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"Not by the stars do we chart our fate, 

but by the fire in our veins.  

To conquer the unknown is to kneel to no god,  

to fear no abyss, to shatter the chains.  

The sea was endless, yet we sailed.  

The sky was boundless, yet we soared.  

The Titans fell, yet we rose—  

unbroken, unbowed, forevermore."  

—Inspired by the spirit of Pindar







  
  

Chapter 1
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Marcus choked on a breath, his hands shaking as the servants scurried around the tent, carrying large water pitchers. Blood. It was everywhere. Staining the sheets. His hands. Between his thighs. Marcus took another stuttering breath, turning his face away, ignoring the bitter tears that threatened to spill over. Another one. By the heavens, Jupiter had cursed him. 

"Primus," one of his most trusted physicians said, coming to kneel at his bedside. "What do you want to do with—"

"Primus! Primus—fuck get out of the way! Primus!" Fabius barged into the tent, not bothering to wait for his command to enter. "Marcus—" He stopped dead, his mouth falling open. Marcus's face flushed and he yanked the blanket over his stomach, hiding his naked waist. 

"What is it? Is it so bad that you can't even remember your decorum and fucking knock?" Marcus spat, but his voice was weak. Winded from screaming his lungs out earlier. 

"Not when we've captured the fucking leader of the Ice Hounds," Fabius said. "You can crucify me later, I promise, but we've got him by the balls and I don't know about you, but I know a pike with his fucking name on it." 

Marcus sat up upon hearing that. "Are you certain?" They'd been chasing the traitorous bastard Lysander Ironclaw for the past year and a half, for the right to seize the Argentum River Valley. The Argentum River Valley was nestled between towering mountains. It was a fertile region renowned for its silver mines and lush meadows. 

The river flowing through it served as a vital trade artery, connecting inland Gaul settlements to coastal ports. Controlling this valley would have secured crucial resources like silver and agricultural goods, essential for Rome's prosperity and strategic dominance in the region. Antony had sought to secure it with eighty men of the Centurions with Marcus leading them as the Primus Pilus. 

"I'm certain," Fabius beamed at him. "The men await your command, and I might say… They're ravenous." 

Marcus tossed off the bloody white sheets and stood to his full height, not caring that Fabius saw his nudity or the blood still caking his thighs. "Saddle my horse."

The physician looked at him with a horrified expression. "Primus–you must rest–"

"There'll be time for that later. Dress me. And saddle my fucking horse," Marcus barked. Everyone jumped into action and Fabius shot him a concerned look before he hurried to flee his tent. They had him. The fucking Gauls. A race of feral Þrælar wolves that declared themselves kings. It was no secret that they held the might, their previous king Lucious Rex, and his successor ruled the Icelands with an iron fist, no person had ever managed to breach them before, however, as the Roman empire was spreading across Britannia, Germania, Italia, and Iberia this was the one place the remained untouched. It was uncharted land and Marcus knew the men in the senate were itching for fresh land to explore. Marcus swallowed hard while his physician worked to stem the blood flow, then put on his robes. 

Marcus stood still as his new servant, a young omega with bright green eyes, adjusted his Primus Pilus robes. The robes were deep red with gold patterns and they draped elegantly over his shoulder. The servant had raven black hair that was almost waist length, pale skin, and a lithe body. Marcus snorted, wondering why Antony shoved his conquests right in his fucking face. His entire body shuddered and his belly cramped as another wave of contractions hit him, but he ignored it. "Primus," the physician said, his old hands shaking. He wore pure white robes and his gray hair was short at the sides. "You must return swiftly. We will need to stitch up the wound or I fear you will bleed to death–"

"I will return within the hour," Marcus gritted out, fixing his scutum. Marcus felt the weight of his Lorica Musculata, its bronze ridges reflecting the moonlight. His leather skirt swayed as he adjusted the red cape over his shoulder. Every step felt like agony, but he ignored the pain and the clench in his stomach. His hands shook visibly as he marched out of his tent. Fabius was waiting for him and straightened when he appeared, falling into rank right behind him. Marcus's horse stood several feet away and a slave got on their hands and knees, using themselves as a human stepping stool. "How close are we?" Marcus demanded.

"A few miles out, thirty minutes tops," Fabius replied. 

"Prepare the Aquila, I want to give the savage as a sacrifice to Jupiter." Buckling his shin and arm armor, he mounted his great white steed, facing his men with determined resolve. However inside, he was quivering. His thighs shook around the horse and every breath felt like a stab of pain through his stomach. "Tonight we ride to glory. Bring the savage back alive or else, we'll dine with Pluto tonight!"

The men roared and Fabius mounted his horse. The horses' hooves thundered on the ground as they charged into battle, the earth trembling beneath their powerful strides. Marcus's hands shook around the reins, his belly tightening with adrenaline, while blood trickled down his thigh. They rode hard into the forest, making sure to dart and weave through the trees. Soon the sounds of a battle caught his ears, the noise buzzing in his ears like white noise until they raced through the trees and came the men tearing each other apart. The Romans kept their formation, a solid wall of steel while the barbarians rushed against them like water upon rocks. The battle raged, and the Romans and barbarians clashed with brutal intensity. The barbarians wielded primitive weapons—clubs, axes, and crude swords—against the Romans' disciplined formations. Marcus's heart raced as he surveyed the madness, his men pressing their advantage.

Amidst the fray, Marcus's gaze fixed on one barbarian in particular—towering and muscular, with a thick, wild beard and fierce blue eyes ablaze with rage. His long dreadlocks were almost to his waist and held back by a single hair band. 

Lysander Ironclaw. 

Marcus felt a chill as their eyes locked briefly, but he straightened his spine. "Bring him to me."

"Yes, Primus!" Fabius shouted, unsheathing his sword. He raced into battle, with the others backing him up, their horses falling into a solid triangle formation, forcing the barbarians to move back or be crushed beneath the horse's hooves. Marcus felt his stomach cramp, a sharp pain twisting his insides as he gritted his teeth against it, more blood trickled down his thighs. By the heavens, he didn't know what he could do. Marcus was no stranger to pain, having been on several tours and several civil wars until he became Primus, but this was different. Neither of them had been after…

He swallowed hard, fisting the reigns until his knuckles were white. He watched Fabius attack the brute, who swung a heavy board sword, nearly cleaving him in two. Fabius was a skilled fighter and he knew Lysander was tired. They all were. Having chased the heathen to the edges of Britannia, he'd been more than shocked to find out that Lysander wasn't Britannian, but in fact, Gaul, residing on a secluded island far beyond the Roman empire's reach. 

No matter. He'd be crushed to pieces before nightfall. The Argentum River Valley was theirs. Marcus watched intently as Fabius clashed with Lysander Ironclaw. The barbarian's broadsword sliced through the air with deadly precision, delivering a crushing blow that sent Fabius tumbling from his horse. With a grunt, Fabius rolled onto his feet, and soldiers swiftly shaped a protective barrier around him. 

"Forward!" Fabius bellowed, and their shields built a sturdy wall against the advancing barbarians. Spears thrust forward, striking down their foes with lethal precision.

Lysander was cornered. Marcus's heart raced as Fabius broke ranks and charged. With swift surprise, Fabius's sword struck true, catching Lysander in a crippling blow to the stomach. Lysander grunted in pain, his men closing ranks around him, shields and swords fencing a protective cage. "Victory!" Fabius proclaimed, raising his sword high in the air. 

The soldiers cheered. 

Finally, Marcus thought. His horse snorted, stamping his hooves and Marcus fought through waves of dizziness, his vision strobing with each heartbeat, his breaths ragged and desperate. More blood was spilling down his thigh and he knew he'd be in trouble if they didn't head back now. He signaled for the men to return and Fabius mounted his horse and trudged up the hill where he was waiting for them, looking down at the battle. "Have the Barbarian sent to my tent later on."

Fabius nodded, breathless. "Primus."

"Good work Fabius, you will be rewarded," Marcus grunted, then jerked the reins of his horse, speeding back to camp. They arrived quickly and he hurried to dismount, the second he got off his horse Fabius' face twisted as did all the men, but Marcus ignored it. 

"Primus—" a slave hurried over him.

"Have the physician brought over immediately," Marcus replied. "I will rest now."

"Primus, Antony Antonius Maximus has arrived, he waits for you in your tent."

Marcus's heart almost stopped. Fuck. He wasn't expecting Antony so soon. "Fine. Attend him. I will be in shortly." He darted into his tent and hurried to get dressed. The slaves changed the bleeding under his robes and dressed him in a long dark robe, while Marcus's entire body shook. 

"Primus," the physician from earlier hurried into the room. "Please, you must rest–" 

"I will speak with Antony. Then prepare—" Marcus took a ragged breath. "Don't worry, Augustus, I'm fine. Really. I will speak with Antony and I'll be in there shortly." 

The physician pinched his lips but didn't dare say anything more. They all knew Antony Antonius Maximus wasn't a patient man. The slaves cleaned the blood off his thighs, and Marcus wiped the sweat from his brow, taking a drink of water to try and calm his racing nerves. He took several breaths before he finally headed into the main tent where he knew Antony was waiting. Marcus stepped into the grand Roman Primus tent, filled with rich red curtains and polished wood furniture. Antony lounged in a chair, enjoying grapes and wine, with a male servant sitting on his lap. The same fucking omega servant that was attending him earlier. Marcus resisted the urge to roll his eyes, but he knew Antony must be here on official business, and at the end of the day he was Primus, above all else. Marcus swallowed around the knot in his throat and saluted to Antony. 

"Back already," Antony drawled. "I thought for sure you would've been out counting your spoils, cousin."

"There's still time for that yet," Marcus replied, ignoring the way Antony shoved a grape into the omega's mouth, along with his slender fingers. Marcus felt dizzy and disgusted. Antony's relaxed behavior seemed too bold and inappropriate, but he bit into his cheek. "News from Rome?"

"Yes," Antony responded, finally turning away from the servant. "You are to bring the Gaul back to my Villa, the senate has decided to be lenient since there isn't much known about the Gaul, surely they can't be as bad as the Britannias, or the Germanias," he laughed, standing to his full height. 

Antony was dressed in senatorial white robes with a long red sash over his shoulder. His brown hair curled into ringlets, his strong jaw, full lips, and peach blossom-green eyes made his face look sensual, but it was his oily smile that greeted Marcus, expecting a kiss on the cheek. Marcus obliged reluctantly and pressed a light kiss to his husband's chiseled cheek.

"What's that? Is that all I get for coming to see you? Come now, surely you can do better than that." He grinned.

Marcus tightened his jaw and kissed him deeper, lingering longer before pulling away.

Antony inhaled slowly, then curled his hand around his neck. "Now that's more like a cousin, or should I say, husband." He chuckled. "Anyway, what's wrong with you? Have you been stabbed or something? You look white as a ghost."

Bile clawed its way up Marcus's throat but he ignored it. "The Gaul had been subdued. Do you plan to train him to fight in the tournaments?"

"I do," Antony replied, walking over to the table and popping another grape into his mouth. "He'll fetch a fine price in my villa, I'll add him to my collections of gladiators." Antony stretched his arms and yawned. "Ah, I'm tired. I shall retire here for the night, and have the room prepared."

Marcus's jaw worked. "I apologize, I will be indisposed tonight, feel free to have the reign of the slaves and do as you please."

"Such formality," Antony scoffed, then frowned, turning to face him. "Are you okay? You look like…" He froze for a moment. "Dismissed." He waved his hand and all the servants fled the tent, leaving them alone. "What's wrong? Your scent is simply rank. What happened?"

Lightheadedness washed over Marcus, his vision stuttering in and out like a flickering torch, his breaths ragged and strained. The tight control he held finally shattered and Marcus staggered, his knees almost buckling. Antony caught him, holding him up. "Marcus! Juno's cunt, what's wrong? Tell me. Physician!" 

Augustus came running in, along with a few other servants, helping Marcus into his bedroom. They stripped off his robes which were now almost soaked through. "Fuck, what happened?" Antony demanded, horrified. 

Marcus clenched his jaw so tight he thought it would snap. 

"Domus Antonius, please allow the Primus some privacy while we attend to him."

"I'm not going anywhere, can't you see my husband is in pain? Why have you let him get to such a state?" Antony barked at him. "You will all be crucified if anything happens to him!" 

Marcus's pain intensified until it became unbearable. He gripped his stomach, doubling over, feeling it cramp violently. Sweat beaded on his forehead as waves of agony washed over him. He felt like his insides were being devoured alive. A hoarse scream erupted from his throat, startling the servants and physicians nearby, who rushed to his side. 

"Antony–the pup–" Marcus wheezed out, using every last bit of breath he could to let his husband know.

Antony froze, his face going white as a sheet. "I'll–ugh–I'll let them–yeah." He fled the room and it wasn't like Marcus expected him to do anything else. For all the faux concern he held, Marcus knew it was nothing more than hot air, but still. His heart tightened, painful at being abandoned again. He gritted his teeth, while the physician got to work.


      [image: image-placeholder]Low voices were heard in the background as Marcus drifted in and out of consciousness. His mouth tasted like it had been stuffed with cotton and his lower body ached something fierce. He'd been given opium for pain, but it did nothing to quell the pounding in his head. "Hey," Antony said, gently touching his cheek. "You're awake."

Marcus struggled to sit up and Antony helped him. "Here drink this," Antony said, bringing some water to his lips. He drank greedily and then leaned back against the pillows. "You look like shit," Antony spoke, wiping his sodden hair away from his forehead.

"I feel like shit," Marcus replied. "But there's so much to do, where is Augustus?"

"I sent him off for the night. You've been asleep for two days."

"Ah…" Marcus responded no wonder his limbs felt so stiff. "I'll get dressed at once and retrieve–"

"Wait," Antony said. "Rest now. That's an order."

"I can't–my men–"

"Can wait," Antony replied. "By Jupiter, you've just…" He sighed. "I know you want to move. To keep busy. Trust me, you will eventually but for now, just sit still." 

Marcus swallowed hard. He couldn't sit still. If he did, he'd have to think about how much he wanted the pup. How he'd left Rome on crusade knowing he was with child, hoping to surprise Antony once it was born. Bitter tears welled up in his eyes and he turned his face away. "What news of Rome?" 

Antony's mouth twitched into a smile. "Lucius Aemilius, that old hag wants my seat on the senate and Gaius Cornelius plans to overthrow Publius Claudius for his acts of misconduct, it's all such a horrid affair. Ah," Antony sighed, leaning back in his chair. "I wish to return to my villa, and enjoy the company of my family."

"Bullshit," Marcus snorted. "You can't stand Julia, your sister drives you crazy and your mother, Cornelia, is even worse." 

"Yes, but it's so much fun with you there, she loves you the best," Antony replied, his eyes twinkling. "You were always her favorite, I swear, if you'd been born an alpha, you would've owned half of Rome by now."

Marcus didn't bother responding to that. He knew what most of the men whispered behind his back, an omega in the military was one thing–but an omega Primus was another. However, Marcus had proven himself time and time again. Most of his men would die for him and he held a strong position at court because of it. Deep down, he knew it was why Antony wanted to marry him to begin with. Everyone feared Marcus Tiberus, the Primus of eighty strong Centurions. The strongest in all of Rome. Marcus wasn't under any delusions about his cousin.

Antony was only with him for show and for a while, it suited Marcus just fine… until it didn't. "I will retire now. I'm tired."

"Of course, rest dear husband," Antony said, rising to his feet. "Tomorrow we will meet the Gaul together." He walked to the entrance and Marcus's stomach flipped when he saw that same green-eyed servant from earlier get up to follow his husband out the door. His chest tightened, and pain stabbed through him.

"Antony," Marcus called out before he registered it.

"Yes?" Antony turned with a light smile on his lips. "What is it?" 

Marcus swallowed around the dagger in his throat. "The pup…"

"Not another word, turn it from your thoughts. Rest, love." Antony left, his eyes darting to the servant who followed dutifully behind him. Marcus's bottom lip trembled, he gripped the blanket until his knuckles were white and finally, let the tears he'd been holding back all day and night, fall. 








  
  

Chapter 2
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Marcus woke with tears hardening on his cheeks. He felt like his chest had been caved open, but it was a feeling he was familiar with by now. Sunlight streamed through the window in the early morning so he slowly sat up in bed. He grunted, feeling more blood seep into his underwear, but called the slaves for a fresh one and quickly got dressed. Yesterday he wasn't able to meet the Gaul. He seemed very similar to the Germani and Scandia tribes they've faced in the past and Marcus wasn't looking forward to another fucking blood bath. 

He ran a hand through his short brown hair and sighed. Augustus came into the room with some water and gently cleaned his face, wiping down his arms and legs with scented oils that he knew Antony had requested. His lip curled in disgust, but he let it happen, knowing how ruthless Antony could be if Marcus publicly denied him. He dressed in his military uniform and rolled his massive shoulders. "Primus." Fabius saluted. 

"What news of the Gaul?" Marcus demanded.

"Nothing as of yet, we were waiting for your command," Fabius replied, but his brown eyes looked at him worriedly. "You should still be resting."

"We've captured the Gaul, the Imperator would no doubt be eager to hear our report the moment we get back. The men are battle-worn, not having seen their families in almost half a year, we're running out of provisions and that fucking animal won't be held for long. I don't have time to rest," Marcus gritted out, he picked up a scroll and tried to read it, but his stomach clenched so hard he thought he was going to pass out. By the heavens, when would it end? His hands trembled and he calmly set it down. He'd read it later. "Where is he being held?"

"Among the other slaves."

"Take him out. Strip him. Tie him to a horse and parade him around for a bit, then bring him to the central square. He will kneel before our Gods or his family will be crucified. Find out who he's mated to, naturally, the Gaul won't say a word. Follow his scent and grab the people on whom it is the strongest." 

Fabius snorted. "Damn, no rest indeed. I'll see it done," he replied, then paused. He stepped closer, resting a large hand on the nape of his neck. Fabius was one of his oldest and dearest friends, they've grown up together and served many years in the military together, he knew there was no one else he trusted more than this man. His brown eyes were wide and beseeching and his dirty blond hair fell over his brow. "I'm sorry for your loss."

Marcus tensed up immediately, the muscles in his shoulder straining beneath his touch. Fabius sent a calming wave of his scent and he relaxed infinitesimally. His eyes pricked with tears and Marcus cleared his throat. There were very few people he could be vulnerable with and Fabius was certainly one of them. "Thank you," Marcus whispered.

"If you need anything, let me know." Fabius squeezed his shoulder. "The men grieve with you, and they're offering liberation when the time comes."

"No," Marcus uttered with more force than necessary. "No need. Antony doesn't want such a hassle. It's fine."

Fabius snorted. "Who gives a shit what Antony wants?" 

"Fabius," Marcus warned.

"What?" Fabius sneered. "We are sent to fight his war. It was the Imperotator who commanded Antony to raise his legions against the Gaul, and instead, he sent you because he didn't want to get his hands dirty. Everybody knows Gaius Julius Caesar favors him, for some Godforsaken reason, maybe he sucked the right cocks, who knows?"

Marcus barked a laugh, cupping his mouth quickly to stifle the sound. "He'll have your head for saying that."

Fabius grinned. "I'm sure you'd never allow it, you're more powerful than him anyway–"

"More powerful than who?" a voice asked, causing them both to start and jump apart.

Antony stood near the door, dressed in black robes with a long red sash over his shoulder. His eyes narrowed at Fabius' hands which were once resting on Marcus's shoulders. 

"Nothing. Prepare the Gaul," Marcus said, and Fabius saluted them both and left the tent. Antony's mouth curled into a smirk, and he picked up a few grapes from the table, popping them into his mouth. "It's early," Marcus remarked. "I didn't expect you to be awake."

"Why? So I wouldn't see you snuggling up to your second in command?" Antony rolled his eyes. "I'm here for the show, naturally."

Marcus swallowed hard. "Naturally. Then, shall we?" He allowed Antony to take his arm and immediately recoiled when the scent of the omega hit his nostrils. He shot Antony a dirty look who continued to smile at him, in that same rueful grin that Marcus hated the most.

"Come now, darling, you can't be upset. That omega was simply delicious. It was a small taste I assure you." 

Anger flared inside his chest. "A small taste? Antony, these are my men–my alphas—how dare you try to disrespect me?"

"Is it not you who has disrespected me?" Antony was still smiling, but the grip on his arm had turned crushing. "Now, darling, be good and let's get this over with. I'd hate to lose my temper in front of your men." 

Marcus turned his face away, seething but allowed Antony to steer him forward. They walked out of the tent together and everyone was lined up and waiting for them. By the heavens, Antony stunk of that omega's cunt. It was seeping into his skin and causing the other men to break out in a low murmur. Marcus clenched his jaw, knowing that if he said anything more about it, it would inflame Antony's temper and that was the last thing he wanted when they were so close to home. Marcus took a slow breath as they walked to the central square, passing rows of white tents. The men stood at attention, and horns blew to announce their arrival. "Behold! Marcus Tiberius, Primus and Antony Antonius, his Consul!"

They sat on two large wooden chairs. Caesar's Aquila was raised high, looking majestic, and the banners were up. The slaves were brought out and forced onto their knees, while Lysander the Gaul was naked, tied to a horse and half dragged over to them. The men laughed and jeered all around them, and Marcus signaled to Fabius to untie him and force him to his knees in front of them. 

The man was massive. 

It was the first thing Marcus noticed and immediately felt unsettled by it. Smooth pale skin was corded with muscles, and black tattoos in an alien language scrawled the length of his forearms, down his back and spine, even on his thighs. Strange. Marcus didn't know what the symbols meant, but his uneasiness grew while Lysander's fierce blue eyes landed on his. His gaze was direct. Ruthless. 

And he looked nowhere else. Not on Antony, who was his Consul or the other alphas around them. Just at him. To say it unnerved him would be an understatement, but Marcus was used to Alpha's posturing, besides, he was the one who captured the barbarian to begin with. 

Antony stood and a hush fell over the men. "Lysander Ironclaw," he spoke, his voice carrying. "Your crimes against the republic have brought you here, instead of yielding the Argentum River Valley, you chose war instead. Gaius Julius Caesar has been merciful and will grant you a place in my villa as one of my finest gladiators, but first, you must pledge your fealty to our most secret Aquila." 

A servant brought forth the Aquila, it was a golden bald eagle on a tall pole, shining brightly in the sunlight. Its wings were spread wide, showing Rome's strength and pride.

"Behold! The might of Rome," Antony said and the men cheered. "Now, bow to it, give it your loyalty, your fealty, forsake all others and we will welcome you into the bosom of Rome." The crowd erupted into a thunderous applause, and Antony laughed, basking in the crowds, but the Gaul's eyes never left Marcus's. They stared at each other and a shiver crawled down Marcus's spine. Antony lifted his hands to calm the crowd, his grin growing. "What say you?"

Lysander looked straight at Marcus, his pale blue eyes piercing his chest.

"Fuck you. Fuck your Gods. Fuck your golden cock bald eagle and fuck Gaius Julius Caesar."

A deadly silence went over the crowd. 

Antony's brow twitched, his mouth curled into a smirk and Marcus knew shit was about to hit the fucking mills, but there was little to do to stop it. 

"Very well." He signaled to Fabius who dragged a boy forward from the slaves, he struggled visibly crying and shaking. Lysander's jaw tightened, but he said nothing when Fabius held a knife to the beta's throat. "How about him? He looks like a good enough sacrifice to the Gods." 

"No–please–" the boy cried, shaking visibly. "Please."

"Stop fucking snivelling," Lysander barked at him. "Take your death like a man."

"Please–please–" the boy cried even harder, shaking so hard his scent turned sour. Marcus raised a brow. His son perhaps? No, that didn't seem right. Not his. He turned to look at another slave and saw him desperately trying to reach through the bars, his eyes bulging with fear. A friend maybe? This boy wasn't a threat to someone like Lysander. He didn't seem to care whether the boy died or not. He tracked the faces of the slaves, his frown deepening. It would take a lot more than killing these slaves to break someone like Lysander, he was a Gaul, a warmonger, and people died around him all the time. No, he'd need someone special. His eyes landed on a feeble woman in the back of the cage, her eyes were sunken pits, but tears were falling from her eyes as she looked on. He could easily see the resemblance between them.

"Why don't we see how many nails I can drive into his skin before he bleeds to death?" Antony said, grinning. The soldiers turned rancorous, screaming and shouting at the top of their lungs to crucify the Gaul and his savage son. 

Marcus stood and everyone went silent. He walked toward the Gaul, staring down at him. They had locked eyes on the battlefield and Marcus felt his heart race at how blue they were, almost like falling into an ocean. "Not him," he spoke to Fabius, but his eyes never left Lysander. "That one." He pointed to a female near the back of the cage. "Her."

Lysander visibly stiffened and Fabius threw the boy back into the cage and they dragged the woman out. Her face was filthy and there was an ugly gaping wound on her ankle. There–Marcus's mouth almost twitched into a smile. Side by side they looked practically identical. A sister perhaps? Lysander's muscles bulged and he clamped his mouth shut.

"Nothing to say? You had a lot to say earlier," Marcus taunted. "Be good, kneel to our Gods and swear your fealty and she will be given safe passage as a slave in my household."

Lysander's mouth curled into a sneer, but he didn't say anything. Fabius yanked the woman by the hair, his knife poised at her throat. Lysander lurched forward, his eyes widening with fear. "Or… I could just slit her throat here and now, your choice," Marcus continued.

He'd yield. They all did at the end. 

The woman had tears trailing down her cheeks, her lip trembling but she said nothing. Almost as if she were prepared to die. Stubborn fool, Marcus sneered inwardly. 

"Crucify her, let her wails be heard for two days and nights before slitting her throat–"

"You're unmarked."

Marcus froze, his brow twitching. 

"What's wrong? Too busy fucking around to settle down? If that's the case, why don't you stop this nonsense and come have a ride on my knot?" Lysander interrupted him, causing Marcus to stiffen. "You seem uptight, omega."

Rage filled his veins, but Marcus kept his face impassive. 

"I'm sure you let all your men have a turn, so why not me? Have you ever had a taste of Gaul before? I'd split you right open." Lysander tilted his head, his grin widening. "Who knew Rome allowed whores to lead their armies and run rampant? Are there no real alphas around to challenge me?" 

A blistering cold rage consumed Marcus, chilling him to the bone as he clenched his fists, his jaw set like granite. It was one thing to insult his country but to insult him as a Primus and a leader when he'd won against him fair and square seemed particularly low. Marcus hated that he was used to this by now but still, something about Lysander's words made him bristle. Even though he was married to Antony he was still unmarked, a decision he made to keep Antony at arm's length, but it was always a sore spot between them. He was an unmarked omega with a century of eighty strong alphas, rumours about him swirled around at court that he was taking them all at once, getting fucked to death in his regiment hence why they were so loyal to him. 

Gods forbid he actually be a good leader or care about his soldiers. 

"Fabius," Marcus said through gritted teeth. "Bring me my whip."

The soldiers leaped into action, dragging Lysander over to the wooden pole and strapping him in. They placed a wooden block between his teeth so he didn't bite through his tongue. Even though the Þrælar were strong, Marcus used a special kind of whip as a mixture of a Scourge and the Cat-o'-nine tails, its barbed ends razor sharp and glistening in the light. The tips were dipped in Wolfsbane poison, preventing wolves from healing, and maximizing the agony until it was drawn out for days and weeks. 

Anger hardened Marcus's features, turning his gaze into a piercing, icy stare. The whip cracked sharply through the air, like a sudden thunderclap echoing across the plains. The whip lashed out, causing the skin to burst open like soft tomato skin. Lysander grunted, gripping the ropes so hard his knuckles turned white. The world narrowed, and Marcus flicked his wrist, the whip snapped out and caught him again across the spine, painting his flesh in long strikes that woven into ribbons on his skin. Blood splattered on his cheeks, but he kept going, rage fueling every stroke.

He evened out his breath, striking him, again and again, not caring how everyone had gone silent. His heart thundered in his ears, sweat cooled on his brow but he cared for none of that. He wanted the alpha to pay for his insolence, for disgracing him in front of his men, his army. Time slowed down, and finally, when he stopped, breathless and panting, he saw he'd almost flailed all the skin off Lysander's back.

"Good job, darling," Antony whispered in his ear. "Hopefully you didn't kill him."

Marcus handed his whip back to Fabius. "Lock him up with the others." The slaves brought over a bowl of water, so he could wash his hands. "Bring the slave girl and have her trained, I want her with my other slaves before we leave." He turned to walk away but Antony's voice made him freeze.

"It would be unwise to hand Caesar such a mangled gift."

Marcus gritted his teeth. "In three days give him Frostbane Leaf, it will accelerate his healing so that he won't be too gravely injured when he meets with the Imperator." He moved to leave again but Antony cleared his throat. 

Fucking hell. Marcus held back a sneer when the alpha held out his arm for him to take so they could leave together. 

"Marcus Tiberius, Primus and Antony Antonius, his Consul withdraw!" a servant bellowed and the second they got into Marcus's tent he dropped Antony's arm like a hot stone. He grabbed his goblet of wine and drained it, his hands shaking. Antony strolled in after him, the eerie smile never leaving his lips, but Marcus knew his rage was simmering near the surface. 

"Look, let's not talk about—"

"Why not?" Antony demanded. "Is it any bother to you how much of a fucking joke I've become because my own damn husband won't carry my mark?" He barked. "Juno's cunt, we've been married for three years Marcus and still you won't even consider it!"

"There is nothing to consider. I'm stronger without it. We both know it. If you mark me, I'll be weak. I'll have a liability. I cannot serve in Caesar's army with a liability." 

"A liability?" Antony scoffed. "It's more than that and we both know it. I've courted you since we were boys and still, you've never given me the time of day–"

"How can I when I can't even trust you?" Marcus spat, trembling with rage. "Now get out. Go sleep with your omega whores and–" He choked when a large hand clamped around his throat, cutting off his air.

"Omega whores? Ha, that is a step up from what you are Centurion, Primus," he sneered the words. "You won't hold my mark. How do I know you haven't been with all your men like the rumors say?" Antony sneered, his alpha breath turning rancid and making Marcus's skin crawl. 

"Primus we—" Fabius entered the tent and stiffened.

Antony let Marcus go, leaving him choking and gasping for air. "Did your Primus permit you to enter?" He snorted. "These soldiers know no discipline and they enter your tent as they please… I wonder why that is…" Antony's mouth curled into a smirk. He poured some wine and handed it to Marcus. Blood thundered in Marcus's ears, but he took the wine and drank it, his throat burning. "Go on, speak." 

Fabius's jaw tightened. "Primus, we will be set to leave within the hour. If you have no other commands I will tell the men to withdraw."

"Thank you, Fabius," Marcus replied, his voice hoarse. "You may withdraw as well." Fabius hesitated then saluted and walked out of the tent. A shudder rolled through Marcus, his skin was clammy with sweat as he tried to get his breath under control. Antony approached him, thumbing the tenderness near his Adam's apple gently. 

"We can leave tomorrow darling, within an hour is far too soon for me," he said sweetly. "I want us to retire to my villa, we can prepare the Gladiators for the season and you can forget all this nonsense about not bearing my mark, mmhm? I'll head to my own tent for now. Goodnight." 

Marcus nodded but kept his gaze low. "Goodnight, Consul." 

"There's a good boy," Antony said, tapping his cheek. The minute he left, Marcus slowly leaned back against the table. Deep tremors wracked his entire body as he forced himself to breathe. Just fucking breathe. 
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