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Cassian, ‘The Celt’, is the Champion of Velletri who recently regained his title after an intense battle in the arena. A battle that had been fueled, and almost ended, by a dose of opium given to ease the lingering pain of the wound that he had received in an attempt to win that same title back. The inspiration and drive for his return to glory was not coin or the promise of eventual freedom but the heart of a young woman who had been sent to his bed as a gift of esteem by her Dominus, Felix Census. Her innocence and demure beauty touched something long buried in the heart of the rough and violent man causing him to name her his personal priestess: Violetta. Through trials of spirit and physical agony the lovers had persevered, oblivious to the manipulations of their masters for financial and societal gain, all they desired was to be in each other’s arms.

The purchase of a disgraced champion of Rome brought a chance for Cassian and Violetta to be together after a night of painful revelations in the house of Census. Commanded by the lanista who owned him, Tiberius Tertius, to let Proximus, the recruit from Rome, earn the mark of gladiatory brotherhood Cassian was filled with anger at the blow to his pride and doubt in his own standing with his master by the fight’s end. He could not know that the Romans had come to the agreement that Violetta would be sent to his arms upon each victory, but should he lose she would face punishment meant to inspire him to constant victory.

Violetta had witnessed the match from the side of her master and his preferred body slave, Meridius, who she held to heart like a father despite the recent revelation of his own secret desire to hold a different place in her heart. She had feared Cassian’s death in the match and that worry grew when he took a blow to the head that robbed him of consciousness. Respite had come when the lanista had sent her to ease the gladiator’s foul mood. Soothing his soul had turned to the verbal and physical expression of the love that had grown between them. Before being parted by guards he had spoken to her of a gift he would see to her hands before she left the villa but there had been no time for him to explain before they were separated with only the gods knowing when they would see each other again.
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Cassian’s fists clenched at his side as the guards led Violetta away from him and towards the stairs to the villa. There had barely been time for her to dress after their passionate lovemaking upon the table that he ate at daily with the men he called his brothers. If, by the betrayal of the gods, this was the last time he saw her then he would enjoy this secreted memory each time he sat down to eat. His mind was still focused on her and what they had shared as he left the dining area with a smile on his face that would not leave despite the pain starting to throb once again in his leg.

It was not likely to be chance that his path crossed that of the druidic medic, Arturo, who put up his hand to stop his following of the Romans that had his woman. “I would see that wound tended before you do anything else to aggravate it this night.”

Cassian attempted to protest but his friend was firm and left little choice when he directed the gladiator down the hall to his infirmary.

“Proximus has fallen then?” He asked quietly while heating the needle to apply the stitches needed to close the wound from the big German’s blade that he had received during the match meant to bring Proximus into the fold as a member of the brotherhood. Both Cassian and Arturo knew that the gladiator hated to take a life outside the arena which was why for years he had not participated in the test, but this time he had found no way to avoid the command.

“No, the man yet lives. I took a blow to the head and Proximus now stands a brother.” Said Cassian darkly. The reminder of his forced loss souring the bliss that had lingered with him. “I must return to Dominus’ office to break words or so I assume.” He hissed at the pull of the needle but shook his head when his friend offered him something for the pain of it.

“You know how I feel about your drugs Arturo.” He said with a forced smile. He had no desire to insult the man, but he would never again willingly take such a thing without dire need. Sighing deeply the champion could not help the rise of his spirits when the shake of his head wafted the scent of Violetta across his nose. He looked up and noted the curious look on Arturo’s face and a smile spread across his lips. “I found love, my friend. It is more than I thought I could feel and yet does not feel like enough.”

The druid laughed softly and nodded. “Cassian, my dear friend, I could have told you that you loved her that first morning when she left your arms.” He shook his head. “But you would not have heard it for you had to find it for yourself.” His hand gently gripped Cassian’s shoulder. “I am happy for you. This is a thing you have deserved for years and now it is yours. If I can help you with this all you have to do is break words to the way it can be done.” He stepped away, cleaning his tools and Cassian sighed. The guards would be back in a moment to take him to Tertius.

Cassian rubbed his hand across his jaw and laughed a little to himself. “You break words of the very thing I would ask of you.” He glanced down the hall to ensure that the guards were not so close that they could hear every word they spoke. “The drug you would have given to me, put it within a vial for I know of one who is likely to have a greater need of it than either of us.” He beckoned his friend closer and spoke quietly of the horror that his woman faced and the pain she was in. “Can it be done Arturo? I’ll instruct Jovian to see it to her hand. He can get closer than I will be allowed again this night.”

His eyes pleaded with his friend to consider his request and to do so quickly before the chance was lost and she was gone from the house. He knew that the lanista’s boy would do anything for him and it would be easier for him than anyone else. Though there was the concern he would tell Tertius of what had passed between them instead of staying loyal to his friend. “Arturo? What say you to this?”

Arturo turned to look at Cassian, surprise in his eyes. The Celt knew that what he was asking could put every one of them in danger if they were caught. Jovian was a likeable youth but his loyalty to the lanista was unquestionable.

“You would have to convince the boy that there is no harm to Dominus if he does as you ask. You know that I cannot stand idly by at the thought of any being suffering abuse such as you say she is. I will do my part, but you must find a way to do yours.” Arturo handed him a small vial and whispered. “It is the lightest dosage that I have now, without knowing her or how she would handle the drug I cannot give anything more powerful.” The druid pressed Cassian’s fingers closed around the vial and then said in a louder voice for the benefit of the guards. “That should see you to Dominus in better condition to break words with him. You are not likely to fall now.”

The gladiator laughed and stood, nodding his thanks to the medic as the guards returned to take him to the lanista’s office. He followed them with his head held high, the epitome of gladiatory pride as they crossed the floor of the celebration that continued. He forced himself not to notice that the voices of some of the Romans stilled at his passing; he would not let them distract him from his task.

Waiting at the wall outside the lanista’s office he saw Jovian approach and took a single step to block his path. “I would make request of you, if you stand able to aid me and if you can form words in the presence of a woman of great beauty without attempting to bed her?” His tone was teasing but it was obvious that his request was serious. “Will you aid me in the delivery of a gift Jovian?”

The boy looked at him and leaned against the hand that held him in place, his voice a breathless whisper that played at seduction, irritating Cassian that he had to tolerate the unwanted flirtation.

“What reward would you give me if I do? Long have you denied my touch though you are the man that taught me to use it. Would you allow it now, Champion?” Jovian licked his lips in anticipation.

Cassian guessed the boy had seen in the looks passing between him and Violetta, which would give away that he would do just about anything to see the gift to her hands.

“I am not so foolish as to think that one equates the other boy. You can do it as a favor or not at all. I will not be treated as the whore I once was, for you or anyone else. Understand?” His voice was a tense growl that was met by the youth’s flirtatious laughter and raised hands of surrender. Too long had the boy been the pet of Tertius, it was beginning to show in his character.

Jovian shook his head at Cassian’s reaction to his teasing jest. “Oh Cassian, you do break my heart with such refusal, but I would not see yours to the same pain.” He held out his hand and batted his dark lashes. “I know whom you would see it to. Simply see it to my grasp and I will see it to her person.”

Cassian bit back the snarled reply that was rising in his throat. The boy was willing to help and that was what was needed. He pressed the vial into the soft brown palm and whispered. “Tell her who sends it and she will not make a scene that draws attention. You have my gratitude for this Jovian.” With a nod of his head Cassian stepped back to the wall and took his expected stance to wait for Tertius to appear while Jovian sashayed towards the party.

He watched the guard notify Tiberius Tertius that his champion was ready for him. The lanista excused himself from his conversation and made his way to the office. Snapping his fingers as he passed Cassian, Tiberius stepped to his desk and turned to face the freshly bandaged man who bowed his head in uncommon submission.

“Have you lost mind?” Tertius snarled. “To defy your Dominus’ direct command? To defy Doctore for giving same instruction that I would have in the same place?” Cassian tensed as Tertius circled then came to a stop just in front of him. “Find tongue and break words of explanation.”

He was cleanly shaven and smelled of whatever herbs it was that Arturo had used to sooth his wound after stitching the edges together. He had insisted that they were not jagged, and the scarring would be minimal and yet Cassian felt as if he was an abused dog, waiting for the next strike. Shifting his weight from the damaged leg he considered how to answer the question without increasing the man’s wrath. There would be a punishment regardless of what he said, but if he worded this right it might be lessened. Finally squaring his shoulders, he replied calmly. “Apologies Dominus, Forfeit clouded my mind with contempt.”

“Forfeit?” The lanista’s eyes blazed with rage. Reaching out he gripped Cassian’s hair at the roots and twisted his head until their eyes met. “Explain how it was you forfeit when I saw you cut and felled to your knees?” He released the hair and stood glaring at the man who knew that he would have been lashed already had he stood any less skilled in the arena.

“I did as was commanded, Dominus.” He said in a low growl. “You did not break words as to how it was to be done.” He fought the instinct to ball his fists, the action would be seen as aggressive and the man would be justified in seeing him beaten for it.

“Then I would have thought my command enough to see temper stayed.” Tertius cuffed Cassian on the back of his head. “Tell me, oh proud man, what was lost today besides your pride? Was title ripped from grasp by the allowing of Proximus to earn the mark of the brotherhood?” Turning he raised his hand to silence Cassian’s protest.

Sitting behind his desk he leveled the man with his glare. “You are done with training until I see that you have learned that pride is not taken by any fall, but only surrendered by your own foolishness. I would also see mop to your hands in the stead of a sword for a time until patience is relearned.” He smiled just as Cassian felt a glare of indignation flash across his face at the outrageous insult commanded by his Dominus. “Go now before mind changes and the pits greet your insolent attitude with blood.”

Cassian could not believe his ears. The lanista could not be serious; a mop instead of swords? To clean his villa instead of fighting alongside his brothers? This was cruelty beyond what was warranted. He had done as commanded yet stood punished for his dislike of the task, as he had suspected would happen. As Julius and Auctus led him from the office he took a small measure of peace in the nod from Jovian as he ducked back to the celebration. Violetta would have the gift and so pain would be eased and, thank what gods there might be, she would never know what went on in the office and the base position her champion would fill until Tertius’ mood improved.

Violetta turned as she heard a second set of footsteps on the balcony moments after she had stepped out into the cool evening breeze to calm the flush on her cheeks. Looking out across the training yard she was startled to hear her name whispered from behind her. She was surprised to see who was standing in the doorway staring at her. The bronze skinned boy that she had seen at the lanista’s side was so beautiful he could have almost been a girl. His jet-black hair fell to his shoulders and his deep brown eyes were lined with kohl and sparkled with mischief and flirtation.

“Dreaming of him upon the sands? He is of a form that lingers in the mind. It is the champion that fills your thoughts is it not?” He said with a teasing smile. “Do not think that I did not note your eyes upon him all evening and how you followed him from the room after the test.”

When he rested his hip against the rail and smirked at her Violetta blushed, unable to argue the point since he obviously already knew. Raising her eyes to meet his with a soft smile she said quietly. “He is glorious beyond measure.” She then whispered more to herself than to him. “And I love him.” She did not think he would be able to hear her whisper over the noise of the Romans but when a carefully groomed eyebrow arched, and a look of shock washed over his face she knew that he had, and she looked away to the sands again.

“Love? You love him? How is that possible? The man is a whore turned to gladiator.” He smirked slyly. “Though he is a most pleasurable fuck. When he and I...” His voice trailed off dreamily and she felt a look of shocked dismay come across her face. “He taught me everything I know about fucking.” The boy said, sliding towards her until he planted a hand on the railing on either side of her, trapping her within his arms while he pressed close against her in a subtle invitation to explore what he had learned. He was living, breathing sensuality as he tried to distract and envelop her with his nearness and the press of his sex against her through the fine linen he wore around his waist. Leaning to whisper in her ear, the heat of his breath on her neck, he said. “Oh, and I learned many, many things.” His lips brushed the skin just below her ear as a smile spread across his lips when she shivered. “Perhaps I should show you.”

“You and he have...you were lovers?” She asked in confusion. For some reason, it did not seem possible and the thought of her Cassian making love to a man as he had to her was all but unfathomable in her mind. “What do you mean by naming him a whore?” Her voice carried a note of indignance at the insult thrown not only at the man she loved but at one who was not present to defend or deny it. There was a familiarity in how the boy moved and that she could not deny but still there was a doubt in her mind that his words were as he meant them. “How is it that he taught you? Who commanded such lessons or were they freely given?”

Jovian pulled back from his lean with a pout upon his plump lips. “With words instead of touch though it seems you will learn by his hands.” He sighed a little and shook his head. “I admit that I stand jealous of you. It is laughable that I, Jovian who stands the right hand of my Dominus, highly favored above all others, should be jealous of a girl who seems afraid of her own shadow, but it is true.” He turned his head as the curtains parted once more and Meridius stood to watch them disapproval in his expression.

With a look in his eyes daring the big man to do something the youth leaned closer to Violetta and pressed his lips to the rapidly beating pulse at the base of her throat. He pulled her close against him, every defined line of the muscles on his stomach were pressed into the softness of her flesh making it easy to slip his slender fingers into her dress pocket. Raising his head to bury his nose into her hair, Jovian muttered. “One day I promise you that I shall taste those sweet lips. The Celt will not mind over much that it is me that does but I swear to you that it shall be so.”

Violetta was frozen at his words, trying to understand all that he said and all that he had implied with his cryptic words. Her eyes found Meridius’ and when he took a step towards them her whole body sagged briefly in relief but then his name was called from within the room and he had to leave the balcony to attend Tertius. Closing her eyes, she whispered a prayer to the heavens that it would end, and this confusing youth would leave her be. She was so intent in not feeling anything, in distancing her mind from him that she almost forgot that his hands had deposited something in the inner pocket of her dress. Sliding her hands to examine it, he caught her wrists with teasing laughter sparkling in his dark eyes. “What is...” A finger pressed to her lips stopped the question before she could finish asking it.

Jovian shook his head. “Do not look now. It is a gift from the champion, a drug prepared by the medicus, and sent to you by me. It will help with pain.” He leaned forward and kissed his finger across her lips, chuckling again when her body stiffened. Stepping back, he shook his head. “You and I will be friends, little girl. I am Jovian, and we will see each other again soon.” He said with a wink before stepping back inside the villa. She wondered if he would now find Cassian and inform him that his gift was given and safely received, if he did, she doubted he would reveal the details of its giving.
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It had only seemed that a moment had passed after Jovian had finally left her when Violetta heard the familiar click of Meridius’ fingers summoning her to return. With a sigh, she gave a final glance to the sands and wondered if he was down there watching her from one of the barred doors that lined the perimeter of the yard. Joining the man waiting for her, she smiled slightly. “I am alright Padre. He did not hurt me though I admit he did frighten a little with regard to his intent.” She fingered the vial in the pocket of her dress, wondering what it was and what it was meant for. Stepping into the room the lights dazzled her and forced her to blink rapidly to adjust to them as she scanned the room looking for Cassian. All she saw was Jovian glaring at Meridius and Proximus, the giant of a man that had defeated her champion to earn his place and send the man she loved into a valley of self doubt, watching her for some reason. “Is it time to depart Dominus?” She asked Felix softly, taking her place behind him on his left.

“Indeed, it is Violetta, before too great advantage is taken of good Tertius’ hospitality.” Felix said with a tired smile. As they walked to the door, their host still chattering about the games in a few weeks’ time, how Cassian and now Proximus would certainly feature prominently in them for his enjoyment. He must have noted that she was craning her neck, searching for the champion.

“You will not see him.” Felix said with a whisper. “The gladiators were all returned to the ludus so stop looking. Pay attention to tasks at hand.” Then in a louder voice he added. “Meridius shall attend me tonight and you will need your rest after the events awaiting our return.”

She blinked in confusion as a sudden chill took her; Cassian had lost. Did that mean there would be some punishment exacted upon her by Felix? Or even worse, by Vitus? Her distraction was deep enough that she did not notice that she shared an expression with the lanista that walked them to the door.

“Events waiting upon her return?” Tertius asked. “Is she no longer the prize of Cassian? I would ask that she not be abused so that his rage is not increased by it. She needs to be lovely and available when it is needed for her to be.” He glanced at her. “Bruises do not appeal to many men Felix.” He glanced nervously over his shoulder to where, perhaps, her gladiator was waiting.

Watching Meridius escort Selenia outside to their cart, where she began to tease him by dragging the sharp point of her nail around his neck. Felix turned to lock eyes to the lanista. “You agreed to the terms that his loss would be felt by her and there is no going back now.” He bowed his head in farewell to Lycithia and snapped his fingers to summon Violetta to follow him. “Come girl, I am sure Vitus has something in mind for just such an event as this.”

Sitting beside her the merchant turned and ran a finger down Violetta’s neck while addressing his daughter who seemed amused at Meridius’ discomfort. “Stop tormenting the man Selenia. Tell me of this new gladiator and his stamina? Do you think he has what it takes to defeat Cassian in the arena? Should I change which man I back in the games after tonight?” He glanced at Violetta, who sat nervously beside him, “Should he be offered a glorious prize for further victory?”

Violetta paled at the suggestion combined with Selenia’s devious grin as she stopped toying with the dark hair at the back of Meridius’ neck. “Well, he has the stamina of a bull, but from what I hear the champion is a god, though perhaps there are others here that are better suited to that answer.” She shook her head. “He is good, but I truly think Cassian is the better fighter and should remain the favored of the house of Census. He has proven himself worthy of it in the past and I would think, now that he is motivated properly, that he will rise once again to the height of former glories.”

Felix nodded and closed his eyes, his silence commanding the rest of the party to the same as they drove the distance of the hill and the dark streets of the city. Through the most elite section of town towards his isolated Villa.

Violetta’s mind raced as they moved; what was waiting upon her return? Surely Felix would not send her to the bed of Vitus after such a night? Selenia eyed her curiously but did not say a word as they moved towards the destination, it was as if she knew that something worse waited for her at the villa with her brother who had been deliberately left behind.

It was with a sense of dread that she was the last to depart the cart as it stopped. She watched father and daughter bid each other good night and then took a sharp breath when Felix turned to her and Meridius to utter his command. “Meridius, see to my room and bed. I have papers to see to in my office and Violetta, you will attend me there before returning to your own bed.” His voice left no room for question or protest and so with a long look between them she followed the Roman wishing that the man left behind was able to protect or comfort her against what was to happen.

She was so absorbed in her own thoughts that Violetta did not notice that Vitus was in the office until he came upon her from behind and gripped her arm tight, twisting it behind her until she cried out from the pain. “I see the little whore returns with you tonight father. What happened? The gladiator has had her and no longer desires her?” He pulled her flush against him and slid his free hand down her side and gripped her hip. He growled viciously in her ear. “Though perhaps his roughness makes my touch more appealing?” He continued to keep her arm twisted and held tight behind her until the whimper slipping loose from her throat brought his father’s attention up from the papers before him with a disturbed frown.

“Vitus, cease. You forget, again, that she stands my property and not your own.” Felix said in a voice that bordered on bored before he stood and curled his finger, beckoning Violetta to approach his desk as he stepped around it to meet her. “You tend to break delicate things my son and this, trembling girl is delicate indeed and must not be shattered upon your desire until all other uses have been exhausted. Understood?” His eyes met his sons with unmistakable firmness and Violetta shuddered.

“You have my apologies father, but you did say that I could administer the punishments upon her after a loss and he did lose did he not? Or why else is she here instead of your bed or his?” He stepped up behind her again, he refrained from touching her skin that was beading with sweat from the fear.

“Administer, not decide Vitus. As usual you jump ahead of yourself and forget that there is a proper way such things are done.” Felix shook his head with what looked like sadness until he looked up and made sure that Violetta was meeting his eyes. “You do know, of course, that you are to be punished for the champion’s loss?” He asked, tracing the tips of his fingers down her throat as she nodded.

“Yes Dominus.” She whispered, her lips shaking as she stood between the two of them not knowing which evil was worse: the father or the son.

“Good.” He said with a slow smile. “Now since there was no loss of coin the punishment will not be too severe just enough to upset him when he hears of it.” He paused his speech, as if he wanted to make sure she was listening and understanding the weight of his words. “And he will hear of it, that you can be very certain of.” When she nodded, he continued. “Your pains will serve as much as inspiration as the parting of your legs; he will not wish for any further loss to occur, especially of value, to ensure the safety of his favored prize.”

She waited with closed eyes as she tried to ignore the touch of Vitus up and down her spine. She straightened her shoulders and took a deep breath; if it was to be pain, she would bear it as Cassian did. He could be her strength to draw on in this too, though from afar. Violetta could almost feel Vitus’ anticipation in the delivering whatever punishment his father decreed suitable for the loss of a champion in the test of a new man. Her heart thundered in her chest, anticipating the moment when the first blow would fall. She barely saw the Roman pause on his return to the desk. She pressed her lips together when he turned to watch her. Did he note the air of detachment she had found so that this did not affect her the way he had intended?

Sitting down with tented fingers, Felix watched her and Vitus, a war of wills that she seemed likely to win if he let her. “Violetta.” His voice snapped her attention back to the moment and she opened her eyes to look at him with resigned fear. “I think, since this is the first instance where you will be punished, for him, that you should be allowed the choice, this one time.” Her eyes widened and he continued with a smile. “Your choices, to pay for Cassian’s loss tonight; are to either lay in submission to Vitus and all he demands of you for this night or five strokes of the lash by his hand.” His grin spread broadly as did his son’s. Both men seemed certain of her response as she stood, puzzling out her choice for the first time in years.

The true depth of the choice was playing in her mind. If she allowed Vitus free reign over her then it would be the word of the Roman against her own as to what happened, but the lash would leave marks and perhaps even scars that would be impossible to hide though it would mean that her body was Cassian’s alone for now. There was no true way to win for either choice held its own horror. She feared the pain of the lash wielded by a man she rejected but that fear paled when compared to giving herself to the demands of Vitus. One would mark her body and the other her soul. She weighed the options circling them in her mind and trying to find the right answer, the knowledge that the man she loved would learn of it either way caused the greatest concern of all.

Vitus inched his fingers to the bruises he had put upon her side. He must have felt smug in the certainty that she would be his for the night for he pressed his rigid arousal to the crease of her backside as he dug his fingertips into the purpled flesh on her ribs with deliberate intent.

Gasping in pain and fear Violetta cried out. “The lash Dominus, the lash.”

Which caused both men to raise their heads in surprise, Felix had obviously thought as Vitus that she was certain to be in his bed that night and thus appease his son’s anger while making good on the deal with the lanista. “The lash? You are sure of that girl?” He asked calmly.

When she answered with a brief nod he gestured with an open hand towards the small whip on a table by the wall. “As you choose. Five only Vitus. I will not have her utterly ruined for use.” He then returned to his papers as if her decision held no more weight upon his mind than his choice in meals.

Vitus gripped her hair with a snarl and dragged her to the wall, placing her hands upon it before ripping the top of her dress from around her neck to bare her back and upper body completely. “Do not move.” He barked, turning from her to take up the braided leather and cracking it in the air to make her jump.

Bringing the lash down in the first blow across her back Vitus was rewarded with a sharp scream as Violetta’s back bowed at the contact. He quickly followed the first blow with a second and a third. Her screams brought a smile of almost orgasmic pleasure to his face. The fourth blow found its mark and the welts began to rise when he paused to lean close, pressing her into the wall as he licked a tear from her cheek before whispering. “Now do you wish for my cock inside you slave? Do you beg for me to fill you or to deliver the last blow?”

She could hardly breath for the pain, it was unlike anything she had ever felt and yet she could not give in, could not let him think that she would ever willingly be in his bed. Drawing the deepest breath she was able, Violetta whispered. “No Dominus.” then rested her forehead against the cold stone wall to await the final blow that would see her excused for the rest of the night once it landed. The knowledge of the drug in her possession gave her some strength to face the oncoming agony as did the memory of her lover’s lips across the very skin that was now defaced with violence.

With a vicious roar, Vitus brought the lash in a final stroke, not to her back but across the purple bruises on her ribs. The sensitive skin split under the intense abuse and blood began to flow. Violetta felt her knees give out and fell to the floor with an agonized wail. This was unlike any pain she had ever felt, it robbed her of breath as she curled into a ball on the cold stone floor.

If this was the cost of a minor loss that had not taken coin from the hand of either Roman what would happen if it did? They would kill her, that was the plan, it had to be if this was not the worst it would be. Her whimpering sobs filled the silence for a moment until Vitus dropped the whip to the floor and stepped to his father’s desk, she vaguely heard him speak of taking the note of thanks to Tertius himself in the morning before he exited the room leaving her half naked, bleeding on the floor.

Once she was sure that Vitus was gone Violetta pulled herself up to stand, gripping the edge of the small table beside her that had held the whip. Each move was a slow torture to the newly broken skin as she tied her dress about her neck again, wincing at each pull of muscle and choking back a cry when the fabric touched the wound of the last blow. Slowly she walked to where Vitus had dropped the whip on the floor and crouched to pick it up, recoiling it to place the weapon back on the table where it had been then she stood silently, awaiting Felix’ dismissal as a few tears still streamed down her cheeks.

“Wine.” Muttered Felix from the desk, his hand holding a quill, moving quickly across the paper in front of him. When she placed the poured cup beside him, he added. “One for yourself as well girl.” Looking up he watched as she struggled to steady her breathing before drinking the rich wine. “The drink will help with the pain.” He said, putting down the pen and resting his chin on his fingertips for a moment before continuing “It is unwise to antagonize him Violetta. You know this and yet you knowingly incur his wrath with rejection?”

“Gratitude Dominus.” She said softly, sipping the strong wine and closing her eyes as it slipped down her throat, burning slightly but not enough to distract from the pain of her side and back. She could feel the blood from the injury wetting her dress and she worried that it might drip upon the floor. Even though it hurt terribly she pressed a hand to her side to try and slow the bleeding as she tried to finish quickly. She needed to get away to her cell, to see if one of the older women would stitch the wound closed for her before she took the drug from Cassian so that she could find some rest at last. “Is there anything else you require of me Dominus?” She asked carefully, not wanting to assume he was finished with her but unsure what he could want.

Felix shook his head to pull himself from the dark musings that the late hour often brought to his mind. “Go and see wounds tended, if the medicus is required he will be sent for. I would have you willing and able to attend me at breakfast with dry eyes and wounds closed, no longer seeping blood upon dress or floor.” He waved his hand in dismissal and watched as she exited the room slowly, the pain obvious in how she moved.

As soon as she left Felix’s office Violetta stumbled to the kitchens and then down the hall and stairs to the slave’s cells. She found an older woman there that could stitch the wound closed. She applied cold cloths to the raised welts from the lash while a needle gently tugged the skin together at her side where it was darkened from bruises and then the blow of a lash had split it open. The marks upon her back would not scar though it would take some time for them to heal but the final blow across the skin already softened by the bruise had cut deeper than the rest and even the small stitches of the seamstress’ hand could not change the fact that it would leave a scar for the rest of her days.

Tears streamed down her cheeks, red with pain and embarrassment, but she simply shook her head when plied with questions regarding the cause for such a strike to be administered.

Trying to distract herself from the pain of the needle Violetta turned her thoughts to Cassian and what would happen if Vitus did, in fact, break words with him of what had happened that night. Would his strained grip on control break and cause his temper to flare once more?

As the thread in her side was pulled tight, she whimpered, but when her nurse muttered something about the need for medicinal drugs to be in the house she remembered the ‘gift’ hidden in her dress. As soon as the woman’s back was turned, she drew the small vial out, removed the cap and paused only for a second before downing the contents. Closing her eyes, she waited for the potion to take effect. letting her thoughts wander back to the stolen moments in his arms upon the dining table in the ludus.

As the narcotic took slow influence over her senses every moment was brought back; his hand upon her hips as they moved together, his mouth devouring her body, his voice in her ear making her shake. It took only moments until every voice around her sounded like his and a smile spread across her lips.

The women gently moved Violetta to lay on the mat in her cell, making sure that she was not on her injured side when they covered her to sleep off the pain and the drug. She was murmuring and whispering in her sleep, holding conversations with him in her mind. She spoke of love and wishes to be in his arms again without being pulled from them. All those in earshot could not help but smile at the heartfelt innocence of her words; the affections of a lover spoken aloud. The old woman sat guard outside the room as Meridius would have done, to keep any curious hands from her injured, intoxicated, body. Eventually the girl quieted, passionate musings turned to prayers to any and all gods to see them to each other arms again and for the reporting of her injury to not bring pain to her lover but pride that she was strong enough to choose this over allowing another to take her body, that her love for him was strong enough to choose pain over the touch of any other man in an intimate caress.
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CHAPTER 3
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Dawn came in the villa above the ludus, but the sunlight found its champion not training upon the sands but with iron at his throat and looped at his wrists. It was not swords or any other weapon that found itself in his grasp but a broom. He stared down at himself and thought that no one would recognize the champion of Velletri now. Bare footed in a tunic that was loosely belted at his hips. He could not ever remember wearing such things even in his childhood freedom. If Tertius sought to humble him then he had achieved his goal for even the rest of the house slaves skirted his presence as though to be seen near him would draw the displeasure of their master.

That he deserved some punishment for attitude and behavior the night before he did not doubt but this was too much, even after arguing with Doctore. He possessed skills in combat beyond any man within the walls, he could deal death without the guilt that plagued some and yet what did it earn him? The anguish of finding love that he could call his own, but having it held beyond his reach?

He let his thoughts wander to the image of the true wish of his heart: Violetta. He longed to hold her close in more than just the momentary embraces they had been allowed so far, to touch her until he knew every inch of her skin as well as he knew his own. He wanted his touch to make her whimper and moan with desire. To watch her come apart in his arms with nothing more than his hands upon her. He had never thought to find love again, without reserve, and yet the gods had seen fit to see her to his heart if not his arms.

There had to be a way to see her more than just after a fight, perhaps once he was returned to the lanista’s good graces he could break words on the subject. The corners of his lips lifted in a soft smile at the thought of being able to surprise her with a meeting that had nothing to do with the games. How her face would light up, a beaming smile and the sparkle in her beautiful eyes. She would throw her arms around him and he would carry her to the nearest bed they could use. He wanted to court her, with witty words and the small gifts a slave could afford but it did not seem as though that would be permitted either. His smile broadened until he heard a voice that turned daydreams to nightmares.

“Tell your Dominus that Vitus Census awaits him, at his leisure of course.” The Roman called loudly as he stepped inside. Cassian watched his enemy look around the villa as though he were surprised there was no trace of the previous night’s celebration. Strolling through the halls as if it were his own house Vitus walked past the man wearing iron collar and shackles, pausing when he recognized the face.

“Well now. I see the champion stands in glory this fine morning.” He chuckled as he circled Cassian, taking in the sight of his humiliation with a smirk that could only be described as ecstatic. Stopping before him Vitus tapped a finger to his lips in thought. “I am sure that Violetta would laugh at such a sight.” He arched a brow as a corner of his mouth lifted in a mocking smirk. “If she were able to do so without tears.”

His entire body tensed; muscles clenched ready to strike as his heart thundered in his chest. Comprehension of the words he spoke sliced through his fog of hatred. “Violetta cries? When? Why?” He asked, eyes narrowing while his voice tightened with sudden anxiety for her safety and the wish that the wood in his hand was steel sharped to a deadly edge so that he could find justice for her if this monster stood the cause.

Vitus smirked as his words found their mark. “As a woman does following the sting of the lash applied to flesh. You should have heard the screams, gladiator, as it cut that sweet flesh.” Vitus licked his lips and his eyes glossed slightly. Arching a brow, he baited him further. “It makes the cock hard to think of the sound, wondering what other ways she could be brought to such fevered state. She has that effect does she not. With her innocent eyes and soft lips made for pleasuring her masters.”

Closing his eyes for a moment Cassian swallowed back the bitter bile that rose to the back of his throat at the thought of Vitus’ hands upon his woman. The collar seemed to tighten with the unspoken command that he stay silent and still as a proper slave would even under such offence. A darkness covered his eyes and the world itself stopped turning as he weighed the truth in the Roman’s words. “You,” He paused for a breath. “You laid the lash to her innocent flesh absent cause? She has done nothing to warrant such a thing. Nothing that transpired here last night was her doing or fault.”

Grinning at the second victim of his actions, Vitus was practically purring. “You would know better than me her lack of innocence, would you not?” He chuckled and leaned closer. “Her punishment is of course part of the agreement between my father and your own Dominus. Did she not tell you of it? Or was her mouth filled with things other than words when last you saw each other?” He grinned deviously and continued with a careful eye on his clenched fists. “The lash was her choice and I was only too happy to apply it. She had another option.” He shrugged, visibly savoring the distress he was causing. “You must be as good as you are reputed to be Cassian, if she would rather take the lash than willingly bed the son of her Dominus.” His hand reached to grasp Cassian’s chin and wrenched it, so their gazes were forced to meet, both men with unmasked hatred for the other blazing brightly.

Their eyes still locked together Cassian let the broom fall from his grasp. The fact that this pathetic excuse of a man had lifted a whip to the tender flesh of his woman was beyond what he could allow himself to comprehend. It could not be true and yet it was impossible to deny the look of triumph in the eyes of Vitus, there was a satisfaction too deep to be a lie shining in them. He did not fight the grip upon his chin but glared in deadly rebuttal. “Your effect must be small to bring her preference to pain over your cock.” Had his words been too much? Would they be the cause of more pain for her? Perhaps the man’s jealousy was the true drive to this insane torment, but he could not now give her up, not after knowing her touch and seeing her love for him shining in those bright blue eyes. Guilt would be a heavy weight upon his soul until he had her safe in his arms and away from this madman.

Vitus brought the back of his hand across Cassian’s mouth. “You forget position slave!” He snarled viciously before gripping his hair to pull him closer. “Trust that I affect her. When I buried my cock deep inside her she cried like a virgin plucked for the first time.” He took a step back and smiled slowly at Cassian’s tormented demeanor. The Roman monster was reveling in the anguish he caused by sharing the knowledge of Violetta’s pain. “Perhaps one night I should borrow you from Tertius. To have your hands hold her in place while I take her so that you can see with your own eyes the effect that I have upon her.” He hissed as the lanista approached at last.

Cassian did not flinch, did not blink, when the blow landed but instead kept his eyes locked to those of Vitus so that the sole sign of any pain was the bead of sweat glistening across his brow. They could try to break him, to break them both, but it was something he would not allow. They would find his spirit unbreakable and if it was his heart that they chose to use against him then he had only two options; return to glacial coldness and let no one, man or woman, close enough to warm him, or fortify the bond so that there was nothing and no one who could influence their feelings for one another. The choice was obvious, he fought a smirk at the certainty he felt. He would offer no missio in his pursuit of her now, she was the light in his darkness, and no one would leave him in the shadows again.

Tertius’ timely appearance to lead the fool away to conduct whatever business lay between them was a gift, allowing the gladiator a moment to breathe and collect himself. He retrieved the mop he had dropped so that he could continue the foolish task given to a champion who should have been training that very moment, but he was determined to take advantage of the menial task to give freedom to his mind and focus upon the solace of her and the memory of the moment he realized it was not just a physical connection between them but something so much more precious; love. He would see her again so that he could find a way to make up for the suffering and cruelty he had caused without knowing. He would fortify her against the Roman games and find a way to assure her that he wanted to keep her safe and as close to him as possible. “Play your games Dominus.” He muttered to the retreating men. “For I stand champion of her safety as well the sands.”

“Good Vitus.” Tiberius Tertius, closing his hand over his countryman's shoulder he smiled broadly, masking the warning glare that he gave his own man to still his tongue before further offence was offered.

Vitus forced a smile to his lips as he guided him away from the gladiator. “A pleasure to see you this fine day within my villa, one that was not expected after your father breaking words of you feeling unwell last night so that you could not join us.” There was no doubt that the lanista would try to discover the reason for the tension between them, but he had to know the longer their interaction the greater chance it would become worse and so he drew Vitus away. “Come, let us break words over wine in the solar where there is greater sun and more pleasing sights to look upon than a mulish gladiator atoning for his faults.”

Turning to face his host Vitus plastered a wide smile to his face that made Cassian want to smash his fist across it even if he would be punished more. “Tiberius, the pleasure is mine to be within your walls once again.” Following at a discreet distance to the solar the gladiator hid and watched his enemy hand a parchment to the lanista before taking a seat and the glass of wine that a docile slave held out to him. “I come bearing a note of gratitude from my father for last nights’ entertainments. I would add my own with it in person.” The lanista’s expression was puzzled and so he added. “Though I was unable to attend myself I was more than pleased at the results of your test and to fulfill my father’s side of your agreement regarding your man’s loss, any loss.” He smiled with a serenity that turned the hidden gladiator’s stomach and sipped the wine, his lips puckering to say that it was grossly inferior to his pallet.

Tiberius stepped to the small table holding the wine and poured himself a glass, a thing that would normally have been left to Jovian, but the boy had been sent to the ludus to fetch a tonic from the Druid in the infirmary only moments earlier. Returning to Vitus he sat down, rubbing a hand across his chin. “Any loss? I had thought it was the arena matches that we had been speaking of. Did you mention this to him, to Cassian? I had given no thought to her being punished for loss during the test.”

Cassian could not believe what he was hearing; that he had agreed to a contract that brought harm to her but there was nothing to be done now except to contain the damage done and use it to inspire himself to constant victory. He brought his attention back to the words of the Romans as Tertius asked. “Is that what brought you to the need to strike him? Did he bring offence upon hearing the news?”

Vitus set the cup aside and shook his head. “I assure you that it was my father’s decree not my own that saw it done. I was happy enough, of course, to please my noble father by seeing his will done.” He smiled and took up the cup again. “I only broke words with the man to inform him of her state since he does seem to have some care for her well being. I was not bothered though his words demanded retribution. Apologies if the strike brought you offence, I fear my temper got the better of me in the moment.” He swirled the contents of his cup before taking another sip of the sharp liquid. “The test was an enormous success, I hope. I was surprised to hear of the outcome upon my father’s return.”
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