watched slaves scrubbing the marble steps. Their backs bent like wheat before a storm. Just yesterday, I'd been closer to their world than this one. Now...
"Like flying," I admitted. And it did. The air up here was sweeter, the light cleaner. Even the guards' spears caught the sun like jewelry.
A commotion rippled through the growing crowd – Senator Claudius arriving with his entourage for morning business. The way parted for him like magic, slaves and plebeians pressing themselves against walls to avoid touching his toga's hem.
"They know their place," Felix noted, watching my expression. "Order. Hierarchy. It's what makes Rome great. The strong rule, the weak serve. Divine law."
But even as he spoke, I caught the glances. Hatred burning in a slave's downturned eyes. A merchant's son watching the senator pass, his hands clenched white with ambition or rage.
The morning's festivities were beginning – some minor deity's feast day, an excuse for Rome's nobility to remind themselves of their own glory. Wine flowed freely, even at this early hour. Exotic dancers writhed on the temple steps, their oiled skin catching light like liquid gold.
"Livia!" Julia Marcella's voice dripped honey-sweet poison. "Or should I say, Lady Livia now? Such a... meteoric rise." She air-kissed my cheeks, her eyes sharp as a gladiator's blade. "We're all simply dying to hear how a bath house manager caught Rome's most notorious shadow-warrior."
Felix's hand tightened on my waist. But before he could speak, a scream cut through the morning's gilded peace.
A slave had dropped an amphora of wine, purple spreading across white marble like blood. His master's whip came down once, twice –
And something in the crowd shifted. A ripple of tension, of barely contained fury.
"Clear the Forum," Felix ordered, his soldier's instincts sharp as ever. "Now."
But it was already happening. The slaves and plebeians weren't scattering like usual. They were... gathering. Clustering in corners, eyes bright with wine and desperation.
"Ungrateful animals," Julia sneered. "Don't they understand their place in the natural order?"
I watched a young slave girl help the whipped man to his feet, her eyes burning with something that looked uncomfortably like revolution. How many conversations had I overheard in my bath house, when the nobles weren't listening? How many whispers of change, of justice, of uprising?
"The natural order," I echoed, and felt Felix watching me carefully. "Like me rising from the depths to the heights?"
"You're different," Julia waved dismissively. "You have noble blood somewhere, obviously. These creatures..."
The tension finally broke. Someone threw a stone. A senator's son drew his blade. The guards moved in with practiced brutality.
Felix pulled me back toward the basilica's safety, his body shield and cage at once. But I couldn't help looking back, watching the morning's golden dream shatter into familiar violence.
"This is how it must be," Felix murmured against my hair. "Power must be maintained. Order must be preserved. Rome wasn't built on kindness."
No, I thought, watching the guards restore "peace" with blade and whip. It was built on backs and bones and blood. Just like I was building my new life on the ruins of my old one.
The dancing resumed. The wine flowed. Rome's nobility laughed and feasted while below, the injured were dragged away, leaving marble streaked with red.
I sipped my wine, its sweetness suddenly ashen on my tongue. This was what I'd wanted, wasn't it? To rise? To stand in the sun with Rome's eagles?
But even eagles, I thought, watching another slave clean the blood away, cast very dark shadows.
"Come," Felix led me toward the festivities. "Senator Claudius wants to meet my mysterious new bride-to-be."
I followed, wrapped in silk and success, trying not to hear the whispers from below. Trying not to remember when those whispers had been mine.
The sun climbed higher, turning Rome's bones to gold. And somewhere in the shadows, revolution stirred like a restless sleeper, dreaming of dawn.
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Chapter 12


The first guard died silently, a shadow detaching his head from his shoulders before anyone realized death had joined their party. Felix moved like dark water, like a demon's dream, his twin blades singing their metal song.
"Get her out," he snarled at someone behind him – Lucianus? – but then everything exploded into chaos.
The guards were massive, yes, but Felix was something else entirely. A ghost made of edges. A legend wearing human skin. He spun through them like a dancer, each movement ending in red flourishes I forced myself not to watch too closely.
But Nero wasn't Rome's most feared senator for nothing.
"Foolish boy," he purred, drawing a blade that gleamed with suspicious wetness. "Playing hero for a bath house girl?"
Their blades met with a sound like angry Fates snipping life-threads. Felix smiled – that wolf's smile I loved – but something was wrong. His movements slowed, his breath caught.
"Poison?" Nero's laugh echoed off stone. "Did you think you were the only one who learned eastern secrets?"
The remaining guards pressed in. Felix's blade wavered. And suddenly I understood – he'd known it was a trap. Known the poison would be waiting. Come anyway.
For me.
The next moments burned themselves into my memory like hot wax. Felix falling to one knee, still fighting. Blood painting abstract masterpieces on marble. The way he said my name – not afraid, but apologizing for failing.
The guard with the golden teeth reached for me.
Something in me snapped.
I wasn't some helpless noble lady, was I? I was a bath house manager. I'd grown up breaking up fights between drunken legionaries. I'd learned herb-lore from my father, pressure points from Felix himself.
The guard's grab turned into a scream as my thumbs found his eyes. I kicked another where it counted – no elegant gladiator moves, just dirty fighting learned in Subura's streets.
"Felix!" I reached him as he fell, my hands catching his shoulders. Gods, he was heavy – all muscle and bronze and fate.
Nero laughed. "How touching. The little wolf bitch protecting her—"
A blade sprouted from his throat, thrown with surgical precision. Lucianus stepped from the shadows, for once not looking elegant at all.
"Get him out," he snapped at me. "I'll hold them."
I didn't waste breath arguing. Felix was failing fast, the poison turning his lips blue. He tried to stand, to protect me even now, but his legs wouldn't obey.
So I dragged him.
Through blood-slicked marble, past fallen guards, my muscles screaming as I pulled his weight. He drifted in and out, sometimes trying to help, sometimes dead weight. Behind us, Lucianus kept the remaining guards busy with thrown vials that burst into colorful death.
"Leave me," Felix mumbled. "Run..."
"Shut up," I grunted, hauling him around a corner. "You don't get to play hero and then die on me. That's not how love stories end."
A weak laugh. "Since when... do you believe in love stories?"
"Since a warrior-spy spent years protecting me, teaching me, waiting for me to grow strong enough to stand beside him." I pulled harder, hearing pursuit getting closer. "Since he was stupid enough to drink poison for me."
His eyes flickered open, fever-bright. "Worth it... to hear you admit... it's love..."
"Tell me that again when we're safe." Another corner. Almost to the tunnel entrance I knew led to the river. "And if you die on me, I'll follow you to the underworld just to slap you."
More sounds of fighting behind us. Lucianus buying us time with his healer's knowledge turned deadly. Felix's breath came shorter, his skin burning against mine.
We reached the tunnel. Stairs. Gods, why did it have to be stairs? But I didn't stop. Couldn't stop. Not with his heart beating against my back, each thump a little weaker than the last.
"My fierce... little wolf," he whispered as I hauled him up another step. "My warrior queen..."
"Less sweet talk, more staying alive."
One step. Another. My legs shook, my shoulders screamed, but I kept climbing. Behind us, the sounds of fighting faded. Above us, somewhere, safety waited.
Felix's hand found mine, squeezed weakly. "Never thought... I'd need saving..."
"Get used to it." Almost there. Almost. "That's what love is, isn't it? Taking turns saving each other?"
His laugh turned into a cough. "Is that... a proposal?"
"Ask me again when you're not dying." One last step. "Ask me when—"
We burst into sunlight. Clean air. The river glittering nearby.
And Felix went completely still in my arms.
No. No no no.
This wasn't how love stories ended.
Was it?
Chapter 13


Dawn hadn't broken when we entered the Temple of Apollo Medicus, Felix's body burning with fever in a litter carried by six slaves. The temple's marble gleamed bone-white in the torchlight, columns rising like silent guardians into the dark.
"The sacrifices are prepared," the head priest murmured. Not some gentle temple-keeper, but a man with scarred hands and eyes that had seen gods walk. "But the price will be steep."
I lifted my chin. "Name it."
Behind us, Lucianus worked with his medicines, but even he – Rome's finest physician – had admitted this was beyond science. The poison was something older, darker. Something that required older, darker cures.
The temple's inner sanctum smelled of incense and copper. Golden Apollo watched us with blind eyes, his statue's face serene above the altar where a white bull waited, garlanded with herbs and flowers. Not just any bull – a perfect specimen, without blemish or mark. The kind of sacrifice reserved for emperors and generals.
"Strip him," the priest commanded. "Place him before the god."
Felix didn't stir as we laid him on the cold marble. His skin burned like a brand against mine as I removed his armor, his tunic, until he lay naked before Apollo's gaze. Beautiful even now, even dying – all warrior's muscle and battle scars turned to art in the flickering light.
The bull's blood came first, poured over him in steaming rivers while the priest chanted in a language older than Rome. I watched it pool around his body, remembered other blood on other stones.
"Now you," the priest handed me a knife. Sharp enough to split a hair, old enough to remember the Republic. "Show the god what you'll pay."
I didn't hesitate. The blade bit into my palm, deep enough to scar. My blood joined the bull's, red mixing with red on Felix's chest.
"Not enough." The priest's eyes had gone strange, seeing things I couldn't. "The god demands more."
More animals were brought – black rams and white doves, each giving their life's blood to the marble and the mystery. Each death accompanied by another cut on my flesh, another offering of my own essence.
"Still not enough." The priest looked at me with something like pity. "The god asks if you would trade your life for his."
"Yes." The word came without thought, simple as breathing.
Felix stirred then, the first movement in hours. His hand twitched, seeking mine.
"Then prove it." The priest pressed the ancient knife into my hands again. "Cut out your heart and give it to him."
I understood suddenly. Not literally – the gods rarely were. But something just as permanent.
The knife flashed once more, but this time I cut away my old life. A lock of hair – my identity as a common bath house manager. My blue silk stola – my newfound status. The ring my father gave me – my last link to a simpler past.
All of it into the sacred flames, along with herbs worth a fortune and poems written in my own blood.
"Watch," the priest commanded.
The smoke turned golden, impossibly bright. Apollo's statue seemed to move, though I knew that was fever and exhaustion playing tricks.
Felix's breathing changed.
"The god accepts the price," the priest intoned. "But remember – a life bought from death belongs to the god who saved it. You've bound yourselves to Apollo's service. Forever."
I barely heard him. Felix's eyes had opened, clear for the first time in days. His hand found mine, fingers threading through mine like they'd never left.
"My fierce little wolf," he whispered, voice rough. "What did you do?"
I showed him my bandaged palms, my shorn hair, the ashes of my old life still smoking on the altar. "Saved you. Like you saved me."
"The blood price..." His eyes widened at the sight of all the sacrifices. "Livia, you shouldn't have—"
"Hush." I pressed my forehead to his, breathing in the scent of him – alive, alive, alive. "That's what love is, remember? Taking turns saving each other."
He pulled me down beside him on the blood-marbled floor, uncaring of priests or protocol. Above us, Apollo's unseeing eyes held secrets older than empires. Around us, Rome's ancient magics pulsed like a second heartbeat.
"We belong to the god now," I whispered.
His laugh was weak but real. "We belong to each other." His hand found my shortened hair. "Though I'll miss these curls."
"They'll grow back." I kissed his healing lips. "You're stuck with me until they do. Doctor's orders."
Dawn finally broke, sending arrows of light through the high windows. They caught the blood on the marble, turning it to rubies, to garnets, to promises written in red and sealed with sacrifice.
The price was paid. The god was satisfied.
And love, once again, proved stronger than death.
Chapter 14


The Via Cassia stretched before us like a stone serpent, our caravan moving north toward Tuscany's green hills. Felix rode at the head of his battalion, straight-backed despite his barely-healed wounds. Stubborn man. Proud man. My man.
Until her name changed everything.
"The Wolves of Germania have crossed the border," the messenger reported, dust still clinging to his cloak. "Led by Brunhild the Valkyrie herself."
I felt Felix go still beside me. Too still.
The soldiers' reaction was immediate – a ripple of whispers, of hands tightening on weapons. Even the horses seemed to sense the change in the air.
"Brunhild?" I tried to keep my voice casual, though the name hung in the air like smoke. "The one they say killed a hundred Romans at the Battle of the Teutoburg Forest?"
"Two hundred," one of the veterans muttered. "Saw her myself. Tall as a man, beautiful as Venus, deadly as Mars. Fights with twin axes blessed by her gods. They say she's never lost a single combat."
"They say a lot of things about Brunhild," Felix's voice was carefully neutral. Too neutral.
The air burned with late summer heat, but something cold slithered down my spine. I remembered stories of other warrior women – Boudica who burned Roman cities, Zenobia who built an empire, Cartimandua who ruled the Brigantes. But Brunhild was different. Brunhild was legend.
"I'm coming with you," I announced.
The battalion's second-in-command barked a laugh. "The battlefield's no place for—"
"For what?" I cut him off. "Women? Tell that to Agrippina who led armies. Tell that to Fulvia who commanded legions." I turned to Felix. "Tell that to Brunhild."
His face went blank – that terrible, beautiful blankness I'd seen in the temple when he nearly died. "You've never seen real war, little wolf."
"I've seen enough." I moved my horse closer to his. "And I've learned enough. From you."
The sun caught his profile, highlighting the new scar on his jaw from the poisoned blade. He looked like a statue of Mars come to life – remote, beautiful, troubled by mortal concerns.
"There's history here," I pressed. "Between you and this Valkyrie."
The veterans exchanged looks. One made a warding gesture against evil.
"She was different then," Felix finally said, his voice distant as northern mists. "Before she earned her Roman citizenship through blood and victory. Before she became..."
"Your lover?"
The word fell between us like a drawn blade. The whole battalion suddenly seemed intensely interested in their horses' manes.
"My greatest mistake," he corrected quietly. "And my greatest victory. I taught her Roman ways, Roman warfare. She taught me..." He trailed off, his eyes seeing something far away and long ago.
"And now she's coming." I didn't phrase it as a question.
"Now she's coming." He turned to me finally, his eyes softening. "With an army at her back and a score to settle."
"What kind of score?"
But before he could answer, horns sounded from the north. Urgent. Warning.
"Wolves on the horizon!" The cry went up. "The Valkyrie rides!"
Felix's hand found mine, squeezed once. "Last chance to turn back, little wolf."
I laughed, though my heart raced. "And miss meeting the famous Brunhild? Never."
"She'll try to kill you, you know." His voice held equal parts admiration and fear. "When she learns about us."
"Let her try." I straightened in my saddle, feeling the weight of my own hidden blade. "I've faced worse odds."
The horns sounded again, closer now. Through the heat-shimmer on the horizon, I caught a glimpse of something moving – a mass of riders, sunlight catching on steel.
And at their head, a figure tall as legend, bright as fate.
Felix drew his sword. "Stay close to me."
"Always." I smiled, fierce as any Valkyrie. "But remember – I'm not the one who needs protecting anymore."
The northern wind carried the sound of war horns, of horses, of destiny approaching at a gallop. Somewhere ahead, a warrior queen who'd once held my lover's heart was riding to meet us.
Let her come, I thought. Let her bring her legends and her armies and her ancient grudges.
I'd fought gods themselves to keep this man. One angry Valkyrie didn't stand a chance.
Did she?
Chapter 15


The diplomatic tent smelled of leather and destiny. I stood behind Felix's right shoulder – the traditional place for a Roman wife, though we weren't married yet. Every detail mattered in these games. Every gesture spoke volumes.
Brunhild entered like a storm given flesh.
Gods help me, the stories hadn't done her justice. Tall as promised, yes, but it wasn't just height that made her seem to fill the tent. Her presence was... magnificent. Terrible. Golden hair braided with war-tokens. Arms corded with muscle but somehow still feminine. A face that could launch as many ships as Helen's.
She looked straight through me like I was air.
"Felix." Her voice was honey over steel, her Latin perfect but flavored with northern ice. "Still playing at being Roman, I see."
I watched her eyes rake over him – possessive, hungry, angry. The kind of look that spoke of nights I didn't want to imagine and days I couldn't forget existed.
"Brunhild." Felix's voice gave nothing away. "Rome suits me."
"Rome tamed you." She moved like a prowling cat, all lethal grace. Her armor was a masterwork of Germanic craftsmanship overlaid with Roman styling – a warrior's version of my own cultural balancing act. "Remember when we ran wild in the northern forests? When you taught me the weakness in Roman formations, and I taught you how to drink like a true warrior?"
Every word was a blade meant to cut me. She knew I was there – she simply deemed me unworthy of acknowledgment.
I kept my face carefully blank, channeling every lesson I'd learned managing drunk nobles at the baths. Show nothing. See everything. Wait for the moment to strike.
"That was another life," Felix replied evenly. "We have terms to discuss."
"Terms?" She laughed, and even her scorn was beautiful. "I didn't ride south for terms, my love. I came to remind you who you really are."
My heart stuttered at 'my love,' but I forced myself to really look at her. Past the legendary beauty. Past the warrior queen facade. I saw the tells – the way her hand kept straying to her axe. The tension in her shoulders. The slight flush when Felix didn't rise to her bait.
She was afraid.
Not of battle – never that. But of something else. Something that made her ride south with an army at her back, something that made her try to resurrect old flames rather than simply attack.
"Lady Brunhild," I spoke for the first time, keeping my voice respectful but firm. "Surely such a renowned warrior understands the value of... strategic alliances?"
She finally looked at me. Really looked. I felt Felix tense, ready to step between us if needed.
"So the little bath girl speaks." Brunhild's smile showed too many teeth. "Tell me, girl, what would you know of strategy?"
"I know that the northern tribes are fragmenting." I met her gaze steadily. "I know that Roman citizenship only protects you as long as you're useful to Rome. And I know that Felix's support could mean the difference between maintaining your power and losing everything you've built."
The tent went very quiet. Felix remained still beside me, but I felt his attention sharpen.
Brunhild's laugh started soft, then built into something genuine. "By the gods, Felix. You finally found one with a spine." She stalked closer, studying me like a wolf sizing up unexpected prey. "And brains too, it seems. Tell me, little strategist – what would you suggest?"
I didn't flinch from her scrutiny. "An alliance. Real, not just diplomatic. Your warriors are the best light cavalry in the empire. Our heavy infantry is unmatched. Together..."
"We could be unstoppable." She finished my thought, her eyes glittering. "Or you could be trying to draw me into a trap."
"If I wanted you dead," I smiled my bath house manager's smile, the one that could cool hot tempers and soothe wounded pride, "I wouldn't waste such a magnificent army to do it."
Another laugh, sharper this time. "Oh, I like her, Felix. Not what I expected at all." She turned back to him. "Your little wolf has teeth."
"You have no idea," Felix's voice held something that might have been pride.
Brunhild's eyes flicked between us, seeing something that made her expression shift subtly. "Perhaps... we should discuss these terms over wine? Real northern wine, not that watered Roman piss."
"I'd be honored," I said before Felix could respond. "Though I hope you'll forgive me if I ask my taster to sample it first. We may be discussing alliance, but we're not friends yet."
This time her laugh was full of genuine delight. "Teeth and caution! Felix, you've outdone yourself." She drew a flask from her belt, took a long pull, then offered it to me. "See? No poison. Though I prefer my killing up close and personal anyway."
I accepted the flask, sipped carefully. The wine burned like liquid fire.
"To new alliances," Brunhild raised the flask again. "And old flames best left to burn out naturally."
Her eyes held mine as she drank, and I read the message clear as day: She didn't want Felix back – she wanted to know if I was worthy of replacing her. If I was strong enough to stand beside him as she once had.
I'd passed her first test. But there would be more.
There were always more tests in Rome.
Chapter 16


The first attempt was subtle – a spooked horse on treacherous mountain paths. I might have believed it accident if I hadn't seen the snake's head, freshly crushed, near where my mount had reared.
The second came at dinner – a serving girl stumbling, spilling wine that smelled of bitter almonds. I knocked the cup away, remembering my father's lessons about poisons. Brunhild's smile never wavered.
The third should have killed me.
"The hunting party leaves at dawn," Brunhild had announced. "Our little Roman wolf must join us. Show us how civilized women chase prey."
Felix started to object – he'd seen something in her eyes perhaps. But I'd agreed. In Rome's great game, showing fear was worse than death.
The boar came from nowhere. Massive, ancient, with tusks like cavalry swords. My horse screamed, went down. I rolled, felt tusks tear my stola. Behind me, Brunhild's warriors watched, making no move to help.
"Diana," I whispered, scrambling back. "Virgin huntress, protect your daughter..."
The boar charged. I dove, not away but toward, remembering Felix's lessons about fighting larger opponents. My blade found the sweet spot behind its ear, just as the temple priests had shown during sacrifices.
The beast fell. I stood, bleeding but alive, my ruined stola soaked in mud and blood.
Brunhild's laugh carried across the clearing. "Well fought, little wolf! Though such dangerous beasts in these woods... perhaps you'd be safer in Rome?"
I met her eyes. We both knew there would be a fourth attempt. A fifth. She'd keep coming, patient as winter, until one of them worked.
That night, I slipped from Felix's bed while he slept. My hand lingered on his cheek, memorizing the strength there, the beauty. The bracelet he'd given me – gold and amber, worth a fortune – I left on the pillow.
"Forgive me, my love," I whispered. "But I can't let you choose between us. Rome needs you both."
The moon lit my way as I fled south, wearing a slave's rough tunic stolen from the laundry. My hair I'd hacked short with my knife, my skin darkened with ash and dirt. The expensive oils I'd grown used to I replaced with cheap vinegar – anything to hide my scent from Brunhild's trackers.
I had friends in Rome's shadows. The brothel madam who'd sent her girls to my baths. The wine merchant who'd needed help hiding from tax collectors. The priests who'd seen me sacrifice everything to save Felix.
They would hide me. And Brunhild would never think to look for a nobleman's lover in the Subura's dark alleys.
The sun rose as I reached the city gates. Behind me somewhere, Felix would be waking to find me gone. Would he understand? Would he hate me? Would he come looking?
I touched the small knife at my belt – the only weapon I'd kept. Prayed to Diana again, and Fortuna, and Venus who knew love's price better than any god.
"Keep him safe," I whispered. "Keep him whole. And if the Fates are kind, bring him back to me."
Rome swallowed me into her depths, just another faceless plebeian in the endless tide of humanity. Somewhere above, on the Palatine Hill, my old life glittered like a dropped jewel.
But I was my father's daughter. I knew how to survive in shadows.
And I knew, bone-deep, that this wasn't the end of our story.
The gods hadn't saved me three times just to see our love die here.
Had they?
Chapter 17


They sold me in the Pompeii slave markets for a pittance – just another dirty girl from Rome's gutters. If they'd known who I really was, the price would have been a fortune. Or my head.
The villa belonged to a wine merchant, Marcus Labienus. His wife needed a body slave – someone to dress her, prepare her bath oils, arrange her hair. The irony might have made me laugh, if I wasn't busy trying to survive.
Nights were the worst.
"Felix..." His name escaped my lips like a prayer as I woke on my thin pallet, my body burning with remembered touch. In my dreams, his hands had been mapping my skin like distant shores, his lips tracing paths that made me arch and gasp. The ghost of his kiss still lingered, more real than the rough blanket tangled around my legs.
I pressed my face into the crude fabric, trying to quiet my breathing before the other slaves heard. But gods, the wanting... It was like a physical ache, a hunger no food could satisfy. Each dawn brought the same torture – waking to find him gone, feeling the phantom weight of his body, the echo of his voice in my ear.
My new mistress was kinder than most, at least. She didn't beat us unless we truly deserved it, and she fed us well enough. But watching her prepare for parties, seeing her draped in silks like I once wore... Sometimes the temptation to end it all whispered seductively.
The knife I'd managed to keep, hidden in my pallet, would make it quick. One clean slice, like father taught me. I'd see him again in the underworld, wouldn't I?
But no.
Each time that darkness crept too close, I forced myself to remember. The way Felix looked at me that first morning in the baths. The strength in his hands when he taught me to fight. The way he'd survived poison for me, fought death itself to return to my side.
I would not dishonor that love with surrender.
Instead, I learned. Watched. Waited. The villa sat near the base of Mount Vesuvius, and lately the ground had been restless. Small tremors shook the wine amphorae in the cellars. Animals acted strangely. The air tasted of metal and secrets.
The other slaves whispered about omens. I listened to everything, gathering information like precious coins. Knowledge was power – I'd learned that in Rome's highest circles, and it was just as true in her lowest.
"Girl!" My mistress's voice interrupted my thoughts. "My morning bath!"
I rose, straightening my rough tunic, touching the hidden knife for courage. As I prepared her bath oils – cheap imitations of what I once crafted in my own apothecary – I let my mind drift to Felix one last time.
Was he looking for me? Had Brunhild convinced him I'd left from fear or faithlessness? Did he feel this same desperate physical longing, this sense of being torn in half?
The ground trembled slightly, making the oil bottles rattle.
Soon, something would break. The mountain's patience, or mine. The gods hadn't guided me here without purpose. And when that moment came, I would be ready.
I had to be.
Because the alternative was embracing that blade's cold kiss, giving in to the desperate need to end this separation. And I refused to let Brunhild win so easily.
"Girl! The water's growing cold!"
I shook myself from my reverie, but as I turned to attend my mistress, I let my hand brush the rough wall. Somewhere north of here, past miles and armies and schemes, Felix was waking too. Perhaps touching the empty space beside him, remembering...
The ground shook again. A dog began howling somewhere in the streets of Pompeii.
And deep in the mountain's heart, something ancient stirred, as restless and hungry as my own desperate love.
Soon, I promised myself. Soon everything would change.
I just had to survive until then.
Chapter 18
The sky turned to blood at noon.
I was arranging my mistress's hair when the mountain screamed. The sound – gods, that sound. Like a thousand wolves dying, like the earth itself tearing open. The villa's walls rippled like water, sending precious amphorae crashing to the floor.
Then the darkness came.
Not night-darkness. Something older. Blacker. A cloud of death rising from Vesuvius's throat, blotting out Apollo's chariot as if the sun god himself fled in terror. The air turned to poison and stone, burning my lungs as I ran.
Pompeii dissolved into nightmare.
Bodies writhed in the streets, figures dancing in their death throes like twisted sculptures. A woman reached for her child, both turning to ash as I watched. The baker who'd sometimes slipped me extra bread stood frozen in his doorway, his face a mask of perfect horror as the pyroclastic flow took him.
"Felix..." His name escaped my lips like a final prayer. What better death than to join him now, to let Vesuvius's fury carry me to his arms?
The mountain's next roar shook my bones. Burning rock rained from above, turning the Bay of Naples to steam. Through the chaos, I saw a temple of Venus still standing, her marble face serene above the destruction.
Venus. Goddess of love.
My feet carried me there before my mind could decide. Inside, the air was thick with incense and fear. Other refugees huddled by the altar, praying, weeping, bargaining with any god who'd listen.
"Please," I pressed my forehead to the cold marble, feeling the ground shake beneath my knees. "I know I promised to survive, but I'm so tired. So alone."
The goddess stared down at me, expressionless. Around us, the temple's columns swayed like dancers in a grotesque ballet. More people poured in seeking sanctuary, their faces grey with ash and terror.
A child's scream cut through the chaos – a little girl separated from her mother in the crush. Without thinking, I moved to help her, like I'd helped so many lost children in my bath house life ago.
That's when I saw it.
A gap in the destruction. A path down toward the water, where fishing boats still bobbed in the churning waves. If we moved fast enough...
"This way!" I grabbed the child, my voice cutting through the panic. "Follow me if you want to live!"
Maybe it was my tone of command, remembered from nobler days. Maybe it was simple desperation. But they followed – first a few, then more, a ragged line of humanity stumbling through Vesuvius's fury.
The air burned. Ash clogged every breath. The ground heaved like a dying beast beneath our feet. But somehow, impossibly, we kept moving.
I thought of Felix with each step. His strength. His grace. The way he'd taught me to fight through pain, to find clarity in chaos.
"Keep moving!" I shouted as another explosion rocked the mountain. "The boats are close!"
A man fell, choking on the toxic air. I hauled him up, my muscles remembering other rescues, other escapes. Around us, Pompeii died in layers of ash and fire, buildings collapsing like toys crushed in a giant's hand.
The first wave of heat nearly took us all.
I saw it coming – a wall of superheated gas and debris rolling down the mountain like Pluto's breath. In that moment, death seemed not just inevitable but right. Proper. A fitting end to my story of loss and love.
But then I felt it – a cool breeze cutting through the inferno. Impossible, but real. Like Venus herself had parted the flames.
"MOVE!"
We ran. Through fire, through death, through the end of the world itself. My lungs were molten lead. My skin blistered and cracked. But still we ran.
The boat was where I'd glimpsed it, bobbing in waves turned to steam. We piled in – survivors, strangers, people I'd never see again after today. As we pushed off from the doomed shore, I looked back one last time.
Pompeii was vanishing, like a lover's face fading from memory. The cloud of destruction rose higher, blotting out sky and hope and future. Beautiful, in its terrible way. Like love itself.
But I lived.
Again.
The gods had saved me once more, though I'd begged them for death's mercy. Which meant they weren't finished with my story yet.
As we rowed through waters black with ash and memory, I touched my hidden knife and whispered a new prayer. Not for death this time. But for strength to keep surviving, keep fighting, keep loving.
Even if it meant waiting years to see him again.
Even if it meant watching a thousand more cities burn.
I would endure.
For him.
For us.
For love that burned hotter than even Vesuvius's fury.
Chapter 19


The Bay of Neapolis churned with life beneath our small boat. Schools of tuna rolled silver-blue in the crystalline depths, while dolphins played in our wake, their bodies cutting through water clear as drawn glass. Above, Venus's star guided us south toward Trinacria, the three-cornered isle.
"Rich fishing today," grunted Marius, the younger of the two fishermen who'd taken me aboard. His eyes kept straying to me, calculating worth against risk. "Though perhaps we caught something more valuable than fish, eh brother?"
Lucius, the elder, reached for my arm. "Pretty thing like you, alone on the water... could fetch a good price in Syracusae's markets—"
I let my stolen cloak fall open just enough to show the knife at my belt. "I am Livia Cornelia," I said quietly, letting ice coat each word. "Wife of Felix Antonius Magnus."
The effect was immediate. Lucius jerked back as if scaled. Marius went pale beneath his weather-beaten tan.
"The Shadow Wolf?" Marius's voice cracked. "The one who put down the Cilician pirates? Who broke the slave rebellion at Capua?"
"The same." I kept my voice level, though my heart ached at speaking of him. "My husband who once crucified an entire crew for daring to trade in Roman noblewomen."
Behind us, Vesuvius belched another column of darkness into the perfect blue sky. The contrast was startling – death and life, destruction and divine beauty, all painted on the same canvas of sea and sky.
"Domina," Lucius went to his knees, salt-cracked hands raised. "Forgive our presumption. We had no way of knowing—"
"You will take me to Syracusae," I cut him off. "Where you will be well compensated for your discretion."
"Yes, Domina. Of course, Domina."
The Mediterranean cradled us in her ancient embrace as we cut south through waters so clear I could see the striated sand thirty feet below. Schools of fish parted before our bow like liquid mercury. A ray of impossible size glided beneath us, its wings spanning twice our boat's length.
This was Mare Nostrum as the gods intended it – pristine, alive, divine in its abundance. No wonder the Greeks filled these waters with nymphs and tritons. No wonder Rome claimed it as her own private lake.
"They say your husband once swam from a sinking trireme to safety," Marius ventured carefully, unable to contain his curiosity. "Two miles through storm-waves, carrying wounded men."
"Three miles," I corrected, remembering Felix's rare stories of his exploits. "And it was four men he saved."
The fishermen exchanged glances heavy with awe. The reputation of the Shadow Wolf clearly reached even these humble boats.
As night fell, we watched another explosion rock Vesuvius. This far out, it was like watching gods wage war – beautiful and terrible and distant. The mountain's reflection writhed in the wine-dark sea like a serpent of fire.
"The gods are angry," Lucius muttered, making signs against evil.
"No," I said softly. "The gods are teaching us. About power. About pride. About how quickly glory can turn to ash."
We sailed through a school of luminescent fish, their bodies painting the black water with trails of living light. Above, the stars burned impossibly bright, as if every soul who'd died in Pompeii had found a new home in the heavens.
"Tell me about Syracusae," I commanded, pulling my cloak tighter against the night wind. "What news from the east?"
As Lucius described the great port city – its Greek theaters and Roman baths, its merchants and mercenaries and mysteries – I plotted my next move. Syracusae meant ships from Alexandria, news from the frontier, perhaps word of Felix and Brunhild's war in the north.
The sea rocked our little boat like a mother soothing a child. Around us, Neptune's realm teemed with life and magic, reminding me that even in loss there was beauty. Even in exile there was purpose.
I would find my way back to him. Through war and water, through time and tragedy, I would return.
But first, I had to become someone worthy of the legend of the Shadow Wolf's wife.
The fishermen's fear was a good start.
Chapter 20


The women of Syracusae took me into their confidence like a lost sister returning home. In the private courtyard of Claudia Metella's villa, where men never ventured, they shared wine and secrets under Syracuse's golden sun.
"So," purred Lucia, a merchant's wife with knowing eyes, "tell us of the Shadow Wolf. They say he has the stamina of Mars himself..."
The women leaned in, faces flushed with wine and curiosity. Even the slaves paused in their fanning to listen.
"A lady keeps some mysteries," I demurred, but couldn't help smiling. "Though I will say the stories of his... endurance... are not exaggerated."
Delighted squeals and knowing laughs echoed off the marble walls.
"They say," ventured young Flavia, barely sixteen and recently married, "that he once exhausted three Germanic warrior queens who tried to seduce him during peace negotiations."
"Four," I corrected, taking a sip of Sicilian wine. "Though he only had eyes for me after we met."
Claudia, our hostess and matron of one of Syracuse's oldest families, studied me thoughtfully. "And yet here you sit, among us common gossips, while the most desirable man in the empire searches for you. Why?"
The courtyard grew quiet. Even the fountains seemed to pause.
"Because sometimes love means protecting what matters most." I traced the rim of my wine cup. "Even from itself."
"Ah," Claudia's eyes softened. "Politics. That eternal enemy of true passion. Well, you're safe here, dear. Syracuse has sheltered many noble Roman women over the centuries. We understand... complications."
The other women nodded knowingly. Each had her own story of love tangled with power, of desire bounded by duty.
"Besides," added Lucia with a wicked grin, "any man who can satisfy four Germanic queens in one night is worth waiting for."
More laughter, more wine. The afternoon sun turned everything to gold.
"Tell us more," begged Flavia. "How does he kiss? Is he gentle or fierce? Does he really have a scar shaped like Venus's dove on his—"
"Flavia!" her mother scolded, but everyone leaned in for the answer.
I felt my cheeks warm, remembering. "He kisses like a storm at sea. Sometimes gentle as summer rain, sometimes fierce as Neptune's fury. And as for the scar..."
The women shrieked with delight at my suggestive pause.
But it was Claudia's next words that changed everything.
"The oracle speaks today," she said casually, too casually. "Her temple overlooks the harbor. They say she has true visions, when the gods will it."
The other women grew serious. Even the slaves stopped pretending not to listen.
"You think...?" I left the question hanging.
"I think a woman who has survived what you have survives for a purpose." Claudia rose, graceful as any priestess. "Come. Let us see what the gods have planned for Rome's most famous love story."
The temple was small but ancient, predating even Syracuse's Greek founders. The oracle, a woman so old she might have been stone herself, sat wreathed in sacred smoke.
The vision, when it came, struck like lightning.
I saw Felix, older but still beautiful, standing on Rome's walls. Saw him turn, saw his eyes light with recognition. Saw myself running to him through crowds and chaos, while above us a comet split the sky like Jupiter's spear.
"When the star falls," the oracle croaked, "lovers divided shall reunite. But the price..." She coughed, waved away the smoke. "The price will be an empire's worth of pain."
Back in Claudia's courtyard, the women listened raptly to the prophecy.
"A comet," Lucia breathed. "How romantic!"
"How terrible," Flavia added. "An empire's worth of pain?"
But Claudia just smiled. "The greatest loves always cost everything. That's how we know they're real."
I touched my hidden knife, thinking of temples and sacrifices, of faith rewarded and prayers answered.
"Besides," Claudia refilled my wine, "any man worth four Germanic queens is worth an empire's ransom."
The women's laughter rose like incense to the gods, a celebration of love's mysteries, of female wisdom passed down through generations. They understood, these powerful Sicilian women. About waiting. About faith. About turning survival into strength.
And somewhere far above, Venus's star winked like a conspiring friend, promising that some loves were worth any price.
Even an empire's.
Chapter 21


The fishermen spoke of Ravenna in whispers of awe. City of waters. Rome's gateway to the eastern seas. A place where marble palaces rose from the lagoons like dreams made stone, where Byzantine gold flowed like water through streets paved in precious stone.
"He's there," Lucia confirmed, pressing a sealed letter into my hands. "Your Shadow Wolf has been named Dux of Ravenna. They say he broke the barbarian armies in the north like kindling, and now commands the entire Adriatic fleet."
My hands trembled on the letter's wax seal. News, real news, after so long.
"The whole city celebrates him," added Claudia, supervising the loading of the merchant ship that would take me north. Her connections had secured my passage disguised as a silk merchant's widow. "They say he's turned Ravenna into the most powerful city north of Rome. That even the Emperor fears his influence."
My heart quickened. Ravenna. Where Rome kept her war fleet, where eastern merchants brought treasures from distant lands. A city of power and intrigue, worthy of Felix's abilities.
"And Brunhild?" I forced myself to ask.
"Dead." Claudia's smile was sharp as a blade. "Found in her tent with an eastern poison in her wine. Very tragic. Very... convenient."
The women exchanged knowing looks. In Rome's great game, some pieces had to leave the board.
The captain of our merchant vessel, a gruff Alexandrian who owed Claudia several favors, described Ravenna's splendor as we sailed north through waters teeming with life. Schools of tuna flashed silver beneath us while dolphins played in our wake, as if Neptune himself blessed our journey.
"The city makes Venice look like a fishing village," he said, not knowing Venice was yet to be born. "Five miles of porticoes lined with gold mosaic. Streets that float on water. And the new naval arsenal your man's building – big enough to birth a hundred warships at once."
I stood at the prow, letting salt spray kiss my face, remembering other journeys. Other escapes. But this time I wasn't running from something.
I was running to.
"The gods are with us," the captain noted, watching a pair of eagles circle our mast. "Good omens."
Good omens indeed. The sea sparkled like scattered diamonds under a perfect sky. Each wave carried us closer to Ravenna, to Felix, to destiny.
That night, I dreamed of him. Not memories this time, but visions. Felix standing on Ravenna's walls, watching the eastern horizon. Felix commanding fleets from a throne of marble and gold. Felix's hands on maps of empire, moving pieces, building power.
Waiting.
When we sighted Ravenna's towers rising from the morning mist, I nearly wept. Golden domes caught the sunrise like captured stars. Hundreds of ships crowded the harbors – war galleys and merchant vessels, fishing boats and imperial triremes. And above it all, on the highest tower, a wolf's head banner snapped in the breeze.
"Ready yourself, domina," the captain advised as we approached the harbor. "The city guard inspects all vessels now. Your man runs a tight ship."
I touched the letter from Claudia, heavy with its secrets and seals. Felt the weight of destiny settling around my shoulders like a familiar cloak.
Ravenna waited, glittering with promise. And somewhere in that maze of marble and water, Felix waited too.
"I'm ready," I said, and felt the truth of it in my bones.
The gods had not saved me so many times for nothing. Had not guided me across seas and through fire just to falter now.
This was not an ending approaching.
This was a beginning.
Chapter 22


Ravenna kept her secrets like a courtesan keeps her lovers – close, costly, and wrapped in layers of deception. Every attempt to locate Felix led me through another maze of whispers and lies.
"The Dux takes no visitors," a silk merchant told me in the floating market, where boats laden with eastern spices crowded the canals. "Conducts business through intermediaries only. Too many assassins these days..."
I posed as a perfume seller, my knowledge of herbs finally useful again. The wealthy women of Ravenna loved exotic scents, and their tongues loosened with each sample.
"They say he has a secret palace," one senator's wife confided, dabbing rose water behind her ears. "Underground, connected to the old Roman water systems. Appears like a ghost to command the fleet, then vanishes again."
"Nonsense," her friend countered. "He lives in the Tower of Waters. I've seen the wolf banners myself."
But the Tower of Waters, when I finally gained entry by bribing a slave, proved empty of all but garrison troops and clerks.
Then I saw him.
Just a glimpse – a tall figure on horseback, moving through the mist-wrapped streets at dawn. The same proud bearing, the same liquid grace. My heart nearly stopped.
But following him proved impossible. He had guards I never saw, watchers in every shadow. Three times I thought I had his trail, only to find myself circling back to the start.
"Clever wolf," I whispered, admiring despite my frustration. "You've learned new tricks."
The breakthrough came from an unexpected source. A wine-seller's daughter, no more than twelve, who played dice with the soldiers' children.
"The golden wolf?" she asked when I bought her sweetmeats. "He watches the ships at sunset. From the old temple, the one that's supposed to be closed. My brother sees him sometimes."
The temple of Neptune, abandoned since the Christ-god grew strong. Of course. Where better for a shadow warrior to watch his domain?
I waited until dusk, then climbed the crumbling stairs. The roof offered a perfect view of both harbors and the main canal approaches. Strategic. Defensible. Hidden in plain sight.
Fresh wine stains marked the stones. Bits of bread for the gulls. Signs of regular visits.
A sound behind me – a footstep, barely a whisper.
I turned, heart pounding.
But it was only a temple cat, green eyes gleaming in the gathering dark. Still, someone had fed it recently. Someone cared enough to keep it here, guarding this secret place.
I left a message carved in the stone, our old code from happier days: "The little wolf still hunts."
The next day, the message was gone, the stone scraped clean.
He knew I was here.
But knowing brought new dangers. If he could find my message, others could too. And Ravenna's shadows held more than just Felix's agents.
That night, watching from my rented room above the spice market, I saw torches moving on the temple roof. Dark figures passed before them, too far to make out clearly.
One stood apart from the others, tall and commanding. Even at this distance, something in the way he moved...
A slave girl's scream shattered the night. By the time I looked back, the roof was empty.
In the morning, rumors flew through the market: three assassins found floating in the canal, their throats cut with surgical precision. And in the temple, scratched where my message had been, a new mark:
"The hunt is dangerous these days, little one."
I pressed my hand to the words, feeling the fresh cuts in the stone. He'd written this himself, recently. Hours, maybe minutes before I arrived.
So close.
A bell rang from the harbor – ships approaching from the south. More assassins? More spies? In this city of water and shadows, every arrival could mean death.
But I was done hunting from the shadows.
Time to change the game.
I bought new clothes with the last of my coins. Not a perfume seller's simple garb this time. But the silks of a noble lady, one worthy of the Dux's attention.
Let them see me.
Let them hunt me.
Let them lead me right to him.
It was time to remind Rome why wolves hunt in pairs.
Chapter 23


The brothel madam sold me the secret for a fortune in Syrian gold – Brunhild wasn't dead after all. The poison had failed, leaving her changed, haunting Ravenna's shadows like a vengeful ghost.
"She comes for the dream-smoke," the madam whispered, counting her coins. "Every third night, when the moon wanes. The eastern merchants bring her things that... help her forget."
I found her in the opium den near the eastern harbor, sprawled on silk cushions like a fallen Valkyrie. Still beautiful, yes, but beauty gone to seed. Her golden hair had dulled, her warrior's muscles softening. The great Brunhild, reduced to chasing dragon's smoke through tainted dreams.
Perfect.
I'd prepared the belladonna with a healer's precision, just as my father taught me. Enough to twist her mind without killing her. Let her reputation die slowly, publicly, wrapped in madness and shame.
"A gift," I murmured to the den's keeper, passing him the doctored wine. "For the northern lady. From an admirer."
But as I watched from behind a screened alcove, something unexpected happened.
Brunhild drank deeply, but instead of descending into chaos, her eyes cleared. She sat straighter, shook her head like waking from a long sleep.
"The dreams," I heard her say. "They're... quiet. For the first time since..."
The belladonna, I realized with dawning horror, was acting as medicine rather than poison. Something in her broken mind needed exactly what I'd given her.
She stood, steady on her feet for the first time in months, according to the whispers. Her warrior's grace returned like water filling a long-dry vessel.
"Find who sent this," she commanded the den keeper. "I would thank them properly."
I slipped out before he could answer, mind racing. I'd meant to destroy her, but instead...
"Going somewhere, little wolf?"
She stood in the alley mouth, blocking my escape. No sign of the opium haze now. Only the sharp intelligence that had made her Rome's most dangerous auxiliary commander.
"Brunhild." I straightened my spine, refusing to show fear. "You look... better."
"Thanks to you." Her smile was all teeth. "That mixture – healing herbs hidden in poison. Clever. Very clever. Were you trying to kill me or cure me?"
"Would you believe me if I said I'm not sure anymore?"
Her laugh echoed off the narrow walls. "Oh, I like you, little wolf. I see why he chose you." She moved closer, predator-graceful. "The question is... what do I do with you now?"
I touched my hidden knife, but she was faster. Her blade pressed against my ribs before I could blink.
"I should kill you," she mused. "It would be simpler."
"But not as interesting."
Another laugh. "No. Not nearly as interesting." She stepped back, sheathing her blade. "You gave me back my mind, little bath girl. Whether you meant to or not. That deserves... consideration."
"And Felix?"
"Felix." She spat the name like a curse. "He's the past. I have larger concerns now." Her eyes gleamed with renewed purpose. "Rome grows weak. The northern tribes grow strong. Change is coming, little wolf. Best decide which side you're on."
She turned to go, then paused. "Three days. You have three days to leave Ravenna. After that..." She shrugged. "Well. Let's hope your healing skills work on yourself as well as they did on me."
I watched her stride away, back straight, head high. No longer a broken warrior drowning in opium dreams. But something new. Something, perhaps, even more dangerous.
What had I done?
The moon rose over Ravenna's waters, turning the canals to silver snakes. Somewhere in this maze of marble and secrets, Felix waited. But now I had three days to find him before Brunhild's mercy ran out.
And I'd just given her back the clarity to hunt me properly.
The gods, it seemed, had a peculiar sense of humor.
But then, they always did.
Chapter 24


Two days had passed. One remained.
I ran through Ravenna's moonlit streets, bare feet silent on wet marble. Behind me, Brunhild's hunters moved like shadows – not clumsy assassins this time, but her elite Germanic scouts. The ones who'd tracked rebel leaders through Britain's mists. The ones who never lost their prey.
"There!" A shout in Gothic. An arrow shattered against stone near my head.
The canals were rising with the tide, flooding the lower streets. I'd planned this, timed it carefully. Local knowledge against northern woodcraft. The hunters might be better in forests, but this was a city of water and stone.
I dove into a flooded alley, letting the current carry me under a low bridge. Their torches cast wild reflections on the dark water, turning every wave into a potential fugitive.
"She's in the water!"
"Spread out!"
"Watch the canal mouths!"
I surfaced in a garden fountain two streets away, thanking the gods for my father's lessons about Ravenna's secret waterways. The city had been built on lagoons, its foundations riddled with channels and passages. Some said Neptune himself had designed it.
Right now, I believed it.
A shadow detached itself from a doorway. I reached for my knife.
"Domina." The slave girl from the spice market – the one who'd helped me track Felix's movements. "Quickly. They're closing the water gates."
She led me through a maze of servants' passages, past sleeping kitchens and empty courtyards. Every shadow held potential death. Every distant footstep could be friend or foe.
"The Dux," I whispered as we ran. "Where is he?"
"The Tower of Mists. But you can't—"
"I can. I must."
We emerged near the old harbor, where fishing boats creaked against their moorings. The Tower of Mists rose before us, aptly named – its upper levels vanished into the pre-dawn fog.
"There's an entrance," the girl pressed a key into my palm. "Through the old shrine. But Domina... she's waiting for you."
"Brunhild?"
"She knew you'd come here. Said to tell you..." The girl swallowed. "'The wolf returns to his den, and so does the hunter.'"
Of course. She'd been herding me here all along. Every escape route had led to this tower, this moment.
"Go," I told the girl. "You've done enough."
Alone now, I studied the tower's shadowy bulk. Somewhere up there, Felix waited. But so did Brunhild, and who knew what other threats?
A bell tolled across the water – third watch ending. Six hours until my deadline expired.
Six hours to find Felix, evade Brunhild, and somehow survive what was starting to feel very much like a trap.
I touched the shrine's door with my stolen key. It opened silently, revealing old stone steps spiraling up into darkness.
Behind me, footsteps echoed on wet stone. The hunters had found my trail.
No choice now. Only forward. Only up.
The stairs seemed endless. My legs burned, my lungs screamed for air. How high was this cursed tower?
Then – voices above. Torch light flickering on curved walls.
"...fleet sails at dawn..."
"...emperor's orders..."
"...the girl must be found..."
I pressed against the wall as shadows passed. Guard patrol? Conspirators? In Ravenna's political web, everyone played multiple roles.
Higher. Always higher. The fog seeped through arrow slits, turning the stairwell into a ghost's playground. Every shadow could hide a blade. Every whisper could be death approaching.
Finally – a door. Heavy bronze, worked with wolves and waves.
This was it. Felix's sanctuary. His private domain at the tower's peak.
Unless Brunhild waited on the other side.
Unless this whole chase had been elaborate theater, leading to my destruction.
Unless...
The door opened.
Chapter 25


The door opened onto destiny.
Moonlight flooded the chamber through vast windows, turning marble to silver and shadows to dreams. Maps and battle plans scattered across bronze tables, forgotten now. And there, silhouetted against Ravenna's glittering waters, stood Felix.
Time stopped. Breath stopped. The whole empire seemed to hold its breath.
He turned, and the years of separation melted like snow in spring. Still beautiful, my warrior, my wolf. New scars silvered his skin, and threads of grey touched his temples, but his eyes – gods, his eyes burned with the same fire that had first claimed my soul in a humble bath house lifetime ago.
"Livia." Just my name, but he made it sound like a prayer, like a poem, like every love song ever written.
"You knew I'd come." My voice shook with everything we'd never said.
"I've known since the temple roof." He moved closer, predator-grace wrapped in moonlight. "Since your message. Since the first moment I caught your scent on the wind." His laugh was soft, wondering. "My fierce little wolf, did you think I wouldn't recognize your hand in Brunhild's mysterious 'cure'?"
"Brunhild—"
"Is gone." His hand cupped my cheek, callused palm against soft skin. "She sailed with the evening tide. Something about destiny calling her north." His thumb traced my lower lip. "She said to tell you that some debts can only be paid in freedom."
I leaned into his touch, feeling the years of longing crack like river ice in spring. "I thought... when she hunted me..."
"She was leading you home." His other hand found my waist, pulled me closer. "We arranged it together. My hunters making sure you stayed safe, her warriors making sure you found your way here."
"You... worked together? After everything?"
His laugh rumbled through both our bodies. "Love changes people, little wolf. You taught us both that." He pressed his forehead to mine. "You taught me that running an empire means nothing without someone to share it with."
"Felix..." All my careful words dissolved like salt in the Adriatic.
"Shhh." His lips brushed mine, gentle as temple incense. "Let me look at you. Let me remember every moment I missed, every dream that kept me fighting."
My hands found his chest, feeling his heart thunder beneath battle-scarred skin. "I thought of you every day. Every night. When Vesuvius erupted, when the pirates nearly caught me, when Syracuse's women told tales of your legend..."
"My legend?" His kiss deepened, tasting of wine and victory. "I am only legendary because I loved a woman brave enough to defy an empire. Smart enough to heal an enemy. Strong enough to find her way back to me through fire and water and time itself."
Torchlight flickered on the stairs outside – guards changing watch. But here in this moment, wrapped in moonlight and miracle, we were alone in the universe.
"Never again," he breathed against my neck. "Never will I let duty or honor or empire separate us. Let Rome burn. Let the barbarians come. I would trade it all for this moment, this love, this—"
I silenced him with a kiss that held every lonely night, every desperate prayer, every dream of reunion. His arms tightened, lifting me like I weighed nothing, like we were still those younger lovers in a bath house doorway.
"My wolf," I whispered against his mouth. "My warrior. My heart."
"My queen," he answered. "My miracle. My destiny."
Below us, Ravenna sparkled like scattered stars. Behind us, Rome's empire waited with all its intrigues and dangers. Before us stretched a future bright with possibility.
But here, now, wrapped in love stronger than time, more powerful than empire, deeper than legend...
Here was forever.
Here was home.
Here was the ending that every god and goddess of love had written in the stars themselves, waiting for us to be brave enough, strong enough, faithful enough to claim it.
"Together?" I asked, feeling his heart beat in time with mine.
"Always," he promised. "In this life and the next. In every empire and every age. Together."
And as his lips found mine again, as moonlight turned to morning's first gold, as love triumphed over time and fate and empire itself...
We were, finally and forever, complete.
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