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CHAPTER ONE




I wanted to celebrate.

Behind me, the sounds issuing forth from the crowd were deafening. The entire arena vibrated with the fervor of those who had watched the day’s festivities. People vied for my attention, for a look from me, a smile, even a scowl. Some women even flashed their breasts at me, and though I was not interested in the fairer sex in that manner, I appreciated the sentiment.

They were all celebrating my victory. Celebrating me.

I had won. I was that much closer to being the champion of Rome.

My throat dry and coated with the dust of the arena, I turned away from the body of the man that I had just killed. As I rejoined the group of men who were my brothers in our ludus—the training school for gladiators—I focused instead on my triumph. Though I had not had a choice to become a gladiator, I had chosen to embrace the life that I had instead of chafing against it. Yet I still felt a twinge in what was left of my soul when a man fell to the kiss of my sword.

I could not dwell on that, or I would go mad. So as the few men who I allowed to call me companion patted my hard back and boasted raucously of my prowess in the arena, I grinned and took the skin of water that was pressed into my hand, dumping it over my head instead of drinking deeply.

The cool, slick wet ran in rivulets down my skin, refreshing and reviving. Reaching for another full skin, this time I drank, the water clearing my throat and wetting my mouth. It helped to rinse away the bitter taste left behind by what I had just done, and helped to remind me of who I now was.

I would never win the battle between the two emotions, forever warring as they were inside me. I knew that I damned myself with every life that I took, and I hated myself for that. At the same time, I knew that I had had no choice, and I also felt pride over my fame, which had been hard won.

I was no longer the trembling young girl who had been sold into slavery by her family. I might not have had freedom, but my life was better than many who did.

“Easy enough to kill a Gaul.” As I spoke, I bared my teeth at Darius, who was the closest thing that I had to a friend in the ludus. A massive man, he was more than twice my height, and his coal dark skin shone with the perspiration from his own bout with death as he swatted my ass with a hand the size of my head.

“We are not all so easy to defeat, you know.” A Gaul himself, Darius was the only man in the ludus who was permitted to touch me, a right that had taken him a long time to earn.

His overtures of friendship toward me had been greatly helped by the fact that he had arrived at the ludus after I had. In my mind, he was separated from those who had done me so wrong.

The others knew better than to try to touch me, which was something that had taken me a long time to convince them of. Most of them liked their testicles best where they were, hanging heavily between their legs, so they now let me be.

The corner of my mouth quirked up in a smile. This light touch was Darius’ way of saying that he was proud of me. The man who had just fallen to my sword had been highly ranked in the city of Rome, and only the best, the fiercest, had ever had a hope of making him fall.

I did my best to embrace the thrill of the victory, and to swallow down the bitter taste that my actions had left in my mouth.

“Tonight we feast, my friend.” I hooked an arm casually around the massive muscles of my friend’s own limb, wishing very slightly, not for the first time, that I was his type. “I shall use my winnings to buy us wine and fruit.”

The iron gates that led onto the arena sands were hauled open, feet away from us. The next men to face each other were forced onto the expanse of sand, one looking ready for blood, the other green with nerves. I felt a pang, deep inside of me, for the man who had so clearly not yet come to terms with his fate.

Then the gate closed, preventing the gladiators from fleeing the sands. I closed my eyes briefly, banishing the sight of the one man’s fear from my consciousness. Deliberately I moved farther away from the gate, farther into the space that ringed the arena and was closed to the public.

My friend followed me. Turning until we faced each other fully, Darius tucked a strand of my tangled honey hair behind an ear. His hand came away slick with blood, and I clapped my own hand over the appendage.

My hand came away bloody, too. I scowled at the smear of red on my hand, not liking that my opponent had gotten in a blow, no matter that it was the only one and that it was naught but a scratch.

I could not accept even a small hit from an opponent. I needed to focus on being untouchable, unbeatable—on the sands and off.

I poured the last of my water over the blood that stained my hand. It dripped onto the leather of my subligaculum—that brief leather garment that was wrapped around my body—and I grimaced at the red that now streaked my clothing.

I did not like the reminder of what I had just done.

“Fierce as always, Lilia.” Darius shook his head at me as I handed him the pouch of denari that I had been presented with minutes earlier, while the blood of my opponent stained the golden sand at my feet. “And foolish. You should not trust others with your coin.”

“I do not trust others. I trust you.” The genuine happiness that my friend gave me began to dissipate as I caught sight of several of the other men from my ludus who had gathered in a herd not far from where I stood with Darius. My fingers moved involuntarily to the bloody sword that lay sheathed at my hip, hanging from my balteus—my sword belt. Though I doubted that I would need it—I had long since proven that I was more than willing to fight back—my first horrific months as a slave in the ludus still haunted me.

“Lilia.” Darius’ words were a warning. He was not overly concerned that I would be harmed—he knew that I could take care of myself—but there was supposed to be honor among the brotherhood, a level of respect.

I was reprimanded time and again for my lack of this same respect. I always reminded our doctore—the trainer at our school of gladiators—that, as a woman, I was not one of the brothers.

Darius did not actually expect me to show respect—he knew how deep my true feelings ran. More, his words were a warning, a reminder to me that I needed to keep some modicum of peace.

If I pushed too far, Bavarius might strike back, just on principle. He was not a man who had taken well to being bested by a female. The threat of retaliation had been percolating in the background for years, and I was ever aware of it.

I was highly ranked in the ludus, and Bavarius’ skill hung somewhere in the middle of all of the men. This was like a festering wound to him, an ever-present source of anger.

“Darius, take that coin and secure our pleasures for the evening.” I heard the man sigh behind me, but he did as I asked. He hesitated, and I knew that his thoughts were aligned with my own.

Any one, or even two or three, of the men who were watching me and muttering would not pose a problem for me, for I was strong. However, if they were to attack me in a group, and they had before, then I was in trouble.

But for Darius to offer me help at that moment would have shown those men that I was weak, that I needed help. He knew better than that—he knew how savagely I fought to keep my reputation strong and untarnished.

With another sigh, he removed his worn cingulum—the leather belt that we all wore to protect our waistline. Swinging it from his arm, he cast a last look at me to make certain that I was okay.

I nodded, furrowing my brow at the unnecessary protectiveness, then listened to the padding of Darius’ feet, shoed in soft leather, until I could hear his steps no more. His aggravation over my need to jump straight into a fight would fade later in the day when he had a belly full of mulsum—that sweet mixture of honey and wine—and a hot man or two sucking his cock.

“And what of our pleasures, little Lilia?” called Bavarius. He was a Gaul like Darius, but unlike my kind friend he was a bloody brutal fellow who could have been champion if he could have but learned to rein in his base desires for food, fighting, and of course, fucking. “What shall you provide for our entertainment?” The men surrounding him—the vilest of brothers in our ludus—laughed as well, following his lead, as they always did.

My skin crawled as the man addressed me, and as the group of men eyed the expanse of skin that showed in my worn leathers. I refused to let any of them see that they still had an effect on me, and instead I rolled my eyes to the heavens. Bavarius never tired of pushing at me, and the conversation grew irritating, for I would never again be weak enough for him to lay a hand on me.

I supposed that, without Bavarius, I would not be the warrior that I was today. I did not feel as though I owed him thanks—I could never scrub the images of the abuse that I had suffered at his hands from my mind—though I was stronger now. I had to be. And so, to cut off the exchange at the start, I drew my sword from where it rested at my hip and began to polish it clean with the hem of my subligaculum.

I was not stupid enough to voluntarily take on a group of trained warriors at once. But my blood was heated from my win, and I was angry that he could still affect my thoughts and feelings. I longed to teach him a lesson, to humiliate him again as he had done to me so many times.

Part of me dared him to make a move.

From the corner of my eye I saw Bavarius staring at the blade. He was the one that I had to pay attention to—none of his cronies would lift a finger to me unless he did so first . . . and I had demonstrated to him in the past that touching me again would be bad for his health. Because of this, I was unprepared when, perhaps finally tired of being forever bested by me, or perhaps just wanting his onetime plaything back, he lunged forward and made a grab for the polished metal.

“Stop.”

Having been trained to focus on the immediate danger, and with adrenaline pumping fast and furious, I did not turn toward the sound of the deep, warm voice when it spoke, though the sexy rasp certainly registered in my consciousness. I could have kept my sword in my own hands easily on my own, and found myself irritated when a hand far larger than my own reached out and knocked Bavarius away from me, sending him sprawling to the ground. Puffs of pale dust flew, coating the man’s already filthy flesh.

I looked up to find a dark, dangerous-looking gladiator who I did not know holding my sword back out to me, hilt first.

Swallowing the jolt of lust that ran through me as his dark stare connected with my own, I narrowed my eyes and took the sword as I watched the man with mild curiosity and much hostility.

I had not come this far in my life to fall at the feet of a man, simply because he was as attractive as a god. Especially not a man who was stupid enough to undo with a few short words the years of sacrifice, of living on edge, that it had taken me to build up my ferocious reputation.

“Gratitude.” I ground the word out from between clenched teeth. I wanted to shake the man for his actions, and my tone was drenched in anger. I could have handled the situation with Bavarius myself—gods knew I had done so before—and to have a man defend me made me look weak.

I was Lilia the fierce. I was famous throughout Rome not just for being a woman in a man’s world, but for my coldness, my strength, both in and out of the arena.

I could not look weak. As a woman living the life that I did, to appear weak was to invite abuse in all forms—abuse that I had already clawed my way out of once. I had no desire to return to it.

The dark gladiator did not reply with words, but his face showed puzzlement over my attitude. Well, let him be puzzled. I was not some rich patrician woman who could afford to lean on a big, tough warrior. I had to defend myself.

My muscles tensed as I turned back to Bavarius and his cronies. I swallowed thickly, trying to bury the anxiety that rose from deep within, and the fury that accompanied it—fury that, no matter what I did, the fear still festered deep within my soul. No matter how strong I grew, I would never forget those first months in the ludus.

I had not been strong then, and I would never forget what had happened to me because of it. Now, with my ferocity undermined in a moment by this strange gladiator, I prepared myself for the violent hands that would try to cup my breasts, to pinch my nipples and invade the heat between my thighs. I fought through the panic that wanted to descend, the memories of the time before I was as powerful as I now was.

“Leave.” The stranger who had blocked Bavarius from my sword spoke again, moving to block my body with his own large frame. “You have no honor, to threaten a woman.”

His voice dripped with disdain.

Infuriated, I shoved at the hard back of the stranger. Though his muscles tensed at my touch, he did not move, not even to look at me. I did sense the slightest bit of hesitation coming through in his demeanor, a hint of uncertainty.

The man had no idea that he was not helping me, not at all.

Bavarius bared his teeth, half of them yellow with rot, then moved to lunge at the stranger. He laughed coarsely when the man in front of me moved to block what turned out to be thin air—a cheap trick from Bavarius, one not befitting his status as a gladiator. However, the man did not look foolish at the trick, as Bavarius would have.

Large and golden skinned, with hair as dark as a starless night, he looked like a god granting the lowest of plebeians—the lower class—the merest hint of notice.

Bavarius saw this, too, and spat into the ground at the man’s feet peevishly. The insult was acknowledged with nothing more than a nod from my would-be savior.

“You’ll find out soon enough that this whore is no lady.”

My hands curled into fists, the half-moons of my nails digging into my palms. I could have killed him for what he had once done to me, and he still chose to mock me. It was infuriating, yet I refused to succumb to the anger that Bavarius’ words dredged up in my soul.

“Leave.” Infuriated as I was, the commanding thread in the man’s voice caused something deep inside of me to heat.

Bavarius spat again, then gestured for his group to follow him down the long, snakelike corridor under the arena. “You will regret this once you are in our arena, Christus of the broken ludus. I will make your life hell.”

Then the brute of a man was gone, along with those he constantly surrounded himself with, off in search of someone else to bully, no doubt. I was alone with the big man who, when I spun him to again shove at his chest, I found had eyes as deep and stormy a blue as the sea.

“Why would you do that? Do you know what I will have to do to get them to again leave me alone?” A desperation that I had not felt for years clawed slickly at my throat.

The man hesitated, cocking his head slightly as he studied my face. He ran his hand through the blue-black locks of his hair, then offered me his other hand, studying my face intently all the while.

I felt naked beneath his inquisitive stare, and squirmed uncomfortably. I had worked hard to hide my thoughts, my feelings—my true self—from the world. I did not like feeling as though this man could see all that made me who I was, simply because he took the time to look.

“My deepest apologies, my lady.” I took his hand warily, though I normally would have refused. “What can I do to make amends?”

He looked so sincere, so . . . honorable . . . I did not know what to make of it. I pulled my hand back and brushed it against the leather of my subligaculum, trying to erase the burn of the touch, for it disquieted me.

I tolerated another’s touch only when I wanted it, and I wanted it only when my need grew too much to be released completely with my own hand. Then I would find one of the few men in the ludus who I did not consider a friend—Darius was the only one who had my affection that way—but whom I could tolerate. A fast fuck with no tenderness would relieve the tension, and happened so rarely that it did not disturb the balance in the ludus.

A touch of any other sort made emotions that I did not care for well up in my throat, choking me.

“You can leave. I do not wish to ever see you again.” I purposefully made my words harsh. Despite his error in judgment, I found that I wanted to run my tongue over the planes of this man’s chest. I could not give in to such a feeling, and it doubled my need for him to leave.

He shook his head slowly, and I narrowed my eyes at him.

“Apologies again, my lady. But that is beyond my control.”

I backed away slowly, before my fingers reached for him of their own accord.

“I am Christus, formerly of the house of Lucius Quintus Manius. I am now pledged to your dominus, and soon to your brotherhood.” He did not seem proud of this fact . . . no, if I had to choose a word to describe him, it would have been weary.

I shied away from the kinship that I felt along with that weariness, startled by the realization. Thoughts of friendship were dangerous—this was my life, the life of a gladiator. It did no good and much harm to long for anything else.

“I am not your lady. I am not a lady at all.” I had no answer to his words, so instead I spat the only thing that came to my head.

Christus stared at me, expressionless. “So said Bavarius. He also said that you were a whore. Is he right in that respect, as well?”

My jaw dropped. Though I was challenged on a daily basis, hearing the term fall from this man’s lips was unexpected and stung more than it should have. I growled with aggravation.

“Perhaps I am.” This was not a lie, though I had no desire to explain my meaning further. “What of it?”

Christus again took my hand, this time lifting it to his lips for a kiss. The touch of his warm mouth on the back of my hand made a shiver skate over my skin. I told myself to pull away and found that my body was not listening.

When he released me, I looked up at him, caution masking my face. This man was more dangerous to me than any of the other brutes in the ludus, far more so.

He did not speak, instead studying my face intently. I grew uncomfortable and shifted beneath the stare.

“You have not answered my question. Perhaps I am a whore. What do you think about that?” My words filled the silence but echoed hollowly regardless.

Christus turned and began to walk away, following in the direction that Bavarius had gone. I thought he meant to leave without answering, but his final words sounded in the quiet beneath the arena even as his feet stirred up the dust.

“I think that perhaps we are not so different.”



 


CHAPTER TWO




Darius had done more than secure his entertainment and my own for the evening. I stood against the back wall of the gladiators’ eating quarters with my arms crossed tightly over my abdomen, my eyebrows raised as high as they would go as I watched the bacchanalian scene unfold before me.

The room was awash in mulberry wine, fresh fruit, and the naked breasts of whores. The idiots that I was supposed to call brothers were silly with drink and enjoying the unexpected fortune of the celebration.

I was not impressed. Anger making my features stiff, I turned to my friend with disbelief.

“Why would you spend my coin on this? These beasts deserve none of it.” As I spoke, my friend handed me back the small leather pouch that I had given him earlier. Eyeing it suspiciously, I accepted it, noting that it was still far heavier than it should have been, had he spent enough coin to create this spectacle.

“I did not spend your winnings, Lilia. I spent my own.” The look that he cast my way was comically sorrowful and not a little bit reproachful. “You know I would not be so free with your coin. I am fully aware of your opinion of our brothers.”

I did not contradict Darius, though he knew full well that I did not consider myself a part of the brotherhood.

“Why would you spend your own coin, then, when your opinion is not far from my own?” It irked me to see the fools with bellies full of wine and figs. True, some were better than others, but still, those same men had failed to come to my aid when I had needed it the most.

Now I needed aid from no one, and would not offer boons to those who had wronged me in the past.

As he looked down from his impressive height, Darius’ face showed the same hint of exasperation that it had when we had first met, so many years earlier—the face that told me he saw straight through my bravado and bad temper.

He was the only person in the world who was allowed to look a little bit deeper. Had anyone else tried, I would have struck him in the face for his trouble . . . not that many cared to.

I was still unnerved that Christus had. His attitude toward me had left an impression, and I found myself craning my neck, searching for him among the men, for he had said that he was now a part of this ludus.

I found that I did not like the idea of him twined around a whore. I was angry with myself for caring.

“While otherwise occupied with whores who offer freely, Bavarius and his friends will give you peace, which you sorely need after such a physically exhausting day.” Though I would never—could never—let them fall in front of others, I felt the salt of unexpected tears sting the backs of my eyes.

Darius spoke the truth, and saw what no one else would—that I was well and truly exhausted after the arena that day. I meant to stay on alert, for after Bavarius’ unexpected show of aggression and the fool Christus’ inept intervention, I felt certain that the former would come searching for me sooner rather than later, intent on teaching me a lesson.

The man did not play fair. He would bring friends to hold me down while he had his way. I was a better fighter than any of them, but the fact remained that I was smaller and, if caught by surprise, would be at a massive disadvantage. Fatigue would only add to the weakness.

By providing these festivities, my only friend had given me the most precious of gifts—rest. I was grateful.

“You, and you alone, are my brother.” I held my hand out, palm facing him, a sign of respect in our ludus. Darius nodded gruffly, then gestured toward the exit of the dining hall with a jerk of his head. “Now go. Sleep. Do not waste my coin.”

“And what of your entertainment for the evening?” There were male whores among the females, though not nearly as plentiful, and I saw none that seemed to be in Darius’ taste. He shrugged, and crossed his arms over his broad chest.

“There were none that I cared for.” I did not care for the pang of emotion that ran through me when I heard the blatant lie, even though it was directed at my friend. Emotions, apart from anger, were a weakness that I could not afford.

What else was I to feel but gratitude to have such a friend, one who would give up celebration of his own victory to stay alert, watching over me?

“Gratitude.” I would not say more, for it would only embarrass us both. Instead I made my way down the long corridor of the gladiators’ living space, my feet in their thin leather padding softly along the dust that covered the floor. As the top ranked in the ludus, I had my own quarters, a room that was small but had the luxury of being mine alone.

It also had a solid wooden door, something gifted to a past champion and a feature for which I was very grateful that night. Though there was no lock on the door, the sound of the thing opening would be enough noise to wake me, to alert me to an intruder, while the soft shush of a curtain moving—a curtain such as those that covered the other cells—might not.

I also had a small basin that one of the girls from upstairs filled with fresh water every day. I might have been a slave myself, but being a winner who brought coin to the house came with some privilege.

The thought had my lips curving up in a bitter facsimile of a smile. I only had to sell my soul to obtain such luxuries.

Closing the door behind me, I peeled off the garments that I had worn in the arena earlier that day. Caked as they were—as I was—with blood, sweat, and dirt, I longed to soak in one of the mineral tubs that we were encouraged to use to soften our muscles. I had no desire to be seen by Bavarius, however, for I knew that it would only incite drunken idiocy on his part.

So instead I stripped and slowly sponged off the layers that the arena had left on me, shivering as the water cooled my skin. As the dried blood softened and trickled in rivulets down my limbs, dropping wetly on the floor, I tried to squash thoughts of the man whom it had come from.

The man whom I had killed.

I had killed before, and would again—at least, I would if I wanted to stay alive. Once the very idea had made me sick, but the life of a gladiator was what I had been given, and I had chosen to make the best of it.

As I patted myself dry with a rough linen towel, however, I whispered a soft prayer to Pluto, god of the underworld, asking him to grant the slain man’s soul safe passage. Before I slept, I would also place a coin in the small clay vase that I kept for this exact purpose, a bribe to the god for the same.

I knew that, had my circumstances been only slightly different, I could have been the one killed on the sands. Or I could have been killed long before I ever became a gladiator.

Sometimes I wondered if the price that I had paid for my life was too high.

I stood in a line in a narrow stone alley, my hands and feet bound in chains. Six others stood along with me, their hair matted into snarled nests, their skin caked with filth. I knew that this was a reflection of what I myself looked like, and shame flooded through me to be seen as such.

I had stood in a line like this once before, mere hours after my father—my pater familias—had sold me to a slave trader. That had been years earlier, and I had been purchased by a higher-classed plebeian, one who had behaved as if I did not exist, which was much better than many alternatives that were whispered among slaves.

Now my dominus had sold me to the slave trader who was flicking the long, polished rope of a whip at our feet, and I did not know why. I would never know why—in the eyes of the world, I did not deserve to.

I was not a person. I was a slave. An animal. And now, after days of travel with no food, little water, and filthy living conditions, my life had been thrust back into the uncertainty that I had felt all those years ago, when I was but a small child.

Who was going to purchase me? Where was I going to go?

“Slaves for sale!” As the slave trader called out, his voice swallowed by the cacophony of sounds in the marketplace, he cracked the whip carelessly, and it fell across my shins. I cried out, and no one turned—no one cared.

Peering down, I studied the brilliant red that now striped my shins. Blood trickled from the wound, bright as a jewel against the dusty white of my skin.

Anger began to simmer inside of me. I knew that I had no rights—I was a slave, a commodity to be bought and sold. But no matter how often I was told that I was worthless, I still knew that I was a person, even if no one knew that but me.

“Clean this one off so that I can see her.”

A man had wandered up, a rich one, judging by the size of the ruby that adorned his finger. I was not supposed to look at his face, and so I kept my eyes trained straight ahead of me. This meant that I looked straight at his great belly, which strained the cloth of his toga.

Though a man dressed as he was likely had a private bath in his home, he smelled. I ground my teeth as a bucket of icy water was dumped over my head, causing the grime to run in rivulets over my skin.

Shame mixed with the anger that was percolating inside of me. I hated being dirty. I hated all of this.

“This one’s tits are too small.” The rotund man reached out, fat fingers pawing greedily at my breasts. I wanted to spit in his face, to shy away from the touch, but knew that my disobedience would result in a beating from the slave trader.

“Let’s see how tight her cunt is.” Panic snaked through me as those hands dropped from my breasts to the area between my legs. I was not a virgin—I had had a lover, another slave, in the house from which I had just been outed. But the thought of strange fingers touching me there was abhorrent, causing nausea to roll in my gut.

And if he wanted to test the tightness of my cunt, I knew what he wanted a new slave for.

I could not be purchased by this man.

Screeching with bloody vengeance as my sudden fury washed away my panic, I flew toward him. The fat man cried out, backing away, but I had lifted my arms, my muscles quivering under the weight of my chains, and had my hands around his throat.

I would surely be killed for this, but I would rather die here in this alley than to be taken to the home of a man who would abuse me for his own pleasure.

“Release him! Slave!” The whip cracked over my shoulders, my back, wielded by the slave trader. I heard other voices, cheers and jeers from the crowd that quickly gathered.

Romans loved nothing more than violence.

As if in a dream, I shook the man, not sure of where I drew the strength from. I did not mean to kill him, merely to convince him that purchasing me would be unwise.

He gurgled, spittle dripping from his mouth grotesquely. Caught up as I was in the moment, a movement in the crowd caught my eye—one man in particular.

Dressed in a toga that told me he was a patrician, the man exuded intelligence as he studied me. I had the distinct sensation that here, finally, was someone who saw me as a person, an individual, not just one of a herd of filthy slaves.

Fascinated by the thought, I allowed my hands to fall from the fat man’s neck. He fell away from me, clutching his throat and shouting, but I paid him no heed, my attention focused on the strange man who continued to watch me.

I snarled at him, simply to see what he would do. Rather than chastising me for looking him in the eye, he allowed his lips to curl into a slight smile, nodding with satisfaction.

“You worthless cunt!”

Old, gnarled hands shoved me into the ground. The slave trader’s breath was hot and bitter on my face as he stood over me, straddling my legs, the whip raised in one hand. “You’ve made a fool of me, girl! Because of you, no one will buy my slaves today. You are more trouble than you are worth!” Behind him, the fat man still clutched at his throat, a look of righteous indignation on his face.

A frenzy lit his eyes as I curled into a ball to protect myself from the angry kick of his feet.

I knew that my time had come. He was going to kill me.

“How much do you want for this one?”

My body tensed as the words were spoken directly above me. When the expected blows did not come, I dared to sneak a glance upward.

The man who had truly seen me was staring calmly at the slave trader, a small leather pouch of coin in his hand.

Surely he could not be . . .

Was he . . .

Was he offering to purchase me?

As the men haggled, I rolled to the side, hindered from moving very far because of my chains. Though I did not know this strange man at all—for all that he could be purchasing me to beat me and rape me every day of the rest of my life—I still felt something that I had not felt since I was a young, innocent child.

I felt hope.

“Unchain her.” The slave trader cackled at the man’s words, but the man stared him down, his face a mask of calm.

“You do not want to unchain this one.” Despite his words, the slave trader did as the calm man bade.

The trader muttered words about stupid patricians, words that he could not say any louder, for fear of upsetting someone higher in class than he. When my chains fell away, I stretched hugely, rotating arms that had been weighed down for days.

“Stand up.” This from my new master. Slowly, cautiously, I did as I was told. I stumbled, my legs weak.

I could not have run, even if I’d had a chance of escape.

“You will not run.” The man seemed to know my thoughts without needing me to say them. Seemingly disinterested, he passed the pouch of coin to the slave trader, who seemed amazed at his good fortune.

I wanted to kick him, the bastard who had made us sit in our own shit and piss for days.

“Follow me.” The man turned, expecting fully that I would follow him. I did, curious and trying to suppress my joy at being free of the slave trader. Weaving through the people who crowded the market, we reached the edge of the stalls, where it was a touch quieter. It was here that the man turned to face me, studying me intently, perhaps wondering if he had made a mistake. He had already shown more interest in me than my former dominus had in the entire time in which I had been a part of his household.

“What is your name?”

I tried to speak, and my voice was thick and scratchy.

“I . . . I am just called slave. Or girl.” I wanted to look at my feet with shame, but the man’s stare compelled me to continue looking him in the eye.

“Were you born into slavery?” I shook my head. “Then you must have had a name once. What was it?”

I had once had a name, one that my parents had given me. That name seemed to belong to another person, another life. But I pulled it from my memory to my lips, and when I spoke, it again seemed to fit.

“Lilia. My name is Lilia.”

Satisfied, the man nodded, then gestured with his hand down the road that led to and from the market. “My home is not far away, a short walk down this road.”

I nodded. I did not know what else to do or say.

“I own a school for gladiators. Do you know what gladiators are, Lilia?”

Wide-eyed, I rasped out an agreement. I had never been to a match in the arena, but all Romans knew of gladiators. Those with prowess in the arena were famed in the Empire, worshipped and respected.

I could not imagine being regarded that way by others.

“Female gladiators are very rare, Lilia. Right now there are none in the city, have been none for years.” I cocked my head, that wild hope springing free inside of me again.

The man gestured for me to follow him as he began to walk up that road. I did, my legs stiff with disuse.

His words floated back to me, over his shoulder, and they changed my life forever.

“You will become a gladiator.”


The door to my quarters opened into the training area of the ludus. Though I had closed it behind me, I heard noise coming from the stairs that led to the balcony overlooking the area—the voice of my dominus and those of several others.

Suddenly tense, though I knew that my dominus would not allow any harm to come to his top-ranked gladiator, I wished for the lethal metal blade that I was allowed to wield in the arena.

We were allowed nothing in the ludus beyond wooden swords and shields.

“Lilia!” The voice of my dominus was closer now—right outside the door to my quarters, it seemed. “Open.” Though I had been a slave for many years, and though I had respect for my dominus, it still grated to have to follow orders whenever they were issued.

I relaxed when I realized who it was, though not completely. It was not Bavarius or his men. Still, whatever brought the dominus to my chambers so late at night, I knew it would not be something that I would like.

“Yes, Dominus.” I might have been his favorite—a pet, of sorts—but I harbored no delusions about what would happen to me should I refuse. And I enjoyed the benefits that came with being in the favor of my master, benefits that kept me safe when I may not otherwise have been.

Pressing my suddenly clammy palm against the door, I felt the coarse grain of the wood scratching my skin. Inhaling deeply, I pressed, and the unlatched wood opened under the pressure.

Night was falling, the sky the color of the sea. I blinked, my eyes adjusting to the dim light, before being able to make out the figures that stood in front of me.

My dominus stood in front of the group, his face betraying a hint of impatience. To his one side was one of the female slaves from the house above. Her slight frame sagged under the weight of a bedroll, one nearly identical to my own.

I wanted to stride toward her, to relieve her of the burden. My dominus would not have cared if I had, but I hesitated, for something in the air surrounding the small group seemed off.

My dominus stepped aside, and I saw what I had been sensing.

Christus, my would-be savior from earlier in the day, stood on the sand of our training area, his frame colored by the silver of the moonlight. His subligaculum was unfamiliar—a different color, a different material than we used in the house of Philipus Septus Octavius. His hair was as dark as I remembered, and his eyes shone an intense blue, even in the berry-hued twilight.

Those eyes met mine steadily, and I felt my heart lurch in response. Though I did not want to feel this way, I found my entire being become focused on the man who stood in front of me. I was not stupid—I recognized my visceral response for what it was, an attraction the likes of which I had not ever thought possible.

Much as I wanted him, however, it did not change what he had done to me earlier in the day. As he continued to stare at me steadily, I narrowed my own eyes in response. I wanted to see an apology in the depths of his perusal, but I did not.

“This is Christus, formerly of the house of Lucius Quintus Manius.” My dominus spoke of Lucius, the owner of a rival ludus. The man had fallen on ill times of late, since the untimely death of his wife, Alba, and had begun to sell the warriors in his stable, a single man at a time.

It looked as though my dominus had purchased one.

The dominus seemed to be waiting for my reply, so I nodded slowly, to show that I had heard. I did not speak—I did not know what to say. If that day had been any indication, Christus’ presence in this ludus would mean nothing but trouble for me.

My attraction toward him could not be anything good either. While a single fuck with a gladiator of my choice was not of import in the ludus, anything more would invite trouble.

Something about this quiet, solitary warrior told me that with him there would be no quick, solitary fuck—with him there would be complications. Also, my throat had gone somewhat dry at the sight of all that skin, glistening in the moonlight. The man was infuriating, but he was also the single most attractive creature that I had ever set eyes on.

I spent my days in the company of men who had not even a pinch of fat on them, their hard bodies wrought from incessant physical activity and the special diet concocted by the house’s dietician. None of those bodies, in all their half-naked glory, compared to Christus’.

His every muscle had been sharply honed, pressing against the expanse of his golden skin. He was taller than the average, a large man all around, one who made me feel almost delicate.

Though I was small in stature, I never felt fragile, as I did in Christus’ presence.

The incredible hardness of his body would have been enough to attract many Roman women—in fact, I was certain that it did. But combined with the devastatingly handsome face—the sharp features, the long-lashed eyes, the full lips—and a woman did not have a prayer of staying removed.

I was no exception, though I would never admit that, not to anyone.

“Christus comes to us as the top-ranked gladiator from his house.” The words stirred something deep in my memory. The house of Manius—wasn’t their champion named Marcus? Or perhaps Caius? Not that I had met either man in the arena of late.

I shrugged irritably, not certain why I cared. It mattered not to me what position Christus had held in his former house, so long as he left me alone here.

I hoped, prayed that he would indeed do so. In my innermost self, I knew that was because I did not trust myself to do the same.

“He comes to us as highly ranked as you, Lilia. Until proven otherwise, he is due the same privileges that you receive.” At this my dominus narrowed his eyes at me, as if daring me to argue. I tilted my head to one side, feeling as though I was missing something.

Though it rankled to have someone ranked as highly as myself, it would take but time for me to best him, so I cared not what privileges were extended to him.

So long as they did not interfere with my own.

“You will share your quarters with the man.”

My mouth fell open, just a bit, as an onslaught of emotion ran through me like heavy rain.

I could not be so near to the man, not when he affected me so.

I could handle myself, but old feelings were still there. My dominus did not know this—I had never told him of the abuse that I had suffered, had not wanted him to see me as weak.

Tremors began to shake my limbs even as I opened my mouth to protest.

“Is that proper, Dominus?” I knew even as I spoke that I had no valid argument. I was a slave, and I would do as I was told, even if the idea of being at the mercy of a man while I slept sickened me to my core.

My master’s face reddened, and I knew that, favored pet or not, I had gone too far. He took a step toward me, his fist clenching tightly. I did not think that he would actually strike me, but in that moment I saw that I had angered him enough to want to.

“You live among men, bathe among them, sleep among them. As far as I am concerned, Lilia, you are one.” With a rough sweep of his arm, the man gestured to Ceres to take the bedroll into my quarters. His words hurt, but overshadowing that was a sensation of panic.

I would not be able to sleep with a man in the same room as myself—would not be able to make myself vulnerable. If I could not obtain enough rest, I would not perform well in the arena, and could lose my standing. Losing my standing meant that I would be moved back out to the general quarters, where every night and day would again become a struggle to keep violent hands off of my breasts and eager cocks from between my legs.

My life would become a nightmare. I would rather die.

None of this could be said to my dominus, not without a public punishment, one that would reinforce the weakness that Christus had cast over me today. So I bit my lip, hard enough to draw blood, and forced what I hoped passed for a smile to my lips.

“Apologies, Dominus.” Bowing my head, I focused a glare on Christus’ feet, which were inches away and clad in leather wraps, as mine were during the day. Memories of his kindly meant actions from earlier in the day flew from my mind as I felt the muscles in my body tense in preparation for an attack.

Attracted to him as I was, if he tried anything without my consent—and I vowed that I would not give it—I would cut off his cock at its root.

I remained as I was, staring at the floor, body tense until the entire party but for Christus had left, not moving even when my dominus pinched my chin in his fingers and bade me to be hospitable.

I saw Christus’ feet move toward me, then hesitate. Still refusing to look up, I fled to the depths of my quarters, not realizing until I was curled up on my bed that it was no longer a safe place—in fact, I had trapped myself.

Fisting my hands in my coarse sheet, I finally lifted my head, shaking the long ropes of my sun-bleached hair from my face. Christus walked into the room slowly, and his handsome face merged with those of a dozen others in my mind’s eye. The brave, strong Lilia who had risen from the ashes of the woman tormented by those faces crumbled, and I could not help but whimper, pressing my back flat against the cool stone wall.

This was supposed to be my safe place, where I could be the woman that I actually was, not the gladiator who had to fight her way through every day, proving herself worthy of standing among men.

Now that there was a man in this space, in my safe haven, the terror of years ago reached out and wrapped its tentacles tightly around my innermost self once again.

“I must apologize for my actions this day.” Warm golden light from the candle that I had lit for my kills danced over the strong features of Christus’ face as he stepped toward me. I held out a hand and tried to force some sort of strength into my voice.

“Stay away. Stay over there.” I hated the fear that made my words tremble. I could best Bavarius if I needed to. Christus, however, was an unknown entity, a large man with a rank equal to my own.

I hated to even think it, but I suspected that if he wanted to force me beneath him, he could.

Christus halted in place as I had requested, which abated my fear only the smallest bit. I swallowed hard, trying to force it down, to think rationally. I was not new to the ludus anymore, was not weak in the body or the mind. I was a warrior.

“Why are you frightened?” That he saw my emotion infuriated me, and I was glad of it, for it added some steel to my spine. I sat up straight, moved to the edge of my bedroll, and planted my feet.

“Who says that I am?” My words were hollow in the small room, and we both knew it.

I did not know what to make of the concern that played over the man’s features, or the anger that quickly followed.

“Do you know who I am?” My throat was dry, and I had trouble forcing the words out.

Christus looked me over as if seeing me for the first time, and his stare was inexplicably tender, waking things inside of me that I did not want awakened.

“I do.” He seemed to be such a serious man. What had made him that way?

It did not matter. I should not care.

“You are Lilia, the most ferocious woman in all of Rome.”

I should have felt pride at his words, but was too caught up in the intensity of the moment. How was it possible to feel so much, all at the same time?

“I am not just the most ferocious woman. I am the most vicious gladiator, woman or man.” My voice shook with the effort of not succumbing to the man’s obvious concern.

I could not trust it. I could not trust any man save Darius, and my friend had earned such trust only because I knew he had no interest in thrusting his cock between my thighs.

“You are the only female gladiator.” Was that wonder that I heard? Why was the man looking at me warily, as if I both fascinated and confused him? “You are special.”

“Do you fear me?” I meant to try to intimidate him. Being loud, brash, and bold had served me well with other gladiators. Nothing in the way that Christus stood, watching me, told me that he was afraid. If anything, he seemed . . . protective, was all that I could think. As if he wanted to wrap me in his arms and save me from the world’s hurts.

The man shook his head, and I thought that the ghost of a smile whispered around his lips. Thinking that he mocked me, that he jested over my strength, I tensed, preparing to attack.

“Who has hurt you?” The incline of his torso told me that he wanted to step forward, to touch, to soothe, and that he held himself back as I had commanded.

That was all well and good, but I knew that men changed in the dark.

“I am not hurt, Christus of house Manius.” I forced myself to my feet, willing my body into a combative pose. Perhaps if he feared me, he would leave me alone.

I did not care for the way his eyes swept over me. They were not lecherous like those of so many others, but rather saw too much of the truth, leaving me raw and open. And though I didn’t like being seen as I truly was, it also awakened something in me, something that moved hand in hand with arousal, a temptation to drop all pretenses and sink into this man’s strength and warmth.

“Apologies, my lady.” With a stiff nod, Christus stepped back, a deliberate acknowledgment of my request. “I meant no insult.”

“I am not a lady.” I all but hissed the words, fussing because the way that they had come from his lips, like warm wine, appealed to me. “I—”

A crash from down the hall stopped my words in midsentence. Again tense, I cocked my ear to listen and heard the unmistakable sound of Bavarius’ voice, drunk and growing ever louder.

My eyes were fixed on the wooden door at the far side of the room. It was shut, so perhaps in his drunken state, if he couldn’t see me, he would leave me alone.

But then again, the closed door might simply be a challenge to the brute.

Before I could decide what to do, Christus was at the simple plank of wood, pulling it open wide. I scrambled from the bed, shouting my protest.

“Get out of my way.” Swallowing my fear, I channeled the Lilia who faced down giants in the arena. I grabbed my prayer candle, clutching it tightly in suddenly sweaty fingers.

If either man laid a single finger on me, I would incinerate him.

“Get back.” With one strong arm, Christus blocked my way to the door. Growling with frustration, I crouched and prepared to shove him out of the way so that I could meet Bavarius’ attack head on.

“Where are you, whore?” The drunken howl could belong to only one man—a man who might have left me alone had Christus not opened that damned door, all but inviting him in.

The bull of a man came charging, his drunkenness making his approach ring off the stone walls. I tensed, ready to fling hot wax and flame into his face.

Bavarius never reached me.

With the sickening sound of bone meeting flesh, Christus ploughed a tight fist into the other man’s eye, followed quickly by one to his jaw, and another to his gut. Bavarius doubled over, screaming his pain, though I knew he had suffered much worse in the arena.

“Though I do not expect an apology from the likes of you,” Christus said, standing tall, proud, a god with a peasant at his feet, “you will not call Lilia such names again. You will not darken her door. You will leave her alone. Even if she were not a woman, she outranks you in this brotherhood, and you owe her that.”

With heat shooting from those blue eyes, stars streaming through the night sky, Christus backed away from the man, closing the door in Bavarius’ face.

I was stunned silent by the sight, frozen in the middle of the room, the candle in my hand.

“He will come back.” Afraid of dropping the candle, I moved to place it on the small table that crowded the room. “He always comes back.” I cursed myself the moment the words had left my mouth.

What if this stranger repeated them to Bavarius? The beast would then know that I still feared him, and would use it to his advantage.

“He can try to come back. He will not succeed.” I watched Christus’ actions, fascinated. Tearing a strip off his subligaculum, he fashioned some sort of knot over the latch of the door, testing it with long, strong fingers.

He glanced at me once as he moved across the room to the door from which he had entered, treating it in the same manner. We both heard the drunken curses of Bavarius, making his way back down the hall, away from these quarters.

Christus’ lashes were black and hid what he was truly thinking, but I knew.

He understood my uneasiness, understood where it came from. And he cared enough, was kind enough, to make moves toward putting me at ease.

“What if it does not hold?” There was no point in playing dumb, in pretending that he had not worked out my situation.

This time he looked right at me, and I saw frustration and anger in those deep blue eyes. I somehow sensed that the anger wasn’t at me.

“My father was a fisherman. I have tied knots since I could hold the string. It will hold.” With those words he moved to his bedroll, stretching out on the thin mattress with a sigh.

I tried not to notice the tension that seemed to drain from his own body as our breaths mingled in the close air of the room. I felt poorly for focusing so strongly on my own fears and not realizing that, as a new man in the ludus, he was at risk as well.

“The rest are likely too far in their cups to make nuisance of themselves tonight. And none will make a move without Bavarius leading them on.” I spoke after a long moment, a moment in which my tension began, at last, to drain from my limbs. I would have had such a reaction to any man in my intimate space, and I still did not care for it, but I felt that I was at least safe for this night.

Safer than I had been before Christus, with his new locks on the doors.

“Hmm.” I saw that his eyes were open, watching me as I pulled my own bedroll farther across the room. But he did not speak, instead watching me, measuring me, I felt.

I was not accustomed to being scrutinized in such a manner. Suddenly self-conscious, I stooped to blow out the candle that was burning on the low, rough wooden table.

I felt more than heard the intake of his breath, but could not help but see the rise of his cock in his leathers.

Inside I felt a mixture of disappointment that he was like the rest of them, and excitement to cause this reaction in this puzzling man.

He did not make a move toward me, did not seem to expect any sexual favors, not even after his actions toward Bavarius. In the entire time in which he had been in this chamber, he had given me no reason at all to fear him. In fact, I somehow thought that he knew my fear, understood it.

After a long hesitation, I stood straight, planting my naked feet on the floor and letting the candlelight shine through the sheer fabric of my sleep toga. I knew that through it my dark nipples would be visible, as would the curve of my bare waist, the shadows between my thighs.

Let him look, I thought. Let him look and get it over with. Perhaps we would come together after all, a reaction to the events that had just transpired. We would fuck and be done with it.

The thought of touching that skin, that body, made my skin flush all over.

I did not have a figure that most Romans would consider attractive—I was far too lean for that—but most gladiators were denied women beyond the occasional whore. Suddenly unsure, I wondered if, when he saw that my frame was not lush with promise, perhaps his attention would wane.

I saw arousal flicker over his features, and saw that I was offering meat to the beast.

“I suppose you’re as deprived of a woman as the rest of these animals, but you will not find it easy to have me.” Though I was trembling inside as I took a stand, I made sure that my voice was strong and true. “Perhaps you should go plough your cock between the legs of one of the whores out there and get your fill.” I waited for him to either do as I suggested, eager at the mention of willing women, or to move toward me with hands outstretched.

Even through my fear, I wondered what it would feel like to have his hands on me. Something told me that, with him, nothing would be so simple, or so quick, as one fuck in the shadows of the night.

Christus did neither, meeting my challenge head on. His eyes never leaving my own, he reached inside his subligaculum and wrapped his hand around his cock, pulling it free. I gasped at the sight of his erection, large and hard in the dim light.

Instead of terrifying me, I felt arousal wash through me. The cleft between my thighs grew slick, and my nipples hardened, pressing against the coarse fabric of my shift.

“I have been with a woman much more recently than I care to remember.” He pumped once, twice, and the tip of his shaft glistened with his arousal. “I have been with many women, some because I wanted to lose myself inside of them, and some because I was given no choice. This is because I find you attractive as a woman, not just tits and a cunt.”

His stare hard, his breath even more so, Christus adjusted his straining erection so that it was again covered by his leathers. Propping himself up on his elbows, he gestured with a nod for me to lie on my own bed.

“And even though I want you, I will not touch you. You have my word on this. I know what it is like to be taken against your own desires.” With those words he rolled over, facing the wall. Those burning eyes and the evidence of his desire were out of my line of sight, yet I could feel them, a tangible presence in the room.

When long moments passed and he did not move, I relaxed enough to do as he had said, to take my own bed. I lay facing him, the better to see any sudden movements, though my gut told me that I could truly believe him.

My head argued with the feeling, and I lay awake for a long while despite my fatigue. In the end I acknowledged that my gut had saved my life a time or two in the arena.

Something told me that I could trust this man—indeed, that he might be just as damaged as I was.

Too tired to ponder that further, I focused on the steady breath of the man in the room. I did not yet know if that evenness suggested sleep or not, but regardless, I found I was lulled by it. It was a long time before I slept, but when I did, it was the deepest rest I’d had in years.



 


CHAPTER THREE




I was not interested in Christus. No, indeed I was not.

I stood, my heart pounding a staccato rhythm somewhere in the vicinity of my throat, as I watched the newest addition to our ludus work through his drills, his feet raising whorls of dust that danced in the hot air as he moved.

The rush of blood that thundered in my ears quieted only somewhat as, with approval from our doctore, the man who now shared my quarters walked past me to the massive jug of water that sat on the hot sand. Holding tightly to my pride, I refused to turn, refused to keep him where I could see him. Nonetheless, I was aware of him on a primal level, of the sound of the cool, clear water as it slid down his throat, of the whisper of his leather sandals as he came to stand beside me at the edge of the training grounds.

“You should not be here. It is not safe.” His voice was not one to be expected from someone who looked as relentless as this warrior did, reminiscent as it was of the burn of spice as it traveled to the belly.

This was a refrain that I had heard countless times over my years in the ludus, and I was not happy to hear it again, even if some small part of me was wondering if maybe, just maybe, the man was right.

“I am as strong a warrior as any man here.” Always before, I had felt pride in what I was, in what I did. I didn’t think that it was a negative thing for me to embrace the life I had been given.

Anger boiled deep inside of me, anger that this man had made me question myself. More than that, something about the way that he looked at me, out of those incredibly blue eyes, refused to let me forget that, gladiator or not, I was also a woman, no matter how much I might try to forget.

As I stood in the blood-and-sweat-soaked training area of the ludus, I had never in my life been more aware that of this fact. Not only was I a woman, but I was a very young, comparatively small one, albeit one who had earned her vicious reputation bit by bloody bit.

I didn’t fear any of the other men who worked in the yard, though I was ever wary of them, and rightly so. But I feared Christus, a bit, for what he was making me recognize in myself.

“No one doubts your ferocity, my lady. Yet with your presence here, among these beasts, you tempt the gods.” Though he did not touch me, his words felt like a brand, searing into my skin. Unable to contain myself any longer, I turned at his words, raised a brow in a show of defiance that I did not truly feel.

I did not like it when he called me “lady.” Or perhaps I liked it too much.

“Should I be afraid, gladiator? Am I not safe with you in this ludus, and in my chambers?” Darius had asked some questions after the debacle of the previous day. While he had not been champion at his former ludus, Christus had nonetheless earned a reputation as a vicious fighter and, perhaps even more terrifying, an honorable one. He played by the rules, even when his opponents did not, and I knew that it was but a matter of time before he clashed with Bavarius and his crew.

I knew, or rather strongly suspected, that I was safe with him. But I did not need protection, not even when it was freely offered.

I said none of this to Christus, who still stood at my side. From across the ring I saw Darius pause in his drills, his ebony skin gleaming in the early morning sun. He cocked his head at me, querying to see if I was all right. I nodded once, brusquely, and with a scowl at Christus, my friend leapt back into the fray.

At my side, Christus was silent for a long moment before he spoke, that dark, decadent voice hanging heavy in the air.

“You are always safe by my side, my lady.” I ground my teeth together as he used the endearment yet again. I was not a lady—could never be a lady, not in this life. I also did not miss the small inflection that he gave to the word “my,” but I chose to ignore it.

He was feeling protective of me for reasons that I did not fully understand, but I could not have it. I could not look weak. I opened my mouth to tell him so, but he was not finished speaking.

“However, beauty such as yours tempts a man, and these men are less civilized than most. Why do you not choose a position upstairs, away from these brutes? If these men decide as one that they will have you, then I cannot hold them back.”

Goaded now beyond reason, I turned and shoved at the man. He stumbled backward in surprise, but righted himself before looking down at me with a mix of curiosity and caution in his face.

Caution. Good. He should be afraid of me, female or not.

Everyone should.

“The men have decided as one that they will have me. Some did not survive. The others now know better.” Slowly I advanced on Christus, my hand at the wooden training sword on my hip. He held his ground, but his eyes began to spark dangerously. “I am well aware that the mere fact that I possess a cunt is tempting for these bastards. Down here, I can fight back. I can defend my own honor, and all that you have managed to do since arriving is to demonstrate to the others that I need help doing so.”

My teeth were bared now, and I spoke with conviction. How dare this man, the same one who had ruined my unyielding reputation with a few well-meant but careless words, patronize me? He was strong, but so was I, and I would not hesitate to challenge him.

I glared up at him, ready to pounce, daring him to move the wrong way, to add that last bit of fuel to the fire of my anger. But as he stood his ground, looking like he might bite me back if I struck, I felt that same lust that had been dogging me since I had first set eyes on him, washing over me.

Lust was a sensation that I could not allow myself to feel. But it was so rare to have a man see me as a woman and recognize my strength at the same time. The very fact that he was not backing down from this challenge spoke of his own strength, and did funny things to my insides.

It had been years since I had met a man whose will seemed even stronger than my own. It enticed me.

Christus said nothing, though I saw the muscle in his jaw twitch. Good, I thought. Some of my words had to be getting through.

“I know that you mean well.” I could not help but soften toward him, just a bit. He was so clearly confused about why I did not wish to be protected. “But I would be in worse straits if I were to serve upstairs, as you so helpfully suggest. Have you no idea of what happens to house slaves, no matter how valued they are in the household?”

Christus opened his mouth to speak, but I continued, determined to make my point. Perhaps if he understood just what he was doing to me, he would stop interfering.

“If a regular slave’s dominus or domina wants them, they have no say. If a visiting patrician wants them, they have no say. They are used as entertainment at parties, used to satisfy the rich man’s every whim. And they cannot fight back.”

A storm of some sort began to brew in the depths of Christus’ eyes. I saw that my words were affecting him, saw from the corner of my eye that one or two of the other men had noticed our quarrel and were watching avidly.

I was too far gone in my irritation to care. Besides, it could only do well for my reputation for the other men to see me dominating our newest recruit.

“Do you not have any understanding of the world outside of the ludus?” I very nearly stomped my foot, I was so mad. As Christus stared back at me, not shirking away from my words, I was reminded of some of his earliest words to me, about how we were possibly not so different.

Unease crept into my gut, along with a trickle of shame. I pushed it away, stomped it down, but it refused to be vanquished.

Christus stepped toward me, not touching me but still much too close for my comfort. I sucked in a breath as I felt the power radiating off his skin.

Something about him drew me to him. I could not succumb to the desire.

“I know more about that life than anyone should ever have to, especially someone as beautiful as you. Do not for a moment think that I do not understand you. I think that perhaps I understand better than anyone else.” He leaned in, just the slightest bit, until his lips were a mere whisper away from my own. My mind shrieked at me to push him away, that no matter how much my body was suddenly screaming for his touch, it was the worst thing that I could do.

The choice was taken away from me unexpectedly. The air to my front seemed cold as he abruptly left. He strode away as his words finished sounding, this time his feet raising great clouds in the sand instead of graceful puffs, a fact that I noticed dumbly as his words sank into my mind. I was so stunned by his comment on my beauty and by the shame I felt that I stood stricken silent for a long moment.

He thought I had beauty? No one had ever thought that in my life. Speechless, I watched as the sinewy man whose hair shone black as the night sky strode out among the pairs that were training for their next battle in the arena. The expression on his face was so fierce that the first man he faced physically recoiled, turning away to another partner.

Christus stood alone, daring the men to partner with his anger. Finally Darius moved to face him, but not before sending a measured look my way.

I knew Darius well enough to know his thoughts. With that look, he was telling me that perhaps it would not be so bad to have a protector.

I could not find it within myself to relinquish that much control.

For once, I did not feel like watching my friend’s graceful form. Instead, my eyes followed Christus’ every move as he worked his way through the exercise. The concentration on his face was absolute, focused completely on the movements of his wooden training sword, which moved with precision but not, I knew, actually biting through a man’s flesh or bone.

The unrelenting sun shone down on sweating skin stretched tight over solid muscle on all of the men, but I could not turn away from this man, his form displaying muscles that stood out in sharp relief, hardened from physical activity that never seemed to cease.

Though he had appeared in my chamber the night before in a light traveling tunic, he now followed custom and wore the same brief leather garment of the other men. The subligaculum sat low on his hips, showcasing a flat stomach and the edges of hipbones that suddenly caused my mouth to go dry.

I had never before thought twice about the garment that we all wore—clothing was simply something that hindered movement in the arena. But on Christus, there was a lot of skin visible to glisten in the honeyed sun of late afternoon, and after his comment on my beauty, I was suddenly aware of the man in a manner in which I did not want to be.

I wasn’t beautiful, this I knew, and my looks were not something that should have even been a thought in my head. But it seemed that I was not above having my head turned, even if just a bit, by such a compliment.

It had been so long since I had had one that did not pertain to my prowess in the arena.

“Finally, you have found your place. Watching the men, rather than trying to be one.” Bavarius walked past me toward the same water urn that Christus had just drunk deeply from. He had managed to approach me unannounced while I was preoccupied with Christus, and I cursed myself for the foolishness.

The sight of his smile brought chilly fear washing over my skin in a manner that it did not when I was with Christus. This time I did turn, the better to keep my watchful eyes on him as the man drank deeply, more than his fair share in weather that could easily lead to drought, then splashed yet more water over his round face.

I did not like the way that he eyed me now, so familiarly. I had been forced to teach him a lesson before, but did not relish doing so again—he was not the strongest of gladiators, but he did not fight fairly, something that always tilted the odds in his favor.

Added to the matter was that fact that he had once tasted me. I was sorely afraid that, combined with a need to retaliate, he found my body to his taste.

His smile took me back to my earliest days in the ludus, when I had tried to fight his advances, and those of the other men. I shuddered as those thoughts led to ones of the days when I hadn’t had the strength left to fight.

Those days were in the past, I thought as I snapped a strong rod in place in my spine. No matter what impression he was currently under, I was no longer weak, nor was I one of the whores who were brought into the ludus on occasion to satisfy urges that could no longer be postponed.

I had never understood his fascination with me, not when the dominus turned such a blind eye to the whores.

It was well known that spilling his seed weakened a man. A gladiator needed all of his strength for the arena, and was expected to remain chaste. Not that that knowledge had ever been a protection to me.

I felt certain that other ludi were much the same, allowing their men to have women and wine from time to time to calm thoughts of revolt. I wondered if Christus had ever indulged in one of these women, if he had ever tasted their perfumed flesh, had ever sunk deep between the thighs of a woman who was there only because of the coin that she would earn.

I did not doubt this with Bavarius. I knew that, though Darius found his own ways the night before, Bavarius was usually the man responsible for arranging the visits from the prostitutes . . . and also that he would arrange for himself the women who would cater to his own strange perversions. The fact that I had intimate knowledge of these perversions did not endear the man to me, nor did the slow, leisurely manner in which the gladiator raked his gaze from my tightly braided, flaxen hair over my breasts, into the valley between my thighs, and down over the length of my legs.

I always made certain to cover my breasts and behind fully with the leather costume provided to us in the ludus—I did not wish to display any part of my body that I considered private. But there were still great swathes of my skin visible to the naked eye—my shoulders, my abdomen, my legs. It had to be so, for layers of clothing hindered my ability to fight in the arena.

I was not sure that more clothing would have mattered, regardless. The man made me feel naked anyway, and in a manner that made me feel ill.

Though the glint in Bavarius’ eyes caused nerves to skitter frantically through my belly, I raised my chin with an air of contempt that I did not feel and painted the smallest of sneers on my lips.

“I know where my place is.” I wanted to say more, but did not want to provoke the man, though I was strangely reassured of my safety after a night with Christus in my chambers. “I train to win. To win honor, to win coin, for this house.”

Bavarius’ eyes narrowed in irritation when he realized that I would not be offput, and he took a step toward me, arm outstretched. Though I did not admire it in the way that I did Christus’, I knew that that arm was roped with cords of muscle, and was capable of inflicting real harm.

I scuttled back, but I did not move fast enough. Bavarius caught my elbow and pinched, hard, before yanking me against his body.

I knew that he liked it when I fought, so I forced myself to stay still, though every fiber of my being wanted to beat him to a pulpy mess.

“This house needs a real champion.” His breath stank of stale mulberry wine and even staler barley grains, and the odor emanating from his body told me that he had not recently made use of the heated salt baths that were available to us. “You might fool some—might even fool the dominus—but you’re still just a woman. Just a set of tits and a cunt, here for a man’s pleasure.”

Fury surged through me, and I raised a knee, kicking my foot back to slam it into his groin, the only thing that I could think of, since I was now wrapped tightly in arms that were slick with sweat. Blocking the movement, the man squeezed me even more tightly, my back to his chest, and pulled me farther into the shadows behind one of the arched pillars that supported the upstairs balcony.

Fear suddenly coated my tongue with its metallic taste. He was stronger than I remembered.

Bavarius raised a hand, covered my full breast, and squeezed. Revulsion roiled in my stomach, and unable to hold still any longer, I began to struggle fiercely, trying to escape the iron bands that held me tightly.

“You will soon be put in your place.” The odor of rotting food from the man’s mouth was overwhelming, and he pinched my nipple through my strophium, the thin leather that banded over my breasts as he spoke, the edges of his overly long nails drawing blood. “A woman is not meant for greatness, and you overreach. Don’t you remember how it was, Lilia? You were my favorite whore. And you had best be careful, because the men love a good whore. Especially men who have never lived with a cunt before, like your new friend. And I’ve heard rumors about him, about how much he loves a good fuck.” With these words hanging pregnant in the air, Bavarius released me, and I stumbled forward, nearly falling. Catching myself, I all but leapt out of the bruised shadows behind the pillar, sour bile rising in my throat.

Bavarius followed me into the light calmly. I stared at him in horror for a moment, before reminding myself where I was and schooling my face into a blank mask.

The man moved toward me again, though this time he extended a hand, as if to help me up. The otherworldly flicker in his eyes was wicked, and I was repulsed. I recoiled from his touch, scrabbling backward, righting myself as I did.

I heard the hiss of the snakelike whip before I saw it, snapping between me and Bavarius so fiercely we both jumped.

“Bavarius! Back to your training!” Though our doctore stood on the other side of the sand, his voice boomed out clearly, impossible to ignore. Behind him was Christus, who, while seemingly focused on his training, had clearly been the one to alert the trainer to my situation.

I wanted to smile as if I had had too much mulsum, so great was my relief. I had been ill prepared for such an attack from Bavarius—in the bright hours of day, nonetheless! I watched through narrowed eyes as the man strode back to his training partner, his gait cocky, and with every step that he took from me, my anger grew.

I wanted him punished. I eyed the whip, the handle of which was swallowed by the doctore’s hand, and wanted more than anything to lash it across Bavarius’ back myself, to draw blood. I could still feel his fingers, pawing at my breast, branding me with his unctuousness. Looking down, I saw the smear of crimson that had stained the leather of my top, the result of Bavarius’ touch.

He had left his mark on me. Though I had never considered myself to be a calm or docile individual, the knowledge made a rage unlike anything I’d ever felt grow inside of me.

If I were to tell the doctore of what had transpired, I would be granted my revenge. But it would also show the rest of the men that I was weak, weak enough to be trapped by Bavarius.

This, I could not allow.

“Are you well, Lilia?” The voice of the doctore sounded out across the yard. Though how I could have been certain, I did not know, but I would have bet the ludus that Bavarius had arranged his attack at a moment when the doctore had been distracted elsewhere. Certainly the trainer seemed to have no idea of what had just transpired, though his features were clouded with suspicion, his head cocked slightly to one side as he studied me.

Under the watchful eye of the doctore, who was flanked by Darius and Christus, I felt inexplicably safe, and with that feeling came relief.

It irked me that I enjoyed being protected.

“Doctore.” My mouth snapped shut, almost of its own accord.

Though it seemed unjust, I bit back my words, nodding in as calm a manner as I was able to at the doctore, Christus, and Darius.

I would not let any of the men, not even these three, know how much Bavarius’ words had disturbed me. Especially not Christus.

The beastly man’s words echoed in my ears, and I hated that they were lodged so deeply inside of me.

I’ve heard rumors about him, about how much he loves a good fuck.

Perhaps I was not as safe with the man as I believed; perhaps he was just like the rest. I cast a quick glance at him, from where he stood behind the doctore. I was startled to see the ferocity etched in every line of his being.

If Bavarius had timed his attack so that the doctore did not see, his actions had not been nearly so secretive to the rest of the men. Christus looked ready to kill, his lips peeled back over bared teeth. There it was again, that protectiveness, emanating from his very core.

Hearing him talk the night before, I knew that he had suffered some abuse of his own. This was likely why he felt such a need to be my champion, but I suspected that he would act this way for anyone.

It was the intensity that I could not quite understand. It seemed that he felt it, too, that visceral connection that had snapped tight between us the moment that we had first laid eyes upon each other.

That he felt so much rage over a wrong done to me made me want him all the more.

No. I could not.

“I am fine.” My words were calm, if my insides were not. “Carry on.” From the corner of my eye I saw Bavarius grin widely, but I raised my chin and ignored it.

Vengeance sliced through my veins as I thirsted for punishment, but for once my head was cooler.

I would not forget this—would not forget the actions of the man who would never be happy until I was dead—but I knew that it was not in my best interest to act rashly.

Still, my head swam . . . I was shaken. I could still feel the pressure of Bavarius’ hand on my skin. His touch brought many memories flooding to the surface, memories that belonged to a much weaker woman, but that haunted the stronger one regardless.

Inhaling deeply, I willed myself to calm. The best thing for me to do now was to rejoin training as if nothing had ever happened—to be vicious, more ruthless than ever. I and I alone would look out for my welfare.

Lifting my head high, I stepped back onto the rough sand that was our training ground. My stare was drawn to the man who had begun to fill my thoughts. As I met his eyes over the heads of the men, many of whom had stopped to watch, I saw his eyes flicker over the sanguine stain on my clothing. The small wound had bled more than the pain warranted, but then, I was used to pain, having suffered my share of blows in the arena.

I did not think that Christus would care that I did not consider the wound to be major. His lips pressed together until the skin around them grew white. He gestured ever so slightly with his head to our quarters, the chamber where I could rest and have a private meal and wine, if I so chose.

But if I did not take a stand now, I risked losing the position that granted me those very privileges.

After the encounter with Bavarius I wanted nothing more than to run as fast as I could, back behind the door that separated me from these fierce men. I brushed a hand over my breast, trying to wipe away the unwanted touch.

I would not fail. So, with my eyes still on Christus, and his ever more frustrated ones on me, I set my chin and stayed still for a moment longer, staring defiantly out at the men, just long enough that I felt I had made my point.

The men could bully me, could push me down and threaten me, could beat me and even rape me. But they would not break me.

As I strode out onto the sand, I kept my eyes on Christus’, hoping to see a smidgen of respect on his face, respect for my strength.

Instead he looked ready to pick me up and haul me from the entire city of Rome.

It hurt, though I could not imagine why it should, to not see pride in the face of the one whom I inexplicably wanted to impress. I felt as though a blow had been landed in my stomach.

Inhaling deeply, I crossed to where Darius stood, steps beyond Christus, ignoring the other man entirely. Though my good friend shook his head at me, he joined me in the drill, allowing me to attack him loudly and with as much rage and strength as I possessed.

It was as if Christus no longer stood there.

That was the way that it would have to be.


The scene with Bavarius had worked its way under my skin like the prickles of a million tiny needles, and everything—the insufferable heat, the deafening silence, the cloying feel of my long wheatish hair sticking to my damp shoulders—was an annoyance.

I bit on my tongue and tasted metal as I drew blood. Irritated with myself, I slammed my wooden bowl down onto the table. The porridge inside was thick enough that it did not move, and I wrinkled my nose with distaste.

“Water?” Darius offered me his cup, not commenting on my foul mood, though I knew that it was quite apparent. Silently I accepted the cup, then slid the bowl with my rations across the table toward him.

Being touched by Bavarius had stolen my appetite.

I saw the man watching me from across the dining hall. I made a show of appearing relaxed, willing my muscles one by one to release their strain.

From the cocky grin on the other man’s face, I had not succeeded in convincing him.

“Ignore him.” Though Darius was my closest friend—my only friend—at that moment I did not want company at all. What I wanted was to secure myself in the baths, alone, to scrub away the taint of Bavarius’ touch. I did not want to be fussed over, not even by Darius. If the big man had had his way, he would have tried to coax me from my mood by joining me in the bath for the sole purpose of splashing me and making me smile. He would have insisted that I wash away the grit and grime of the sun and sand, and that I then go to the ludus’ medic for a massage with scented oils.

This, I knew, was my due, as the highest-ranked gladiator in the wealthy ludus. Truly, at that moment the only benefit that I wanted was to be left alone.

I did know where Christus was at that moment, and I tried to convince myself that I did not care.

It rankled that, despite my best efforts, I did care. Angry at the thought, I nodded curtly to Darius, then shoved away from the table, leaving my cup behind. I could not stand even being in the same room as the other men, the ones who had once used me like a common whore.

Pacing, tense, I made my way outside, to the training yard. Despite the long day that I had spent in the sun, I shivered.

The setting sun nearly blinded me, its rays streaming in white stripes straight into my face as it began to descend for the evening. I had spent even longer in its light today, and my skin was singed. I felt the heat suffuse my flesh but ignored the sting.

I had felt worse.

Most of the men had gone inside the dining hall of the gladiators’ quarters, upon which the great stone house that the pater familias inhabited was built. It was time for our evening meal, porridge and army bread, which to outsiders seemed like very little after our fierce work all day but was, in fact, our recommended diet.

Only one remained on the sand. I watched silently and, I was certain, unobserved as Christus worked his training sword against one of the giant bags of sand, as if it were a person—an enemy.

Where did his anger come from? Though he was new to our ludus, I knew that he had been a gladiator for nearly as long as I had—he should by now have accepted his fate. But watching his actions as he battled an invisible opponent, I saw quite clearly that the man I was watching felt constrained, imprisoned.

Alone, thinking himself unobserved, Christus released a ferocity that was unrivaled in our ludus—he seemed to be untainted by mercy, something that even I myself could not claim.

He should not have been so attractive, not when violence twisted his features as it did. In the fading evening light, the hair that lay cropped close to his head shimmered with the colors of honey, of nuts, and especially of flame, all teased out of the dark black. It was beautiful hair, or would have been had it sat on the head of any man besides himself. No, this warrior was not beautiful. He was too large, too fearsome . . . too damaged.

I was not sure where that last observation came from, but I knew that he would not welcome it. So I bit my tongue, remained quiet, and continued to watch.

As much of an irritation as his presence was to me, his form still pleased my eye, even more so when it was in motion, as it was right now.

The realization sent something not entirely unpleasant skittering over my skin. I bit my lip as I admitted to myself that the man made me want, made me desire, and as I attempted to swallow that morsel, the man himself looked up, saw me watching.

He looked beyond me quickly, toward the dining area, then shook his head in my direction, meaning, I thought, that I would be ill in the mind to disturb him. My eyes narrowed, and stubbornness had my mind made up to challenge him to a round or two.

He might have been bigger, but I was not the highest-ranked gladiator in this ludus for nothing.

Turning his back to me as if I did not exist, Christus deliberately resumed his sport. Even through my ill humor, I struggled when trying not to notice the way the sheen of sweat brought on by the physical exertion emphasized the raw strength that he held in his arms, his legs.

“Are you trying to prove yourself worthy of this brotherhood, Christus of House of Manius?” I recognized the oil that floated on the words before I saw Bavarius step onto the sand. The heat that the granules had absorbed during the day rose around the man’s feet in waves, and once again I thought that he seemed to represent pure evil. I recoiled physically, though I knew that he could not touch me where I stood, half hidden in the growing shadows of the balcony. Though the words spoken were muffled, I heard the derision and lack of respect that Bavarius laced his words with.

I saw Christus’ spine stiffen, just the smallest fraction—I was certain that even Bavarius himself, who stood close to the man, did not see that his own words had driven home. Christus finished his game, then rose to his full height and faced the much smaller man.

“Just some sport, Bavarius.” He let his training sword fall to his side, but did not leave. “Training is done for the day.”

“Why do you feel you need extra sport, extra training, new brother?” Bavarius was clearly trying to antagonize, and I saw again that slight stiffening in the otherwise rod-straight spine of Christus. “Is it that a woman stands to hold the title of champion? Do you not feel yourself equal to our Lilia?”

I should have been pleased, perhaps, by the offhanded compliment. I knew that words that fell from Bavarius’ lips, however, contained vinegar rather than honey. I could not trust anything that he said—and I found that I did not care for the insult to Christus.

“Am I not permitted to do as I wish in my free time, Bavarius? Do you begrudge me that?” Christus did not make reference to the insult, instead speaking far more calmly than he ever had to anyone else, that I had seen.

“On the contrary, new brother.” Bavarius stepped closer still, closer than was normal, and the invasion of space was yet another insult. I expected Christus to strike him, to reach for the sword that still hung at his hip. “You have not yet gone through the rites of passage, have not been initiated into our brotherhood, no matter how much the dominus has paid for you. You should take all the practice that you can, for soon enough you will be tested.”

Christus did not move. He spoke instead, and his words were deadly calm.

“Very well.”

Christus turned to face the stocky man who challenged him. The shadows cast over Bavarius’ face made him look like the spawn of the underworld.

Bavarius feinted forward, hoping, it seemed, to make Christus flinch. When the newer gladiator did not move even a whisper, the glower on the shorter man’s face became yet more pronounced.

“I can make your life here hell.” Spittle flew as Bavarius spoke, spraying into the air like drops of poison.

Christus allowed the merest sneer to curl his lips before finally, slowly, raising that sword. I watched, fascinated, as the shadows that were so unflattering to Bavarius served only to accentuate Christus’ muscles.

“The dominus has reassured me that he demands no rite of passage upon entrance to his ludus, no trials, no branding.” Absently he rubbed his forearm, and when I squinted, I saw a faded section of skin that may have one such marking. “Any rite that you speak of must be of your own devising. Very well; let us get on with it. I will undertake whatever trial you set before me, if it means only that you will cease with your incessant chatter.”

There was no such trial; this I knew firsthand. This was an open challenge from Bavarius, but he had been a fool to issue it at that moment, alone on the sand with Christus. Bavarius was brave only when he had a half-dozen cronies to back up his words, his muscle.

He would never have intended to face off with a man who, from the look of it, could best him in under a minute.

While I was the top ranked in the ludus, Bavarius hung somewhere in the middle. If challenged one on one, even I would not be scared of him, though I was a fraction of his size.

Bavarius seemed to be taken aback. “It is mealtime, new brother.” He cast an uneasy look toward the area where the men ate, which had a roof but was free of walls. Though the food was not overly appetizing, I knew that for a glutton such as him, not being able to finish his meal would be a major punishment.

He should have thought of that before interrupting his dinner to taunt Christus.

My own stomach grumbled, empty and craving nourishment, though at that moment I did not think that I could force down even a bite. I would regret it tomorrow, but Bavarius had so upset me that I had not been able to eat.

The smaller, unctuous man continued, seeming not to like the direction in which the encounter had gone. “Surely you need to eat, yourself.”

Christus allowed a thin, humorless smile to cross his lips, one that I could see, even across the distance.

I saw his head turn in my direction, just the slightest bit, and I only noticed because I was watching for it. He remembered that I was there, and I was just as certain that he had not forgotten that something had passed between me and Bavarius earlier than day.

I saw that he meant to teach the man a lesson on my behalf. Part of me raged at that—why was the man always feeling the need to take care of me? Part of me, however, thrilled at it.

Bavarius had a lesson coming, and if he learned it without me having to touch him, then all the better.

“As you have pointed out to me, I will not be a full member of this brotherhood until I have fulfilled your rite.” Christus tapped the sword against the large palm of his hand, the worn wood slapping harshly against the hard flesh. “I cannot imagine a world without you as my brother, so let us commence.”

The sarcasm dripped from his words like sludge.

I could not hold back—I had never been the most patient of creatures. Also, I wanted to take part in his comeuppance, and this was different than simply having Christus defend me from an attack. So I thawed the muscles that had been frozen in place and strode out onto the sand, but not before grabbing another training sword from where they rested at the side of the mock arena.

Bavarius opened his mouth, likely to argue, but stopped short when he saw me coming. I slapped the training sword into his hand and forced a grin onto my face. “Enjoy your lesson.” Though I wanted to strike at the man myself—he brought forth a blood lust unlike anything that I had ever felt in the arena—I stepped back to the perimeter of the sand to watch.

I thought I saw the corners of Christus’ mouth quirk up in the barest whisper of a smile—the first that I had seen on his lips. Then it was gone. Inhaling deeply, he stalked away from Bavarius, then spun and bent at the knees, his sword outstretched. He did not seem at all concerned about losing this match and consequently losing the respect of the men, nor did he seem to feel fear. Still, I saw the same concentration that I myself felt when in a fight.

Training sands or arena, cockiness led to injury and even to death. I approved of the caution that I saw on his side of things. He was tensed to fight, even if only with wooden swords, the fierceness that made him appear so strong a gladiator held in every fiber of his flesh.

It took no more than a minute for him to charge the smaller man, who still seemed surprised and unprepared, and who placed show into his fight and not skill, something the doctore had never been able to work out of him. I was drawn to the strength that Christus showed as he easily evaded his opponent’s charges. The power in Christus’ movements, the way in which his body moved, forced heated thoughts into my mind.

By the time Bavarius knelt on the sand, Christus’ wooden sword at his throat, many of the men had brought their bowls of lumpy porridge and hunks of hard army bread outside, and were jeering and cheering in equal measure.

Bavarius looked up at Christus, and I could see the hatred in his eyes. Christus stared back with complete calm, allowing the other man time to think that their match was done, that Christus would leave him be now.

It hit me in that moment, a thought that sickened me. Christus, in that moment, appeared to dominate the ludus, and he did so in a way that I never had.

It forced bile to rise in my throat, but I wondered momentarily if allying myself with him, of all the men, could finally bring me the security that I was forced to fight for daily.

I entertained the notion for no more than a moment. To throw myself at Christus for the strength that he displayed—no matter how attracted I was to it—would make me no better than a whore. With that decided, I knew that that same dominance was a threat to my well-being.

What if he were to become the top-ranked gladiator in our ludus? Would I be thrown into quarters with the other men? Would I again be seen as weak, a target that could easily be taken advantage of?

I did not like the idea of relying on a man for security, and knew that, should Christus ever leave this ludus, it would fall back upon me tenfold. But at that very moment, the thought of just being left alone, blessedly at peace, to live my life as a gladiator, was more than I could turn away.

Striding purposefully across the sand, I moved behind Christus and placed a hand on his arm. The gesture was meant to show solidarity, but I felt the heat generated between our flesh, a heat that made my breath catch.

“You little cunt.” Something wild flashed through Bavarius’ eyes when he saw me, something that I had not anticipated. I knew that I brought out a deep anger and resentment in the man, but in that moment the resentment seemed like something darker and more dangerous. With these feelings clearly displayed on his face, Bavarius seemed to snap at the sight of me. Though I tensed and crouched defensively the second that I detected movement, the man had his sword in hand and landed a blow before I managed to again bring him to his knees.

“You ignoble fuck.” My ankle throbbed where he had hit it. I suspected a sprain, or at the very least a strain of the muscle. Damn the gods, this would set me back a week in training.

Turning baleful eyes to Christus for a moment, I clenched my jaw. I should have expected it from Bavarius the traitor, but somehow all of my emotions whirled together and decided that it was Christus’ fault.

I turned back to Bavarius, who now glared up at me from under the tip of my sword. It might only have been wood, but in the right hands, it could cause a lot of damage—even death.

“I should just kill you and end the suffering of anyone forced to be near you.” Angry as I was, repulsed as I was, I did not feel like killing anyone. I felt like being carried off the sands and laid to bed—my ankle was swelling rapidly, and throbbed like a heartbeat. And I was unused to the surge of emotion—over the years I had learned to tamp them down.

Instead I continued to glare, trying to make a point. I would not be able to hold the pose for long—my ankle was paining me greatly.

“Go find the medic.” Surely Christus could not be speaking to me in that tone—not in front of all of the men. From the corner of my eye I saw Darius in the crowd, and he grimaced, knowing my thoughts exactly.

I turned to Christus, and could not keep the hint of betrayal from my eyes. When he spoke again, his voice was exasperated.

“You could kill the bastard now; not a man here doubts that. But your ankle needs immediate attention if you are to be fit for the arena anytime in the near future. Go.”

His tone was not one to argue with, and I supposed that I had not hid my injury as well as I had thought. I should have been grateful—he had given me an out.

Instead, as I turned back to Bavarius with hatred in my eyes, all I felt was confusion.

“Gratitude for your kind thoughts.” I made sure to keep emotion from my face as I nodded to Christus, then hobbled across the sand, away from the crowd of men. Damn the gods, but I was in pain.

I hesitated on the edge of the sands, not sure of what to do, and loath to leave the scene behind me. With a quick decision I opted for the mineral steam baths instead of the medic. Before disappearing inside the building and down the long hall that led to the baths, I looked back over my shoulder.

I watched as slowly, very slowly, Christus scraped the wooden sword down the side of Bavarius’ throat, pressing hard enough that the grain of the wood scratched the skin. A trickle of blood welled up from the shallow cut, and Christus swiped the worn wood through the scarlet liquid before stepping back.

“Do not talk nonsense about trials and acceptance again.” A chill seemed to settle over the entire training area, and I knew why.

For a long time, I had been the strongest in the ludus, so long as I kept my guard up. But as I looked at Christus—as all of the men looked at him—we all saw that he was a dangerous man.

A man to be feared, both inside the arena as well as out of it.

Christus turned to walk away from Bavarius, but before he did, he looked back, toward the shadows where I still stood, riveted to the scene before me. Though his final action, the precise cruelty of drawing that thin stripe of Bavarius’ blood, had surely chilled me, even as I thoroughly approved of it, I stared back, unwavering.

Christus’ face was set in stone as he looked at me. Before he walked away, he lifted his arm toward me, a gesture that meant he dedicated his win to me. My lips parted in surprise, and from the corners of my vision I saw the men shift and begin to mutter among themselves.

Stunned, I watched as he stalked away in the direction of our quarters. Christus had, for reasons I did not yet completely understand, given me what it seemed I could not wholly gain for myself.

He had given me that first small measure of respect among the men. Though I had been trying for years to be seen as an equal, rather than a woman trying to succeed among men, it was not until that very moment that I felt as if it had been achieved.



 


CHAPTER FOUR




The baths were empty, and I thanked the gods for that small blessing. My ankle protested vehemently as I hobbled across the large room, the steam clinging to me like the soft touch of a lover.

It was difficult to put weight on my injured foot, to step up the few stairs that led to one of the baths. I knew that the heat and the minerals in the water would help it to heal faster, however, so I ground my teeth together, tried to limit the weight on that foot, and half hopped, half dragged myself up to the platform.

“Aah.” The relief was instantaneous as I submerged my injured foot. I shifted my weight on the edge of the tub, allowing my legs to dangle freely in the water. The ripples made by my submersion bumped gently against my thighs, washing away the sweat and dust of the day.

The heat tried to pry the tension out of my muscles, but my shoulders stayed tight. I could not turn the scene that had played out minutes earlier from my mind.

What had Christus been thinking, defending my honor that way yet again? And so very publicly. I wanted to feel rage—wanted to target that rage at him, this man who had barged into my life and turned it upside down.

I found that I did not have the energy. For just a few minutes, I wanted to sit here, let the steam moisten my skin, and not have to worry about defending myself, about how I appeared to the outside world. Did not want to consider the factors that made up my life—the fact that death lurked around every corner.

I just wanted to be Lilia, even if only for a few moments.

“Lilia?” I did not even attempt to swallow my groan, nor did I turn around. By now I recognized the voice, the tread of his weight over the dust on the ground.

I listened to that tread as it made its way across the great room, toward me. There was a slight hesitation before I heard Christus climb the same steps that I had only moments before.

I closed my eyes and tilted my head back in avoidance. I was no closer to sorting through the mess of anger, thankfulness and lust than I had been on the sands.

When I could feel by the sloshing of the water against my legs that he had joined me in the tub, I sighed, finally opening my eyes to glare at him balefully.

I did not ask why he had done it. He had already told me, countless times and in varied ways. Asking him again would not make him stop.

“Why will you not just leave me alone?” This, I thought, was a fairer question. Though the man seemed determined to defend the honor of a lady, he had gone far beyond that. There was a connection that had been forged between us, one initiated by him, and what I did not understand was why he had done so.

I was difficult, I was stubborn, I was rude. I had mercurial changes of mood, and was haunted by ghosts that I did not wish to dwell on.

I watched his finely hewn features as he tilted his head, studying me intently.

“Do not tell me that you do not feel it, too.”

I opened my mouth to do just that, and found that my words had dried up, for Christus had reached down into the water and gripped my injured ankle in gentle hands.

“What are you doing?” My words were a hiss as I looked frantically around the room. We were alone for the moment, thank the gods, but someone could come in at any moment.

Weak was the least of the things that I would appear to be if someone were to come upon this scene, me flushed from the steam, Christus’ sure fingers beginning to lightly massage the purpling skin of my ankle.

Every touch of his fingers sent a lick of fire straight between my legs. Though I tried to swallow it down, a groan escaped my lips.

His touch felt so incredibly good.

“I cannot let myself be seen like this.” There was no point in denying that I found his touch pleasurable. Against my better judgment, I closed my eyes for a moment—just a moment—and let sensation wash over me.

When I again opened my eyes, Christus’ fingers had trailed upward to my calf. His eyes burned brightly and were fixed on my own.

“I told the men that anyone who bothered you while you bathed would find himself without a cock.” My mouth fell open at the words, and inexplicably a giggle bubbled up from my throat.

I clapped a hand over my mouth as it escaped. I never giggled. I rarely even laughed.

Sobering myself, I tried to tug my leg from Christus’ reach. “That does not mean that they will listen.”

“I assure you they will.” Christus did not allow me to pull my flesh away, instead trailing his fingers ever higher. My breath caught in my throat as he stroked the tender skin behind my knee.

“If it eases you, Darius is keeping watch. No one will disturb you. No one will disturb us.”

I heard the double meaning in his words, and though I felt as though I should run, I found myself doing nothing of the sort. Instead I reached out, my hand shaking, and ran uncertain fingers over the stripe of cheekbone.

I shuddered as my fingers made contact with his skin. It had been so long since I had been touched with anything but violence or desire that was twisted at its root. Darius touched me sometimes, but his caresses were friendly and reassuring.

They did not affect me in nearly the same way that these small caresses were.

“Christus. I cannot do this.” I wanted to. I could no longer lie to myself. I wanted this man, wanted the moments of pleasure that he could bring to me in this strange life that I called my own. “If the men found out that I took you as a lover, we would both be under attack.”

My voice had a breathless quality to it, one that I had never heard before. I was feeling things that I had never felt before, too, as Christus lowered his head and laid his lips on my knee.

When he again looked up, the expression on his face—the longing, the desire—was my undoing.

“Why should anyone find out? It is no one’s business but our own.” The fingers that still softly stroked the skin behind my knee moved with excruciating slowness, tracing a stripe up, and up, until they met the edge where my leather wrap met my skin.

“Christus.” What was happening to me? I was not weak—I made my own decisions. Yet I could no more have stopped this encounter than I could have stopped breathing.

Slowly, giving me time to say no, Christus worked at the knot in my leather. When the fastening was loose, he worked the garment away from my body, hanging it on the edge of the tub.

Leaving my skin bare from the waist down.

I felt my lower lip tremble, but apart from that small movement I was still, tensed, my breath caught in my throat with anticipation. With his eyes on my own, drinking in every nuance of my expression, he inched his fingers up, then up again, trailing them over my inner thighs as the muscles beneath quivered.

I inhaled sharply when those fingers grazed over the heated skin between my legs. Christus paused as the noise, again giving me time to say no.

I waited a long moment, my innermost thoughts whirling through my head in a great rush. Sex had been tied up with violence for so long, it had made me feel cheap at best. The idea that I could embrace it for pleasure was strange and oddly thrilling, if I could but take that leap.

My eyelids lowered, I looked down from the edge of the bath where I still perched, looked at the god of a man who was rising out of the water at my feet. He was golden and sleek and beautiful, and he wore an expression of reverence and of need that looked to be nearly painful.

It was that exact combination that pushed me that last step. With an exhalation of the breath that I had been holding, I covered his wrist with my hand, holding his hand in place even as I arched my hips to meet his touch.

“You are certain that we will not be disturbed?” I could not quite believe that I was prepared to accept his word when he nodded—the Lilia of even a day before would never have taken anything at face value, would have had to see for herself.

But this man inspired trust. Trust, as well as lust.

For the first time since I had come to the ludus, I decided to embrace the sensations.

Sliding my hand from his wrist down his arm, over his broad shoulder and up, I burrowed my fingers in the wealth of blue-black hair that was spiked with dampness. I fisted the strands, tugged gently, and closed my eyes, waiting for the touch.

“Oh. Oh.” I could hear the surprise in my voice as Christus began to gently stroke through the soft hair that covered my cleft. His breath hissed out as I shifted, my hips moving into the touch without thought on my part.

“Be still.” His voice was firm, and I blinked, part of me not sure that I liked to be told what to do. But if those light, stroking touches felt so good, what other pleasure could he bring to me?

The featherlight touches increased in pressure just the slightest bit, and then a bit more. I could feel the blood rushing to my pussy, causing terrible excitement to gather there. I tensed with the onslaught, and when he finally worked one finger between my moist folds, grazing it over my clitoris, I gasped, then clapped a hand over my mouth to stifle the noise.

Christus stilled his finger, though he did not remove the pressure. As I perched on the edge of the tub, I stared down at him with panic, both craving more of his touch and terrified that we were about to be found out because of my exclamation.

He shifted as he knelt in the water of the tub, and the liquid splashed gently.

“The men are all at their meal. And Darius watches them.” The words were murmured against my inner thigh. Though I was still nervous, the possibility of the pleasure that I had been promised won out.

“I—I don’t—”

Christus began to move his finger again, now avoiding my clit, deliberately I thought. Instead he inserted the tip inside my heated channel, groaning aloud when he found me wet and wanting.

Embarrassed, I ducked my head, feeling my cheeks turn the red of fruit. With his free hand he reached up to stroke over the curve of my cheek, at the same time working his other finger in and out of me just that small bit.

I could not pretend that I was not excited, even as I continued to blush.

“It pleases me to bring someone as pure as you pleasure.” When he called me pure, my head snapped back, my eyes wide open, emotions running hot and heavy through my veins.

“I am not anywhere close to pure, Christus. I thought you understood this.” Memories came with the words, and I fought them away, unwilling to let them taint the moment.

Christus smiled grimly, then in one smooth motion inserted his finger fully inside of me. I gripped the edges of the wooden bath until my knuckles turned white.

“Having physical acts forced upon you does not take away from your purity, Lilia. I know this better than most.” His eyes darkening, he gripped my hip with his free hand and began to work his finger in and out of me. “And I suspect that no one has ever shown you the pure pleasure that can be had between two people who mutually consent to it.”

I could not speak, for all of my attention was forced on his finger, which was working in and out of me in a steady rhythm. My clit throbbed, desperate for the same touch.

“I do not know how you can think that I am pure. I have been touched by more hands than you can imagine. I have killed. I will kill again.” It was important to me that he know these things before we went any further.

Again that formidable smile appeared. I gasped when, with one quick motion, he removed his finger and pulled me from the edge of the bath. I landed in the heated water beside him with a splash, droplets peppering my face and hair.

“Perhaps you are trying to convince me that you do not need to be treated with gentleness.” His words were a growl, and as he spoke, he reached down and clasped my calves. Strong hands guided my legs around his waist with sure movements, even as he took care to avoid my injured ankle.

Before I could catch my breath, I found my back pressed against the wooden slats of the tub, the hardness of his cock pressed against my entrance.

My insides liquefied. This, I could wrap my thoughts around—two bodies finding heat in each other. The gentleness, the kindness, had been too much, but this . . .

This was what I wanted.

I arched my hips, and felt the swollen head of his cock slip inside of me. I inhaled sharply, my fingers digging into his shoulders, where I held tightly for support.

“Be sure.” Christus pressed his forehead against my own, then brushed his lips against mine. I sank my teeth into the corded muscle of his neck in response, felt his erection jerk inside of me in response.

“I am sure.” I had barely finished speaking when he had seated himself inside of me, his action hard yet not rough. I exhaled equally hard, stilling for a moment to adjust myself to the strange sensation of him inside of me. Muscles that had long gone unused stretched to accommodate his length, his girth, and I felt liquid heat pool in anticipation of what was to come.

“Are you all right?” Turning his head, his voice unsteady, Christus lowered his hands to the globes of my ass and squeezed.

I found myself unable to meet his stare. Again flushing, I buried my face in his neck, speaking directly into his ear.

“We must be quick.” I held perfectly still, unsure of myself in a way that I never was. He held still as well, seeming to wait for my orders.

“I . . . please.” I felt those fingers squeeze me again, kneading my flesh, bringing nerve endings to life.

There was a brief moment in which I thought of how strange it was to feel nothing but desire. And then he slammed into me with all of the strength that was coiled into his muscles, and I could not think at all.

My back, still partially covered by the leather band covering my chest, hit the wooden side of the tub flat. I could feel the knot in the leather of my top and tried with one hand to release it.

I wanted to be skin to skin with Christus. I wanted to milk every little bit of sensation that I could from this encounter, because I knew that, once it was over, I could not afford to repeat it.

“No.” One large hand fisted in the front of the leather band, pulling until the knot released. The wet leather was flung over the side of the tub, and I heard it land with a wet slap on the floor beneath.

My nipples were hard as rocks and abraded his chest. I arched my back, offering them to him.

“Lilia.” Leaving me to hold on to him myself, he filled his palms with my breasts. They fit as if they had been made for his hands, and I found myself shamelessly pushing against him, wanting more.

“All right, then.” Feeling the curve of his lips against my neck, I pushed back against him as he stopped caressing the globes of flesh and instead began to pull at my nipples with his fingertips. He was not gentle, but I saw the way he watched my reaction.

He knew that I was not delicate—knew that I would not settle for being treated gently. I could take whatever he gave me, and in this short encounter, I wanted it all.

He pinched both nipples at once, tightly, and I could have screamed at the touch. Then he dropped his hands to clasp my hips, and settled into the business of seating himself inside of me as hard as he could, over and over again.

I was not accustomed to the sensations that were rolling through me. There was pleasure, and it was tightly twined with the edge of pain that came every time he hilted his huge erection inside of my much smaller pussy. I found the combination unbearably exciting, pushing back against him, taking him in until I thought that I might split in half.

Tension coiled inside of me, low in my belly, as he began to move faster. I found the wet slap of my back against the side of the tub highly erotic, and it added to the sensation of wanting . . . more. Of needing . . . something.

I squirmed, reaching for something, anything. My breath began to come in pants, and I felt the muscles of Christus’ thighs tense beneath me.

“Lilia. Hold on to me.” I pried my fingers from the edge of the tub and placed them on his shoulders instead. As soon as I gripped him, he insinuated one hand in between our bodies, sliding his palm down, over my torso and lower.

His thumb and forefinger found my clit, and rolled the nub of engorged flesh tightly.

“Fuck!” I uttered the expletive into his neck, trying to stay quiet, but I was too far gone to care. Bavarius could have come in right at that moment, and I would not have even noticed, so focused was I on the man between my thighs.

That same man took the hand not pulling at my clit and worked it down the other side of my body, tracing lightly over my spine until he reached the tender spot where the cleft that divided my ass began.

I stiffened, pulling away, which served only to move me closer to him in the front.

“I—I don’t like that.” My voice shook with sudden nerves. The only touching I had ever had in that area had been unwelcome and violent.

Christus stilled his hand, but did not remove it.

“I will stop if you truly want me to.” He continued to thrust inside of me, shallow movements that made my thighs tremble. “But I want only to bring you pleasure. Always to bring you pleasure. I’ll never bring you violence. You can trust me.”

Squeezing my eyes shut, I felt several emotions warring inside of me. I had already stepped into the deep that night—why should I stop?

I did trust him. I did not know why, but I did.

Slowly, making sure that his fingers kept giving attention to the clit that was now screaming, I thrust my ass back into his touch. I felt his smile against my hair, and then he inserted a finger into my ass, just a slight bit, and rotated it slowly.

“Oh. Oh!” I felt so full, so . . . blissful. Strange as it was at first to be penetrated in both places, I soon found nothing but enjoyment, my nerves skittering about.

Oh. How would it end? How could it end? He would have his climax soon, this much I knew, and then my pleasure would stop. The thought made me want to scream. I felt as though I was waiting for something, something explosive, and surely I would die without it.

“I cannot last much longer. You are so sweet.” Christus began to pant, his movements coming hard and fast. I felt a stab of disappointment—I did not want this to end, as it would when he spilled his seed inside of me.

I felt his body tense against mine, braced myself for the thrust that would signal his climax. Instead I found hard strokes feathered over my clitoris rapidly, and an extra pressure in my ass as he moved his finger deeper.

The explosion came, the release of that nearly unbearable tension that had been gathering within me. Taken off guard and not having a clue what was happening to me, I screamed, stifling the noise in Christus’ neck. My flesh continued to spasm, rolling waves of pleasure warming me as he nipped at my neck and came to his own release.

I found myself clinging to his neck as the storm calmed, small whimpers escaping my lips. I came to my senses, becoming aware of my surroundings in a huge rush, again clapping my hand over my mouth, terrified that my screams had echoed through the ludus.

Christus was staring at me, his breath coming short and hard. Slowly he removed his fingers from my flesh, letting my legs loosen around his waist.

I felt my lip tremble inexplicably. No, not inexplicably—I would never admit it, but the sensation that had just rocked my body had terrified me.

“You truly have never . . .” Christus’ voice trailed off as he stared at me in wonder, his hand lifting to stroke my cheek, as if I was something precious, something to be treasured.

I stiffened a bit, again unsure of how I felt about the gentleness. I knew what he was speaking of, of course, but was not sure what words to use.

“I . . . I have never been touched with . . .” I could not use the word “gentleness,” for Christus had not been gentle with me. “Caring. I have never before been touched with caring.” I cast my eyes down, fixed them on the water that was still rippling around us.

In truth, I had not known that such an explosion of pleasure was possible for a woman. An innocent in matters of the flesh when I was sold to the ludus, I had never experienced a touch that did not sicken me. There were no other females around to tell me such things either, unless one were to count the whores who traipsed in and out at times.

I looked up again to find Christus still staring at me, but now his wonder was tinged with anger. I knew, instinctively I knew, that it was not anger directed at me.

“I should have been more gentle.” His voice was rough, and I blinked at the sternness in his tone.

“No.” I was quick to correct him, shaking my head from side to side widely. “No. I could not have borne it. I am not weak. This was perfect.” He did not look convinced, so I sighed, buried my embarrassment, and continued.

“I knew, of course, that a man will . . . climax. I just have never had occasion to discover that a woman can, as well.” Mortified, I was certain that he would be revolted by my naiveté.

Instead his eyes were heated, and I felt him incredibly begin to thicken inside of me once more.

“I am honored to be the first to bring you pleasure.” He shifted his hips slightly, and I very nearly slid back down the length of him, eager to re-create the moment that had shattered me only minutes before.

I could not. I had allowed myself one time, one time to taste the pleasure that Christus offered me, knowing that my safety would not be intruded upon.

The danger of discovery had me pushing him away and putting space between the flesh that was still heated.

“I cannot do this again. I cannot have this discovered.” The muscles of my arms flexed as I lifted myself from the tub, swinging out and over the side. I winced when I landed, the pressure on my injured ankle having eased, but still not completely gone.

Bending to retrieve the wet leather of my top and the discarded wrap for my bottom, I looked back up to find Christus watching me with narrowed eyes.

“Have you thought that, by letting someone in, you will be stronger than you are alone?”

I shook my head before even considering the words, wrapping the leather about me with brisk, practiced motions. As I covered my flesh, I felt the soft sensations of the last hour being swallowed down, buried inside of me. I felt my defenses again rise, felt the difficult yet strong person who was Lilia the gladiator smother everything else.

“I cannot trust anyone but myself.” I bit down on the regret that I felt as hard as I could, instead focusing on tying the knot of my subligaculum. I nodded once, briskly, before padding across the floor, dust clinging to my wet, bare feet.

I was nearly to the door of the cavernous room when his words rang out, muffled by the steam yet clear enough.

“You are not alone anymore. You had best accept it.”



 


CHAPTER FIVE




The sunlight streaming through the open door woke me. I blinked sleepily for a minute, the tendrils of dreams clinging to my mind.

Shifting on the bed, squinting toward the figure that stood framed in the light, I felt soreness between my thighs. The events of the previous evening came flooding back in one large rush, and I sat bolt upright, my face suddenly warm.

“Lilia. Get dressed. Come with me.” It was not Christus who stood in the doorway, but the dominus. He cocked his head to one side as I blinked sleepily at him, then looked across the room and scowled.

I looked, too. The other bed was empty.

“Where is Christus?” I felt my face flush even deeper at the sound of the gladiator’s name on the dominus’ tongue.

“I do not know, Dominus. Apologies.” I did know that he would be nearby, since the makeshift leather locks on the door had not been on. I knew that the man would never have gone far and left me unprotected.

It was that knowledge that had led to such a sound night’s sleep, the best I had had in years.

“No mind.” The dominus returned his stare to me and gestured impatiently. “I will meet you at the gate.”

Meeting at the gate meant that the dominus was taking me to the market with him. It was not a common occurrence, but it had happened before. Hurriedly I shed my sleep tunic and tied my leathers around me, rubbing at my eyes sleepily as I did.

I had been dreaming of the day when I had first taken a stand against Bavarius. That day, so many years earlier, when I had won my first battle. High on the victory, infused with my strength, I had come back to the ludus with determination set in every limb.

He would not touch me again. When he had tried, he had found not the young girl who was uncertain of her strength, of her worth, but a champion who refused to be used any longer.

It seemed like a lifetime ago. As I ruminated, I gingerly stepped down on the ankle that had been injured the night before. It was sore, but seemed all right to bear weight, which was a relief. Stretching quickly, I tied my hair back in one long tail.

Though my sleep had been deep, it had also been filled with sweaty dreams about Christus, his body twined around me. Shuddering at the memory, I did my best to push it down.

The dominus fetching me to accompany him to the market showed that I had not yet fallen from his favor, even with Christus’ new displays of strength. It would not do for me to keep him waiting.

I was nearly to the gate when the skin at the back of my neck began to prickle. The dominus was tapping his foot impatiently on the sand, yet I still turned quickly to see where the sensation had come from.

Bavarius stood little more than an arm’s length from me, watching me with an intent stare that emanated from his starless eyes.

“Oh!” Startled, I clutched a hand to my mouth, hurrying my steps forward. The man did not move, did not speak, did not attempt to apologize for frightening me.

With my heart hammering in my chest, I deliberately quashed the fright. Bavarius was clearly unhappy about the events of the previous evening, and had resorted to childish methods to undermine me. The manner in which the man looked at me sent a chill down my spine, an icy finger trailing over the bone.

Movement from across the sand caught my eye, and Bavarius’ as well. Shielding my eyes from the sun with my hand, I saw that Christus was standing by the entrance to the dining area, his arms crossed tightly over his chest, his subligaculum looped loosely around his hips.

I shivered as I remembered what his body looked like naked, and at the memory of him inside of me. The shiver was calmed by the warmth that his presence wrought.

Somehow, in the brief time that we had known each other, and though I had fought it as hard as I could, he had come to represent safety to me.

“Lilia!” Though the dominus smiled at me, his tone was fraught with impatience. Gritting my teeth together at his tone, I wiped hands that were suddenly slick with sweat on the hips of my leathers and deliberately straightened my spine before striding the last few steps toward the dominus.

“Apologies, Dominus.” I assumed the quiet, expressionless posture of a humble slave, though in my head I was anything but. But if the dominus forgot that I was there, then I would not be required to answer questions. This was good, because at the moment my head was full.

It took great will and a whispered prayer to Providentia, goddess of forethought, not to pepper the man with questions about his newest acquisition to the ludus.

As we closed the gates to the ludus, I forced my fingers to relax, to fall back to my sides.

“To which god do I owe the pleasure of this journey, Dominus?” I inhaled deeply of the fresh air—air that did not hold the stink of sweat, flesh, or blood. Most times, being outside the gates of the ludus was an enormous pleasure in itself.

Today, however, I could not find the enjoyment in it. There was too much confusion swirling through me, worries about my place in the ludus, about the renewed threat of Bavarius, about the forbidden feelings that I had for Christus.

“The gods have naught to do with it. I wished to show you something, Lilia. Something very important.” The dominus strode ahead of me, and I had no choice but to follow. I did, and felt my palms begin to dampen against the dryness of my subligaculum. As always, it irritated some small part of me that, no matter how it was phrased, I did not have any choice but to follow along with my dominus’ wishes. No matter how many times I reminded myself that this was my life, that nothing about it would change, there would always be a fraction of my soul that did not enjoy the lack of freedom.

Since this was indeed my life, and because I could have had it much worse, I tamped down the feeling, as I was always forced to.

Even through my irritation, I noticed that the dominus cast a look back my way, one to check on my well-being. This gave me pause, for no matter that I was a pet to him, I was still a slave, and my well-being not generally at the top of his thoughts.

What did he need to show me? The weight in my belly was a warning that whatever it was, it would not bode well for my future.

My heart skittered in my chest, my blood fizzing hot and fast.

Did he somehow know about my tryst with Christus the night before? Did he not approve? It occurred to me that I did not know my dominus’ thoughts on the matter of relations between his slaves—relations not ordered by his hand, for the pleasures of others.

I did not know how it was with the slaves in the house above the ludus, but I was the only woman among the gladiators, and while I had heard of men in ludi becoming involved with one another, never in my years there had I witnessed such a relationship, myself.

Casting an uneasy glance back down the path toward the house, I swallowed around a thick mouthful of anxiety.

I could plead ignorance, I supposed. But that would not be honest, and I had always tried to live my life by the virtue, even when it might have been easier for me to do otherwise.

The walk to the large market near the ludus was short and silent, the tension as thick as honey but not nearly as sweet. I stayed close behind my dominus, doing my very best to appear an obedient, docile slave.

The dominus seemed troubled as he bought a jug of cheap wine from the first vendor that he saw without checking for quality or attempting to bargain. Though he had no particular talent for bartering, it was a very strange thing in the Roman marketplace, to pay the price asked without question. Vendors always first named a price that was much higher than an item was worth, with the expectation of an argument.

My nerves unable to take more, I took the jug from my dominus’ hands before he could give it to me to carry. I clutched it tightly in my sweaty hands. The man had never before offered to carry anything for me, for that was why he owned slaves, after all, and incessant training meant that I was far stronger than him, at any rate. I saw him watching me struggle to get a grip on the jar that was too large around for my arms, and uttered an exclamation of surprise when he tried to take it from me.

Without thinking, I clutched tighter. “I will carry it for you, Dominus.” Though the jug was too large for me to carry comfortably, I could do it.

I wondered, not for the first time, how much attention the man paid to the goings-on in the ludus beneath his feet. Did he know that Bavarius was again challenging me? Did he think me weak, a woman who could not hold her place among men?

I was rewarded for my comment with a glare that had me loosening my grip on the wine instantly. My master did not look pleased.

“You would argue?” I shook my head to reply, abashed. The dominus took the jug from me and held it to his side, fingers looped through the handle. He leaned sharply to one side, and it would have been comical to see, had I not been wondering why he was insisting on carrying the jug himself.

As I looked at him, I saw a hint of . . . surely that could not be pity? Patricians did not pity slaves, no matter how favored they were.

“Let us walk this way.” I was startled yet again when the dominus grasped my arm. It was not common for a master to touch his slave, not unless it was to administer a beating, or for sex. He pulled me between the stalls of a man selling mottled quinces and another vendor with bolts of white wool. He nearly dropped the cumbersome jug of wine when jostled by one of a parade of slaves carrying an ornate litter.

The scarlet silk curtains of the litter parted with the movement, and I caught a quick glimpse of the man inside. I had never seen his face, but the number of slaves that accompanied him, and the ornate decoration of his litter and his clothing, told me that he was someone very important in the Roman Empire.

“Do you know who that is?” The words of my dominus were spoken low in my ear as my eyes met those of the man in the litter. His gaze was a very pale blue, the color of seawater captured in a jar, and were ringed with charcoal pencil. Those eyes widened slightly as the man saw me, and I thought that it must have been excitement at meeting a gladiator outside of the arena.

Many patricians, particularly those who found little excitement in their daily routines of wine, food, and fucking, found it terribly arousing to meet such a warrior. As the sole female gladiator in Rome, I was well known.

I had a brief impression of a man who looked to be not much more than a boy. Curls of hair the color of sunshine were cropped closely to his head. His face seemed attractive to me, but the curtain swung closed again before I could see more, hiding the man from view.

“Did you recognize him?” The dominus searched my face with much more intensity than I cared for, and the answer seemed to be of vital importance to him. I could not understand the reasoning behind the question, and pondered it momentarily.

The dominus raised the dark arches of his eyebrows in both irritation and surprise when, seeing him red in the face, jiggling the jug in his arms, I took it from his hands without him asking me to. The last thing that I wanted was for him to collapse from the effort, for then I would have to carry both him and the jug.

Though the man’s angular face showed displeasure that I had disobeyed his earlier order, I saw that he breathed more easily, and the ruddiness faded from his face. He said nothing, instead wiping the sweat from his palms on the lap of his tunic, so I knew that I had been spared punishment.

He waited, his tall figure casting a long shadow on the ground. I realized that he wished for me to answer his question.

“I do not.” The dominus nodded, his expression troubled. I wished that I knew what it mattered to him—that I knew why he had brought me here, to the market.

What did he so badly need to show me?

Tiring of the game, I lifted my face to stare directly into the eyes of the man who owned me. He might punish me for my impudence, pet or not, but I thought I brought enough coin to his house to be excused my forwardness. “My dominus, apologies for being abrupt, but enough. What is it that you wish to show me?”

He narrowed his eyes at my forwardness, but did not scold me. He did not answer immediately, instead gesturing with his hand for me to follow him, then snaking his way through the vendors of the market.

I followed as best I could, through the throngs of people, the jug of wine clasped tightly in my arms. At the end of the line of vendors was an alley, a slender corridor of rock between homes. Here the dominus turned, walking briskly to the end, where some activity was taking place.

He paused in the group of men, gesturing for me to move to stand beside him. Still puzzled by the trouble that I read on his face, I watched him for a long moment before realizing what he was looking at.

The dominus was staring thoughtfully at a line of slaves who stood against a wall of stone, hands and feet chained together and to one another to prevent escape. Ten men and two women, all were naked, what could be seen of their skin beneath the streaks of dirt the sickly hue of the malnourished. Businessmen strode back and forth in front of the line, looking in mouths, fondling genitals, pulling hair.

It had not been so many years ago that I had stood in their place, a ware to be hawked to the highest bidder. I shuddered when the thought came that, despite events that had occurred when I first came to the ludus, I had been lucky in the man who had purchased me—my dominus.

I could have been purchased by a brothel, where my tits and cunt would have fetched a price. I could have been sold to a master who beat me and fucked me when he felt like it. If no one had wanted me, I could have been taken to the pits, where I would have lived another year, perhaps two, before exhaustion and starvation combined to kill me.

Instead, I was famous in Rome and had plenty of coin to my name. I might have been locked inside the walls of the ludus—I may have been forced to kill in the arena in order to preserve my own life.

It could have been much, much worse.

I struggled to swallow these thoughts, returning my attention to the dominus and the line of slaves.

“Tell me, Lilia. Do you see potential in any of these slaves?” I could barely see over the jug of wine in my arms, but I felt that I must answer correctly, or disappoint my master. Stepping closer to the line of slaves, I squinted at each in turn, taking note of the manner in which the experienced businessmen treated them. All of the slaves looked sickly, and none seemed to be causing excitement or starting a bidding war.

“I do not.” I bit my lip until I tasted blood. Did the dominus intend to acquire yet more men for the ludus? Our cells were nearly full as it was.

The dominus chuckled, but it was a sound that was hollow and without mirth. I had not answered correctly.

“Do you see that man at the end, the tall one?” A strand of yellow came loose from my long tail and fell into my eyes, and I huffed at it with my breath. The man in question was larger than the others, and was pulling at his chains with murder and bloody vengeance in his eyes. The tattoo of a Roman soldier was on his arm.

The manner in which he outwardly struggled put me in mind of Christus, just the slightest bit. Though Christus was often calm on the outside, I often sensed a simmering rage that pressed against his skin from the inside, a rage just like this slave showed. Still, I thought that he looked unwell enough to be a poor purchase. While large and likely intimidating when fed properly, at the moment the skin of the slave stretched tightly over his bones, without any visible muscle or fat beneath it. He was filthy, and his skin was tinted a sickly yellow.

I noted my observations out loud, and the dominus laughed again, the sound grating like metal on stone.

“They all look like that in the beginning. You were better than most, but still nothing like you appear now. Slaves come from the pits, from the prisons. They are criminals and deserters. They are captured and sold, and then sold again. They have fleas, they sit in piss and shit. You must see their potential through all of this.” He looked down at me expectantly, and I felt my temper finally boil over. Was the point of this exercise to remind me where I came from, that I was no better than these filthy, naked slaves?

I set down the jug with a large clack and let the words rush from my mouth as sensation flooded back into my fingers.

“Have I become too proud, my dominus? Is this why you would bring me here?” The dominus looked startled at my question, but what else was I to think?

“Do not be difficult, Lilia.” Deftly stepping around the jug that sat on the ground, the dominus began to walk back the way that we had come, leaving me paces behind, blood roaring in my ears. I saw the expression on his face, and found that it was once more distorted with frustration and anxiety.

I wanted to yell. I did not, instead swallowing down the harsh words that I wished to spew forth.

“My apologies, Dominus.” Though I was tempted to leave it there, I once again hefted the jug in my arms and scurried after my master. “I do not mean to be difficult, but I truly do not understand your purpose in bringing me to the market today.”

The dominus paused in his steps, allowing me to catch up to him. He tried to tug the wine from my hands, but I shook my head and held tight.

“People will talk.” I felt that I had to point this out. Masters did not carry their own goods home from the market when they were in the company of a slave. It was simply not done.

He nodded, acquiescing. As we stood still at the end of the market, he looked at me, deep into my eyes, then around at our surroundings, rather as if he thought that someone might be watching us.

“I showed you that slave for a reason, Lilia.” We began again to walk. I was still confused.

“You knew that man would be for sale?” How would he have known that?

Frustrated, the dominus huffed out a breath and cast me a stern look. “No, Lilia, not that man in particular. However, there are always men like him for sale. Men like him, women like you. The fight in him is what set him apart from the others, and it is what I wanted you to see.” Again he looked around furtively, and I wondered who made him so nervous.

“I . . . I do not know what to say.” Why could he not speak plainly?

He heard the irritation in my voice, and rounded on me. I was surprised by the fierceness in his manner.

“I try to do you a favor, Lilia.” He nodded to emphasize his point. “I cannot tell you more, not yet, or be sure that I would. But you must remember what I showed you today. You . . . you will need it.” With a glare, he spun on his heel and continued up the road, his shoes disturbing the dust so that it danced around his ankles.

After a moment I paused, nerves washing over me like an icy rain. The dominus had traveled nearly all the way down the road before I gathered my wits and hurried after him.

I was favored in the household, true enough, but I was also a slave. The dominus did not need to warn me of anything, not even if he had knowledge that would save my life. What could he know that was so important he felt the need to warn me of its approach?

I thought of Christus, and of how shadows seemed to haunt him. Whatever it was that the dominus knew, I did not think that it boded well.



 


CHAPTER SIX




The trip into town with the dominus had left me uneasy, the feeling a faint but present aftertaste that clung to my mouth. I worked through the afternoon’s training with fierce focus, doing my best to put both Christus and the dominus’ warning out of my mind.

After training, I stayed on the sands, jesting with Darius. I made certain to appear unconcerned about events that had transpired in the ludus recently. As I stood with my tall friend, however, I noted that Bavarius still watched me with mocking on his face. I pretended that he did not exist.

I also noted that Christus hovered on the edge of the sand, his eyes never straying from my frame. I knew that he was waiting for me, was waiting for me to come to him.

Though I very much wanted to do just that, and though I had not been able to keep him from my thoughts all day, I stubbornly stayed behind. I did not wish to tell him of the day’s events, for he would worry.

I did not know why I cared so much about what the man said or did. I had allowed him access to my body once, and would not do so again. He meant nothing to me beyond that.

When I could delay it no further, I crossed the sand to the outer door of the chambers that I now shared with Christus. I knew that I would face an angry man inside.

Before I could think our actions through, Christus wrapped his arms around my waist and half carried, half dragged me across the room to the bed. When we reached the wall beside it, he pressed me up against it, and the chill of the stone against my back was a delicious contrast to the heat that pressed against my front.

My exclamation of surprise was muffled against his mouth, which devoured mine, hot and fast. After a second in which I pushed against him, startled, I returned the kiss as fervently as I received it.

In that moment, I didn’t know why I had ever felt unsure. I did not know why I protested so much to myself. This—Christus’ skin against mine—felt so right. I knew that I always felt the need to prove a point, but as soon as he touched me again, I could not think at all, not when his hips bucked against mine, causing his cock to rise and to thicken against the soft swell of my belly.

His tongue swept inside of my mouth, and at the same time he worked his hands between my back and the cool stone of the wall. Tracing fingers gently up my spine, he found the knot that held the band of leather up and worked it free.

I shivered when my breasts were kissed by the air, the leather pulled down around my waist.

Christus hissed in a breath at the sight. Small, they were pale and tipped with red, and he palmed one with something close to reverence.

My mouth watered. I wanted him to taste them.

Sliding his other hand from my back, around my hip, and up my abdomen, he cupped a breast in his right hand. He cursed when he discovered that he wasn’t touching skin—his hand had become caught in the thin cloth that had lined the leather, which had banded at my waist.

But when the covered hand brushed over the rigid tip of my nipple, I emitted a low moan from the back of my throat. Burying his face against the slender arch of my neck, he rubbed that nipple between his fingers, the touch buffered by the smoothness of the cloth.

I pressed my hips into his and wrapped my legs around his waist. Swallowing thickly, I wished to free the fastenings of his subligaculum, but did not wish to separate my hips from his for the time in which it would take to disrobe him.

I forgot all about my wish when he dipped his head and closed his mouth over both cloth and flesh.

I whimpered and bucked against him. He ground back, growling low in his throat, the sound swallowed by the soft pants of our breath.

The loud blast of a horn from out in the training yard stopped us both where we were. It was the signal our dominus used to gather all of his gladiators in the yard, below the balcony.

“Hurry up.” The voice of the dominus emanated through the thin wood of the door.

Christus and I blinked at each other, stunned. Before he could say or do anything, I pushed him away, sliding down the wall until my toes touched the floor.

What was I doing? Yes, the man offered me some protection, but to give your heart to another gladiator was foolishness. Either of us could be killed at any moment.

I fully intended that it would not be me. A romance between us—even just an affair—could not ever end well. There were too many politics involved in the running of a ludus, too many forces to be navigated to worry about more than oneself.

I could feel that my cheeks were nearly the same color of the fruit that I had craved the night before as I yanked the band of cloth and leather back up my torso, covering the breasts that Christus had just had his mouth on. My hands reached behind me to tie the knot, but my fingers were trembling in my haste, and I fumbled.

“Let me.” Christus’ own cheeks redder than they’d ever been, he reached out and deftly tied the knot. At the touch of his fingers on my smooth skin, I started and jerked away.

“Christus. I cannot. We cannot. This is madness.” From the yard, the horn sounded again, and seeing an opening, I fled for the door.

At the end of it all, we were both slaves. Nothing could be certain in our lives except for the fact that we would do anything we were told.

Anything at all.


Most often, when the dominus had an announcement to make, he stood on the balcony that overlooked the ludus, while we gladiators gathered beneath it. Today he had come right into the yard, walking slowly, not wanting the dust to stain the ornate toga that he had not worn earlier.

His face showed excitement, and perhaps I imagined it, but I thought that I saw a trace of distaste lying beneath it.

“Gather around, men.” The dominus lifted his arms up, urging us in. Sensing Christus’ presence directly behind me, I moved to the far side of the group, where Darius stood, his dark skin gleaming in the early evening sun. He patted me on the back firmly in greeting before his eyes darted across the way to Christus.

“What is happening?” I knew that my friend spoke not of the dominus’ announcement, but of me and Christus—he knew me far too well for me to be able to hide our involvement. I, however, had no interest whatsoever in talking about it, so I scowled and shook my head vehemently, gesturing instead to our owner.

“We have received exciting news today, men.” The dominus scanned the group of us, and I noticed that he did not meet my eyes—this was rare, as we all knew that I was his favorite.

Something heavy began to form in my stomach.

“Gaius, brother of the emperor, has announced that he intends to host the biggest arena games that Rome has ever seen.” A great roar rose up from the men, and I understood and shared in their feeling.

This was the life that we had been granted by the gods. All that we could do was make the most of it.

“Gaius has honored our ludus by issuing an invitation to participate.” Another cheer went around, and I took the momentary distraction to sneak a look at Christus, who still stood on the other side of the group.

His arms were folded across his chest. He did not look happy.

“Gaius himself will select those among you who are worthy of participating.” Here the cheers gave way to boasts. Who would be chosen? Who would deserve the honor, the potential riches to be gained?

My blood began to heat at the talk. Why was no one mentioning my name? If this announcement had been made only days earlier, my name would have been the one on everyone’s lips—Lilia the fiercest, Lilia the strong.

I knew that it was the appearance of Christus in the ludus that had diminished my importance. He had done nothing to bring this on, but the reality remained that he was stronger and far more dominant than I, a truth that had nothing to do with the fact that he was a man and I a woman.

My relationship with him was uncertain, and I knew that I needed to look out for myself. No matter my feelings for the man—and I had many, complex ones all—I knew then that I needed to participate in these games in order to restore my reputation.

A hand raised by the dominus commanded us all to cease our talk. His face was more serious than I had ever seen it.

“Be forewarned. If you are chosen, you will participate. This is your life, this is what you do. But these games are unlike any that I have ever heard of. Gaius is sparing no expense, and there are rumors of obstacles to be faced that you could not even dream of.”

I was strong. I could do it, whatever it was.

“Also . . . two men each from fifteen ludi will compete in one epic game. Only one will be permitted to survive.” I blinked, suddenly stunned, and from the drop in volume of the voices around me, I could tell that I was not the only one who was shocked.

Only one would be permitted to survive? If all of the best men from each of Rome’s ludi were selected to participate, then nearly all of the legends of the arena would fall to the sword of another.

The heat in my blood cooled rapidly, making me dizzy, and angry as well. Days earlier, even with the threat of probable death, I would have been eager to compete—would have expected to be chosen for a place in the munera—public events sponsored by the wealthy to appease the masses.

Now feelings that I could not quite identify worried at my insides. Perhaps I did not want to die in the arena, not in a bloodbath such as this one. Yet there was no point in thinking in such a fashion, for in the end I had no say in the matter.

Perhaps it was a happy occurrence that I was no longer seen as the strongest. But then . . .

I turned slowly, my eyes darting through the group to where Christus stood. If he was the strongest, the best, then he would be chosen.

He would be the one who would, in all likelihood, die.

The thought hit me like a fist in the face.

Christus looked no happier than I. I started to make my way toward him, finding at that moment that I did not care about much else. Dimly I was aware that the dominus had ended his speech and was answering questions from those who had them. The men were milling about, some with excitement, some with shock themselves.

I did not care, though I knew that I should have.

“Lilia.” Before I had moved more than two paces, the dominus was at my side. “Come.” Casting an anxious look back over my shoulder at Christus, I did as I was told, following the dominus away from the yard and down the corridor that led to the small room where the medic worked. The dominus sat at the absent medic’s desk and poured two cups full of wine from the ever-present jug, then offered one to me.

“Gratitude.” I accepted the cup, but I did not sit. I was full of nervous energy, and the implacable stare that my owner had fixed upon me was only exacerbating it.

“Lilia, you have already been chosen to compete in the Battle of Gaius.” The news hit me like a blow—after the reaction of the men outside, it was information that I had not been expecting.

“So soon? Did the man not announce his games just this afternoon?” I swallowed thickly, found my mouth dry, and drank deeply from the cup that the dominus had poured for me.

The man seemed troubled, and his emotion made me apprehensive.

“Lilia, when we saw Gaius in the market today—I do not think that that was an accident.” He peered into his own cup, as if hoping to find answers in its ruby depths.

“I do not understand.” I thought back to the brief flash that I had seen of the man, hidden as he was behind the curtain that decorated his litter. The only thing about what I had assumed was a chance encounter that had stuck with me was the excitement that I had seen on the man’s face. “And if you knew of this earlier, in the market, why did you not speak plainly then?”

I had dismissed the look on the strange man’s face as excitement over seeing a gladiator outside the walls of the arena—many patricians had the very same reaction. I had not thought more about it. But now I saw that that excitement could have a far more sinister meaning for me.

“I was not permitted to do so, by order of Gaius himself.” The dominus seemed to consider his words before he again spoke. “I think that his excitement at seeing you today, in the flesh, has made him move rather more quickly than he had originally intended to. I believe that Gaius first became aware of you after your win in the munera that were held to celebrate the wedding of Lucius Quintus Manius and his second wife, Miriama, daughter of Baldurus. Your show of strength that day impressed many, I think, but he is the only one who spoke to me of it after.”

I remembered that day well—I had not fought alone, but with Bavarius and one of his friends. They had tried to send me to my death at the hands of the gigantic beast of a man we had been fighting.

I had not died. I had killed the man myself, and made my two ludus brothers appear the fools.

“Do you recall that there was a party afterwards, to toast the newlyweds? The victors of the day, including yourself, were there to provide demonstrations. In fact, Christus was there, albeit briefly, due to injury. I do not think the two of you met.” It was not uncommon for a gladiator to be invited to attend the party of a patrician, especially one with a win freshly in his belt, though we were not considered guests. Often we merely stood in a line at the side of the room as decoration, something for the rich to admire, to ponder, to discuss. Other times we fought one on one, with wooden training swords for the safety of the patricians. Often the male gladiators were approached by women at the party who wanted the pleasure of their bodies, though the decision belonged not to them, but to their dominus.

That particular party had remained in my mind because, for the first time, it had not been one of my brothers who was approached, but myself. Still somewhat new to the ludus, and still raw from my treatment at the hands of Bavarius, I had not understood much of the unspoken expectations.

I had learned quickly that, as a slave, I was to follow the orders of those higher in class than myself, whether they were my dominus or not. A man called Brutus had told me to go with him, and so I went. When he had moved to lead me from the hall in which the party was being held, Darius had pulled me back. His excuse had been that the dominus would not permit me to be touched in such a way. It had been the start of my friendship with the man, for he had saved me when he did not have to.

It had made quite a scene. Brutus had not been pleased to have what he wanted taken away. My dominus did not care for the man, and would not give me to him. I had been the uncontested center of attention for the entire night, the gladiator that the rich fought over.

“Gaius was at that party.” I tilted my head, certain that I would have remembered the handsome man with the eyes of a snake, but I did not. “The scene with Brutus brought you to his attention.”

I squeezed my eyes shut as I let my memory take over. Perhaps it would have been better for me to just go with Brutus that evening. Perhaps it meant that I would not have been standing where I was now.

“Since that day, every time that I have met the man, he has spoken of you—sometimes no more than just a slip of your name, said in passing.” Frowning, the dominus swirled his wine in his cup, contemplating it for so long that I might have screamed, had my throat not been so dry.

“For weeks now, I have suspected that he has had a man in our ludus passing along details of your life, your comings and goings.” My stomach lurched.

I did not like the idea of being watched. The trapped sensation that I felt whenever anyone came too close to me—anyone save my friend Darius, and now Christus—rose, and I tried to swallow down the panic that accompanied it.

“Why?” I truly did not understand. “I am a slave.”

The dominus’ eyes narrowed a bit at my words, and I knew that he had not cared much for my description of myself. There were Romans—few of them, and far between—who had an affection for their slaves. I knew that my master had such a feeling for me. I also knew, though, that these affections were akin to one that a person might feel for an animal. We were still not quite people, no matter how well we were treated.

The dominus might have soft feelings toward me, but it was because in a group of rough, dirty men, I was different, if only because I possessed a cunt rather than a cock, and because I brought coin to the household.

Still, I was grateful for his warning, and told him so, though I did not see what I could possibly do about it.

“Lilia, I do not think that you quite understand.” The dominus raked a hand through his dark hair, and I saw for the first time that it was threaded with gray. “I think that Gaius has built his entire battle around you.”

I stared, not sure that I believed the words. “That cannot be.”

I had never actually met the man. The closest that I had ever been to him was earlier that day, in the market.

“I do know what game he is playing, Lilia, but you need to be careful. You have the strength, the skill to win this.” Days earlier, I would have felt pride at the words from my master. Now I felt only panic. “But the other participants will have been handpicked by Gaius, all to serve whatever purpose he has in mind for you. They will be perhaps not as skilled as you, but they will be bigger, they will be strong, and above all, they will not fight fairly.”

The words struck precisely where the man had intended them to—in my pride.

“I would rather die than fight without honor.” The words came automatically to my lips, but as soon as I had spoken them, I doubted their sincerity.

Something had passed between myself and Christus, something that had linked us together. No matter how I fought it, there was a part of me that insisted that I should do whatever I could to win, simply so that I could return to his arms again.

Never mind that anything between us could never work, not in the end. My desires cared nothing for my reason.

“Gratitude for your caution, Dominus. I am indebted to you.” I studied the troubled man before me. Undoubtedly he would make piles of denarii from participating in these games, and yet he still seemed troubled—troubled at the thought of me ensnared in the net of the emperor’s brother.

It spoke of his character, and told me that perhaps I was worth a hint more to him than an animal, after all. With that thought uppermost in my mind, I wanted to ease his troubles, if only a bit.

“Do not concern yourself with my well-being, Dominus. I will return home.” I nodded with much more confidence than I felt. If the game were to be a fair one, one where the smartest and strongest triumphed, then I knew, truly knew, that I could win.

I was not good at deception, was not good at games. Whatever Gaius had planned, I did not have any hope that I would be able to figure it out.

The dominus managed a small smile, but he appeared wearier than I had ever seen him.

“As your pater familias, your well-being is fully my responsibility, Lilia.” Lifting his cup to his mouth, he drained the contents in one large gulp, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “However, my power has its limits. I cannot go against the brother of the emperor. All I can do is pray to the gods to keep you safe.”


Christus was sitting on his bedroll, his head cradled in his hands, when I entered our private chambers. The evening meal was being served, but I yet again had no appetite.

“You have been chosen, have you not?” He stood, the muscles of his legs taut with tension as he strode over to me and wrapped me in his embrace.

For the first time, I did not protest, did not struggle. There was no point in bothering with pretense now.

“The dominus thinks that Gaius has arranged these games around me.” The words fell from lips that felt numb from both wine and shock. I blinked rapidly, thinking that perhaps one of these times my vision would clear and things would return to how they had been.

They did not.

“You cannot go. You must fake being ill.” Pushing away from me, Christus began to pace the small room. Anger was evident in his every movement, and for the first time I saw how truly oppressive he found his life as a slave.

This big, strong man would never accept a life of servitude. No, he belonged out in the open, free of chains.

A person with as pure a soul as his should never have been caged.

“I cannot. Even the dominus cannot help the decision.” Inhaling deeply, I tangled my hands in my hair and tugged, savoring the bite of pain. “All I can do is what I always have—I can fight. I have the potential to be champion, Christus, and you know it. Maybe I can win.”

Clearly frustrated, the man spun back around and, in an instant, had my upper arms in his hands, lifting me off of the ground.

“You shine in the arena, Lilia, there is no one who can doubt that. But in the arena, you fight in a group, or you fight one man at a time. Here, the mere fact that you are strong may have the others deciding to eliminate you first. They won’t fight fair, and you won’t do anything but.”

For the first moment since the games had been announced, fear became the most predominant of my emotions. It slithered, cold and sinister like a snake about to strike, down my spine, around my waist, before settling into a taut coil in my belly.

“I . . .” I opened my mouth, to say what I was not sure. Perhaps I meant to tell Christus of my feelings, or perhaps only to speak of the sense of hopelessness that I was feeling, the feeling of entrapment.

Then I was in Christus’ arms, held tight, his mouth devouring my own. I was not startled—I had been expecting it. Anticipating it.

What I felt, he felt also. A connection, stretched taut between us, one that neither had been expecting and that I was not sure I could ever break.

“Wait a moment.” My breath panted out as Christus tore himself away from me momentarily. Striding quickly to first one door, and then to the other, he fastened them with the leather thongs that ensured us a measure of privacy.

“It’s dark in here.” The heavy door thudded in its wooden frame as Christus closed it behind him. Jittery nerves warred with a dark thrill as he brushed against me in the narrow confines of the small room.

“I don’t need light.” Reaching up a trembling hand to smooth over my windblown ponytail, I swallowed, unsure of what to do, what move to make. I had never before been in a situation like this, where need was rapidly overcoming common sense.

Christus caught my hand as I tugged nervously on the hem of my subligaculum. “I like looking at you in the shadows.”

“Oh.” How inarticulate could I be? But my mind was taken up with thoughts of touching Christus, of running my hands over his skin. His naked skin.

One final time, I tried to remind myself that this—whatever this was between us—was not a good thing. We would be vilified among the nastier of our brothers, and Christus might become a target, as I was. We would seem weak—or at the very least, I alone would.

In that moment I realized that I no longer cared. I had decided what I wanted. My reservations had been burned away with Christus’ persistence. It seemed futile to deny any longer what I wanted so badly, especially with the threat of these epic games looming over my head.

Unsure of what else to do, I took a step toward the small wooden table, where I had noticed that a small clay pitcher of wine and two cups had been placed. “Would you like some wine?” I again toyed with the length of my hair, all the while feeling the almost touch of Christus’ hard body at my back.

“Why do we have wine?” One finger, just one, touched the soft skin at the nape of my neck, then trailed down the length of my spine. I gasped, stiffened, then arched into the unexpected and delicious touch.

“I . . . I do not know.” I did know—I was certain that the dominus had ordered one of the house slaves to place it in this room, a gift to ease the sting of what he had just told me.

“Do not lie.” The questing finger fell away, and after a huge breath in which I tried to compose myself, I moved the rest of the distance to the table. Before pouring the wine, I dipped my hands into the bowl of water that sat beside the pitcher. It was warm, not cool as I wished. Though it did not refresh with a chill, it was at least wet, and washed the dust and the perspiration from nerves away from my skin.

Christus waited until I had poured us each a large cupful of what taste revealed to be mulsum, strong wine mixed with honey. I was glad that I had managed to pour without spilling, for my hands were shaking with nerves from the dominus’ words, and with anticipation and desire over Christus’ touch.

I sipped at my wine after handing Christus his cup, chugged at it actually, I was so anxious. I did not know if he had touched his—I would not look at him, and I could not hear over the racing of my own heart.

But when I lowered the thick cup from my lips, I was pressed against the waist-high table with one smooth, sure movement. Strong arms leaned against the hard wood on either side of me, caging me in, and my body went liquid with such rapidity that I lost my grip on the cup. It fell to the floor and shattered, and the sweet liquid splattered over my neck and chest, gluing the thin leather to my skin.

My hand fumbled for a cloth, but Christus caught both of my slim wrists, encircled them with his fingers.

“Let me.” A startled gasp fell from my lips when I felt the rasp of his tongue on the cord of my neck.

This was my last moment to retreat.

I did not.

Christus licked a line up my neck, from my shoulder to the supple skin of my jaw, before moving his lips surely to my own. This time the kiss did not take me by surprise, and I responded with fervor that I had not known I possessed. My knees threatened to give out on me, and I wound my arms tentatively around his broad shoulders for support. He murmured with pleasure when I did, and it gave me the courage to open my mouth and drink in his kiss.

His mouth tasted like grapes and honey, rich and sweet.

His lips slanted over mine, his tongue nipping out to flick over my lips. I moaned when he sank his teeth into my full lower lip and suckled it into his mouth, and my nipples contracted to the point of pain with need.

Oh. Oh. I wanted . . . I wasn’t sure what I wanted. More of the pleasure from the night before, certainly. Something was building up inside of me, something that demanded more.

That something had me rocking my hips forward, and Christus moaned out loud when I pressed against him.

“Careful.” Catching me under my elbows, he lifted me easily until my ass was settled on the edge of the table. Sliding firm hands down the length of my slender legs, he tugged at my ankles until I wrapped the limbs around his waist.

“That’s it.” With my legs wrapped so tightly, I was forced to lean back, and he took advantage of the position to strip my wet leather top over my head and away.

I gasped with shock at the intimacy of our position. My fevered center was pressed against his cock, which was hard as stone—hard for me. The skin of my arms and belly prickled with both a chill and anticipation as they felt the biting kiss of the cool air, and then they were drenched with heat as Christus nuzzled his face between my breasts and bit once lightly.

“Oh. Oh!” I closed my eyes in reflex as his tongue began to move over my skin, lapping at the slickness that the spilled wine had left. I felt that I should be embarrassed, or shy, or something, but his hands were filling my mind with pleasure, with no room for anything else. One of his hands reached up to clasp my breast, his thumb strumming over my nipple, and I stopped trying to think altogether.

Sliding my hands up to his shoulders, I clenched tightly, holding on for support as I tipped my head back and was swallowed up by sensation.

His hands were hard and callused from incessant training, and they scraped as they moved over my upper body. It felt incredible, and I rocked my pelvis forward in response. My hands fell from his shoulders to his waist, and toyed with the edge of rough leather there.

With a harsh noise, he ripped at the leather knot that held his subligaculum closed at the waist. Taking his hands off of me for only as long as it took to unfasten the leather, he returned them quickly, and I felt naked skin press against me the moment after.

His fingers fumbled with the knot of my leather top. I began to shake. The fingers slowed their movements.

“Are you all right?”

I nodded frantically, anxious for him to resume his exploration of my body. “Yes. Yes. I just . . .” I let my voice trail away, far less interested in talking than in touching. I ran my hands over his back. I wanted to hurry, but was not sure how to initiate that.

“If you’re not sure, you’d better tell me now.” Christus growled as my fingers grew ever braver and found the swollen head of his cock, standing up from its nest of dark curls.

“Last chance.” His voice was rough. Unsure of what words to use, but more certain than I had been of anything, ever, I slowly and deliberately rubbed my fingers over the weeping tip of his erection.

Growling again, he moved his fingers down to join mine and helped me to fist his shaft. I bit my lip, then slowly slid my hand down, reveling in the masculine groan that rent the air.

“Hold on to me.” Christus urged my arms up to his shoulders, and I exhaled sharply in surprise when he hefted my weight off of the counter.

“Broken pottery. Your feet are bare.”

He carried me as if I weighed nothing at all, moving to the back of the room, where our bedrolls were. Before we made it all the way, he stopped, pressing me against the wall as he bit at my now hypersensitive neck. “Which one?”

“Yours.” I wanted to be surrounded by his scent. The cool stone was a sharp contrast to the heat of his body at my front. I laughed breathlessly and surprised myself with the joyful sound. It was so rare for me to feel lighthearted, and I felt as if I was floating.

I felt the answering curve of his lips against my neck. A chuckle escaped his throat as he pressed me back against the wall before sliding me slowly, so slowly, down the hard length of his body.

My nose was level with his chest when my feet again touched the floor. I leaned in and ran my cheek across the hard expanse of his pectorals, inhaling that mixture of musk and man that was so unique to Christus.

His knee found its way between my thighs. I did not think I had ever felt anything as good as the friction of his leg against my cleft. I found myself grinding down shamelessly, the thin leather of my subligaculum between my own legs growing wet with want.

Lowering his forehead to press against mine, Christus let our breaths intermingle as he slowly removed the remaining layers of leather that covered my skin. My top had already been hanging loose, so he simply lowered each strap slowly down my shoulders, one at a time. I felt it whisk against my leg on its way to the floor.

When he lowered a hot, wet mouth to my nipple, I saw flashes of color behind my eyes, fuchsia, tangerine, and bloodred. The colors swirled in a seductive dance as my nerves flew and my blood pumped hot and fast.

Suckling hard, he drew my nipple right into his mouth, then scraped the edge of his teeth gently over the incredibly sensitive nub. I cried out, shaking with need.

After a minute of that sucking, or maybe it had been an hour, I began to buck against him. My fingers again found the skin of his trim waist, and I traced fingers over his lean hips and down.

I exhaled sharply when I reached behind him to knead my hands into his ass and found nothing but smooth skin.

His ass was firm from physical labor, and my fingers danced over it delightedly. Taking a deep breath, I worked up the nerve to move those same fingers over his sculpted hipbones and to the taut expanse of his lower belly, which was right above the area that I really wanted to explore.

Muttering a curse, Christus slid one of his hands down to join mine. I thought that he might be taking my hand away, but instead he urged my eager hands down, slowly down, where he wrapped our intertwined fingers around the girth of his cock.

I hissed in a breath when I again touched the hot silk of his skin, tentatively at first. Then more eagerly as I grew bolder, I explored the length and width of his erection, memorizing the feel of the swollen veins, throbbing with need, and the way he quivered when I ran a finger over the fleshy tip.

I repeated my gesture, closing my hand over his shaft once more, moving it experimentally up and down. He moaned and untangled his fingers from mine. They moved to splay over my belly, nudging at the leather of my subligaculum, which had gotten caught between our bodies.

“Step out.” I shook first my right foot, then my left, kicking out of the confining leather. Christus hooked a finger in each side of my leather and slowly drew it down, letting it fall to the floor.

Then we were naked and pressed together, and I felt like I was flying.

“Open your legs.” There was no thought in my mind but to obey. I widened my stance, even though it meant that the stone of the wall pulled at the skin of my back painfully. Christus’ fingers found the slick entrance to my cleft, and the discomfort at my back was not even real anymore.

He stroked a single finger slowly between my lower lips, and I hissed in a breath. Apart from the night before, I had not been touched there in so very long, and never with such a sure and sweet caress. Need began to swirl through my every fiber, climbing, and I knew that I needed something to release or I would shatter into a million tiny fragments.

Christus’ finger parted my folds, then brushed against my clit. My knees threatened to give out. My whole being became centered on that touch, that single finger anchoring me.

The rough edge of his callused finger scraped and felt so good when he began to slowly trace a path around that tender, engorged nub. He circled slowly, around and around, again and again, until I felt like a wave was about to crash over me, that that same rush of pleasure from the night before would soon drown me.

Then he moved his finger away from my clit, and I nearly screamed at the loss of sensation. The impending storm receded yet hovered on the horizon, ready to attack again.

I hissed when Christus slid the finger that was still stroking through my curls leisurely to the entrance to my cleft. He curved his touch back and forth over my entrance, then slid the length into my tight heat.

The impending storm crashed. I tightened even further around his finger, which was sliding in and out of me at an almost lazy pace. I thought that I might have screamed. I knew that I clutched at Christus’ chest, his shoulders, wherever I could reach, my nails biting into his warm skin until he hissed with pleasure pain.

When the orgasm began to recede, I was limp, and I shuddered when Christus gathered my lax form into his arms. He carried me to his bedroll, where he laid me lightly on top of his coarsely woven sheets.

I moved my head back and forth on the cloth, my senses so heightened that even the rough weave of the wool felt amazing on my skin.

When Christus lay down beside me, I instinctively moved so that he could share the small space. Our faces came together for a kiss, and then another and another, and then I was feeling needy all over again.

I also wanted to give back some of the pleasure that I had received. Slowly, uncertain of exactly what to do, I moved my free hand from its place on his well-muscled upper arm, down the expanse of his lean hip, and over to brush against his cock.

Christus hissed in a breath and rocked his hips forward. The jut of his erection pressed into the taut flesh of my belly.

With a huge intake of breath and what seemed a great deal of effort, he moved himself back until the lengths of our bodies were no longer touching, and his fingers disentangled mine from their grip on his cock.

I froze, suddenly unsure. “What is wrong? What did I do?” Maybe I had hurt him. I had no idea. I had never touched another’s cock with the intention of bringing pleasure, after all.

Christus heaved another breath, his exhalations ragged, sounding as if he had come straight from the arena. When he spoke, his voice was pained.

“You didn’t do anything wrong. In fact, you’re doing everything exactly right. Too right.”

I was confused, and it must have shown on my face.

“You will still be sore from last night.” His voice was tight with regret. “I will not enter you only to cause you pain.”

“No.” I shook my head, shifting my hips, judging the tension in the muscles that were hidden inside of me. I ached, yes, but I did not regret. More, I craved even more sensation than I already had, for it meant that I had been marked by him. “It matters not. I wish for you to be inside of me.”

Christus inhaled deeply at the fierceness in my voice. “I will not hurt you.” He stroked a hand over my upper arm. “I will still bring you pleasure, and next time we are together, I will possess you with my cock.”

I both loved and hated the sound of “next time.” Loved that he wanted there to be one . . . and hated that it was not right now.

“But it’s not fair. I . . . well, you . . . to me . . . I . . .” I was too shy to vocalize the fact that he had made me come, but he hadn’t yet.

I wanted to make him come, too. I wanted to give him as much pleasure as he had given me.

If only I knew how.

He had seemed to like it when I had encircled his cock with my fingers. So I reached out and did it again, and he jerked backward with surprise and then groaned at the clumsy touch.

“Lilia.” Christus sounded out of breath. “You do not have to do this. It is enough for me to bring you pleasure.”

I did not respond, choosing instead to keep touching him. I noticed that when I tightened my fingers on his length, he took in air sharply and bucked his hips. Experimentally I ran my tightly cupped fist up and down, and he made a noise I had never heard a man make.

“Lilia . . .” He pulled me to him tightly and inhaled the scent of my hair. “Give me a minute.” I heard him swallow and loosened my grip on him, but did not let go.

I was fascinated by the fact that I could make him feel this way.

“Hang on.” With an ease due to the sculpted muscles that I could feel against me, Christus rolled until he was lying on his back on the bed, and I straddled him. I tensed, feeling exposed, but when he cupped both of my breasts in his hands, I melted into the sensation.

I could feel the roughness of the hair that surrounded his cock against my wet cleft. I wanted to move against it, and shifted restlessly at the thought.

“Only if you are sure.” His hands trailed slowly from my breasts to my waist, and he urged me to rock. “Move however you want.”

I was hesitant, feeling so exposed in the position, splayed atop him as I was. But he urged me back and forth, and my slick chasm glided up and down the hardness of his erection, which was pressed up flat against his belly. I soon realized that my movements felt good for him, too, because he rocked with me, and we both groaned when our flesh met.

Rising to my knees, I gripped the base of his cock in my fist, then guided it to the dripping entrance to my cunt. I positioned it against my heat, watching with satisfaction as his eyes widened at the sensation.

I bore down, taking him in until I could feel his testicles press against the globes of my ass. I stayed still a moment, savoring the sensation of his massive erection, fully sheathed in my heat, stretching me to the point of pain.

Then I began to move, and the desire I felt took my breath away.

Back, forth. Back, forth. Soon I felt that wave rising again, brought about by the friction of movement deep inside of me. I did not want to experience release again without him. When my breath began coming in pants, and his did, too, I moved the fingers of one hand to the taut globes of his testicles behind me, and rubbed uncertainly in circles.

He groaned and moved faster, clearly enjoying the sensation, and my touch became surer. One of his fingers found its way to my clit. We rocked and we circled, and then we rocked faster. I ground myself down against the friction of his coarse hair, and he bucked up into the heated space between my legs.

Christus added his thumb to his circling finger, and I screamed, not caring who heard. It was too much sensation. I could not handle it, and then I went flying, and I tried to bring my legs together against the onslaught, but Christus was between them, and he was shouting as well.

Christus withdrew, and I felt something hot and wet splatter against my stomach as I came again. I pressed down with my pelvis and reveled in the feel of Christus’ cock jumping beneath me as it emptied.

Then the storm was over, and I was stunned.

I slid off of Christus’ lap, my muscles lax with satisfaction and my mind empty of thought but full of pleasure. With a cloth of some sort—I was not sure where he had gotten it from—I felt Christus slowly clean the mess from my stomach. As my bearings slowly came back, filtering through the haze of what had just happened, I became aware that, with the amount of time that had passed, it had to be full night. Drained, I imagined that outside the moon forced glimmers of light from the sand, a thing of beauty. If we had been outside, or if we’d even had a window in the stone wall, it would have done the same as it glanced over our bodies, entwined and slick with sweat, and I savored the image in my mind’s eye.

As I lay curled on top of the now tangled sheets, I thought that Christus would want me to go right away, that he would urge me to my own bed, where I would have to curl up in my covers by myself and enjoy the sensations still rioting through my blood. I would not even have been that upset if he did—it would be easier for me to let go of any clinging emotions I was feeling as a result of their encounter if he had me go.

But Christus cupped his hands around my elbows and urged me closer to him. Sliding his palms to the curves of my behind, he nudged until we were lying on our sides, facing each other, legs tangled together in a sweaty mess.

More delighted than I cared to admit, I nuzzled into the hollow between his jaw and neck, inhaling the scent that was rapidly becoming familiar. I felt like I should say something, but I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how to express the enormity of what had just happened.

Christus didn’t speak, so I kept silent, too. But I closed my eyes and luxuriated in the feeling of his hand stroking over the taut skin of my back, and of being so close to someone as my body began to relax.

I wanted to stay awake, wanted to savor the moment, because I had no idea if it would ever happen again, whether by his choice or mine I still wasn’t entirely clear. But in the warm circle of Christus’ arms, I found myself drifting off, and finally, finally, I fell asleep.



 


CHAPTER SEVEN




I was awakened hours later by the sound of broken music, of heavy footfalls from overhead. I registered the fact that Christus’ arm was banded around my waist before I realized that it was early morning—such early morning that the inhabitants upstairs had not yet gone to bed.

The sounds had started as I had lain in this man’s arms after our frenetic sex. Now, though, they had increased in volume abruptly. My heart pounded suddenly as I realized that the great door that led from upstairs to down had been opened.

Beside me Christus shifted—the noise had woken him as well. Sounds such as these happened on occasion during a party—the gladiators were led upstairs to act as both decoration and entertainment. The dominus had always firmly refused anyone’s requests for my company, but this time I knew that my fate would not be so kind.

“Let me go.” Even in the dim light, I could see the anger beginning to darken Christus’ face, and it was not anger directed toward me.

He was smart. He knew as well as I did what was coming.

I had only enough time to pull my sleep shift over my naked body—my leathers would have taken too long to tie properly. Then the knock at the inner door came, and my heart sank as Christus slowly, begrudgingly moved to open it.

The knock itself was ominous. I would have, at that moment, preferred one of Bavarius’ fumbling, brutish attacks.

The hinge creaked as Christus pulled the door open. On the other side, carrying a candle, was the doctore.

He looked no more pleased than either of us.

“You have been summoned upstairs.” He smelled of wine, and I realized that, given his honored position, he had likely been upstairs participating in the celebration. I wanted to ask him what was waiting for me, for I had always noted that patricians spoke far more freely around slaves than around their peers, for slaves were of no consequence to them whatsoever.

I could not coax the words from my mouth.

“I am coming.” I did not look at Christus as I followed the doctore from the small room—if I had, I felt certain that I would cry, and I had not shed tears since my early days in the ludus, when I had never been able to imagine an end to the attacks by Bavarius and his friends.

With the scent of our lust still clinging to my skin, I walked away, knowing that my lover’s stare was branding the skin at the nape of my neck.

I followed the doctore, and felt somewhat betrayed by the man’s silence.

Just before we reached the bottom of the stairs, he pulled me into the medic’s room and handed me a set of leathers—new ones, untarnished by the sweat and blood of the arena.

“It would be best for you to dress yourself.” He averted his eyes, though, as the doctore, the man had seen me in various states of undress enough times over the years.

Gratefully, I pulled my sleep shift over my head and made quick work of donning the leather. The cloth of my shift was sheer, and I wore nothing beneath it. It would be entirely too inviting to many a drunken celebrator.

I was thankful for the new clothing for a second reason, as well. The smell of Christus clung to the sheer white cloth and was a constant reminder of him—my weakness, something that I had never had before.

These leathers were new and smelled as such. In them, I felt very much like the old Lilia, the one who would and could face anything head on.

Face it and defeat it.


I had been upstairs in the house more often than most of the gladiators, and that was only because of the dominus’ favor toward me. Despite the visits that I had had, I was not familiar with the room to which I was led—I had only before been in the great hall, for parties, and in the office of the dominus.

This room, the one that the doctore led me into, was much more opulent than the office, and much more intimate than the great hall. He stopped as soon as we were through the door, and so I stopped also, taking the time to adjust to my surroundings.

What I saw made me very nervous.

My dominus watched me from where he reclined on a soft couch on the far side of the room. His toga look rumpled, and from the flush of his skin, I could tell that he had had far too many cups of mulsum. Though I did not begrudge him his own wine, I knew that I could not expect any help from him.

Not that he had much that he could offer, in the face of the brother of the emperor. Perhaps that was why he had overindulged.

Curled next to him on the couch was his wife, Annia. The domina lay half sprawled in her husband’s lap, her hand resting lightly on his clothed cock. Her toga had been untied to reveal the smooth skin of her breasts and torso, skin that was white as parchment, as the skin of any fashionable lady should be. Her eyes were glassy, and I suspected that she had partaken of something stronger than wine. My eyes raked the small table in the center of the room, which was littered with full cups, empty cups, and jugs of wine. There, lying in the middle of the polished wood, I spotted it—the small glass vial that I knew would contain opium.

A small, intimate party like this with opium and wine could be far more dangerous to me than a large, raucous one in which I could get lost. Here, they had all partaken of enough substances to feel as though they were friends. Friends gave each other gifts when they were requested.

As I turned to the man who sat on a sofa of his own, his posture as arrogant as if he sat on the throne of the emperor himself, I knew that I was what had been requested.

The pawing hands that always haunted me made their appearance, and panic began to claw at the insides of my throat.

“Come closer.” The sense of trouble that I was in deepened when I realized that it was not my dominus who spoke, but the brother of the emperor. The man had so much control that he had taken over my master’s home—for all intents and purposes, he was the master here.

I looked to the doctore for help—though he smelled of wine, he still seemed sober enough, and I had no one else to appeal to.

His eyes were pained, but his expression was set as he gestured into the room with a nod of his head. He could do nothing either.

I was alone and at the mercy of this stranger.

“I said, come here.” Slowly, I walked across the room, each step measured, as if it would prevent the inevitable. But no matter how slowly I moved, soon I was standing directly in front of the man who, though I had never met him, terrified me.

At first I kept my eyes on the ground—I did not want to look at this man. At the last moment, though, the steel that had made me the most successful gladiator in the ludus snapped into my spine.

I would not let this man see that I feared him. I would show him how strong I was—I would show him that I myself was someone to fear.

“Oh.” The sound escaped my lips before I could help it. I had not gotten a good look at the man during the brief moment in which I had seen him in his litter. He was an incredibly attractive man, with hair the color of sunshine, eyes as blue as the sea, and a frame that was smooth and unlined, likely from lack of hard work.

Far younger than I had anticipated, he was slender yet toned, and while I was used to staring at male bodies that had been sculpted from never-ending physical labor, I saw how he could appeal.

Saw the appeal, that is, until I looked right into those guileless blue eyes. There I found the relentlessness, the evil that I had sensed, that had me fearing him.

I wanted to turn, to run, but I did neither, instead standing my ground and continuing to stare him in the eye, though it was a rude and disrespectful gesture for a slave to make.

“I knew that you could not be the mouse you seemed a moment ago.” His voice seemed to contain amusement, but if I listened hard enough, there was an edge of calm that was unnatural and frightening.

I said nothing, retreating into myself, pretending that only my body was there in the room. It was a way to cope that had worked for me before.

From behind me I heard the gentle splash of water from the baths that lay just beyond yet another open door. Feminine giggles followed the sounds of the wet, and within moments two women that I had never before seen returned to the couch on which Gaius sat. One had long red curls, damp from the bath, and the other a fall of raven black. Both were very young and very beautiful.

Both were high on opium, incredibly naked, and completely unashamed of it.

“I have wanted to make the acquaintance of the female gladiator who has been the darling of Rome for a very, very long time.” The man’s eyes were on me as he gestured with his hand to the women. Giggling, the one with hair the color of fire untied the fastenings of his expensive-looking toga, pulling the material away from his body, revealing his cock, which was half erect.

I still said nothing, and he purred low in his throat. I was disgusted that my lack of response seemed to have pleased him.

“We have not been formerly introduced, my dear.” Reaching over as casually as if he were plucking an apple from a tree, Gaius fisted his hand in the redhead’s hair and pulled viciously. She cried out, but it was a cry of pleasure that turned my stomach.

She went eagerly as he pulled her head down to his lap. Her rosy mouth encircled his cock and suckled him deep.

The only pleasure that he displayed was a soft smile.

My entire body began to flush with shame. I knew that something humiliating was coming, and I could do nothing to stop it.

“I wanted to meet you before formerly inviting you to participate in my games.” There were undertones in the man’s voice that I could not fully comprehend. He had something planned for me, but I could not fathom how or why.

“Enough.” Gaius spoke to the redhead as he shoved her away from his cock, hard. Reaching toward the other woman, he pulled her to his lap with rough fingers. Once she was seated on his knees, he spat into his hands, then rubbed it into the crease of her buttocks.

Nausea roiled in my belly as he pulled her back, positioned his cock, and thrust up, hard. A cry escaped from her lips, and a grunt from his, as he sheathed himself in her ass, pulled back, and thrust again.

“I hear that the men of the brotherhood fear your cunt, Lilia.” Anger washed over me, mixed in with the fear. I knew that I was being deliberately provoked, led into something, but could not see my way clearly. As always, I went with the fair answer, the only right one, for me, at least.

“I have worked hard to make sure that this is so.” Flashes of Bavarius moved through my mind with the speed of a waterfall, and I bared my teeth before I could think twice. “I was weak once. Now any man who touches me without my permission will find his cock removed from his body at the touch of my sword.”

Gaius laughed as he thrust, and the sound was breathless. The woman on his lap had her head thrown back in ecstasy.

Brother of the emperor or not, I could not understand the appeal of this kind of exhibitionism.

“Perhaps you have not been touched by the right man.” I was treated to a leer from the young blond patrician, and all that I could think of was Christus.

I had managed to push him from my thoughts until that moment, but at Gaius’ comment, thoughts of him flooded my mind.

I had been touched by the right man, though I certainly could not tell this to Gaius. And I would kill before letting myself be touched by anyone else.

“I have been touched by many men. Have you not been told by your informant? I am but the whore of the ludus.” Perhaps if he thought I was dirty, diseased, he would leave me alone.

Danger flared in his eyes at the mention of his informant, and I felt a surge of triumph, although it was quickly quashed when he pushed at the back of the woman on his lap, bending her in two as he stilled his thrusts. She whimpered, her face now level with his shins, her long locks of hair brushing the floor.

“You have two choices, Lilia.” I wanted to look to my dominus for help. He was my pater familias—as he had said earlier, he was responsible for my well-being.

But there was only so much that he could do when faced with the twisted desires of the brother of the emperor.

“Remove your subligaculum and strophium.” His voice was commanding, but I did not feel at all compelled to follow it. Though I had known that it was coming, I still stared at him in horror, shame and anger washing over me, drowning me, making it hard to breathe.

“I will not.” Never again, I had once told myself. Never again would I be subject to the violent hands of a man thinking only with his cock.

I had tried to look fierce as I spoke, as if I were about to meet an opponent in the arena. Gaius merely laughed, and when the sound was done, he fixed me with a steely stare.

“Slave, you will do as I say.” Raising his hand high, he delivered a harsh open-palmed slap to the ass of the woman on his lap, and then another. She squealed and clutched at his ankles, and I bit my lip until I tasted blood.

“You will do as I say.” He repeated, delivering another enthusiastic blow. This time I gathered the courage to look to my dominus.

His wife had fallen into an opium-laced sleep on his lap, her mouth open, drool sliding out. He was watching the scene before him with a level face and, I noted with disgust, an erect cock.

I had known that I would receive nothing from him, but the hopelessness was renewed all the same.

“And if I do not?” Again, Gaius laughed, the sounds this time somewhat maniacal. My defiance seemed to thrill him.

“Oh, but you are refreshing.” Abruptly, he shoved the woman off of his lap. With a cry, she landed on the floor, on her hands and knees, and in the flickering candlelight I could see that her skin had flushed crimson from his blows.

Then I was again fixed with that steely glare, and I was a bug pinned on a wall. I could look nowhere else.

“You have two choices, my sweet.” His erection was now fully visible, glistening with the woman’s juices. He tugged his own hand up and down it, almost absentmindedly.

“You can remove your clothing and let me see you—let me see all of you.” With his free hand he gestured to his cock, and I thought that I had never seen anything so unappealing.

“Or you may take the place of my companion here. I will fuck you in the ass, and I will beat you at the same time, to add to my enjoyment. I know which I would enjoy more, but I am, how shall I put this? I am a fan of yours.”

Revulsion filled me. I had nowhere to go.

“The choice is yours.”



 


CHAPTER EIGHT




I made it all the way to the training area before I vomited.

I knelt on the sand, holding the length of my hair away from my face as I heaved. I had not eaten much the last few days, but still my stomach rolled, filled as it was with repulsion.

I was okay, I reminded myself. I was fine. I had done what needed to be done to survive, and here I was.

But I knew that I would never forget the sight that had played out before me as I had reluctantly, defiantly stripped down to the skin. The man-child Gaius seemed to fall into a fever at the sight of my naked flesh. Never before had I seen such desire on a man’s face, but it was not pure, not real.

I was an object to him, something to collect. He wanted to possess me.

Even worse, in the depths of those pale eyes, I saw that he wanted to hurt me. He wanted to dominate the female gladiator.

Instead, he had told me to hold my breasts in my hands and to stand still. I had done as he had asked, holding back my trembles with only the most extreme of effort.

He had not touched me. Instead he had pulled his red-haired companion to the floor, had taken her from behind viciously. He had in turn made the woman impaled on his cock lick at the cunt of the other, all while he watched me with hunger playing over his face.

Only after he had climaxed, shooting great streams over the ass of the woman, had I been granted permission to leave. I had not stayed long enough even to dress, wanting—needing—to be removed from the cesspool of debauchery as quickly as possible.

I could only be thankful that it was night, and the men were asleep. Never before had I felt so weak, so unable to take care of myself. It was not something that I wanted anyone to see.

When the heaving had stopped, I knelt on the sand for a long moment, shivering as the cool predawn breeze brushed against my naked skin. I fisted my fingers in the sand, then watched it trickle out in a pale stream.

I had finally accepted something, it seemed. No matter how much of a pet I was, no matter how much fame and coin and glory that I managed to amass, I was a slave. I had no free will.

I had survived this night by choosing the lesser of two evils. But what did Gaius have in store for me in his arena games?

Unsteady, heavy, weighed down by the realization, I struggled to my feet, staggered the few remaining steps to the door of my chamber. It was closed, but I knew that Christus would never have tied the leather locks in place if I was not inside the room with him.

I barely had the strength to push on the wood hard enough to open the door. I wondered fleetingly how I would be feeling if I had not been granted a choice upstairs. If Gaius had sucked so much of my energy away without even touching me, how weak would I feel if he had gotten his way?

I stood in the doorway, letting my eyes adjust to the dim light within. As soon as I found Christus, I felt something indescribable well up inside of me.

I did not cry—my eyes remained dry. Still, a sound that was part anguished scream, part wail emitted from the depths of my belly, and I hugged my arms to my naked chest, letting the new leathers that I had dragged down the steps with me fall to the floor.

“What has happened?” Moving faster than it seemed possible, Christus was at my side in an instant. I stared at him wordlessly, my eyes big and staring. Once the noise of anguish had escaped me, it seemed that I now had nothing left to say.

“Fuck.” Cursing low, Christus scooped me into his arms as if I weighed no more than a child. I felt his muscles tense against my weight as he carried me to the bed, and squeezed my eyes shut, trying to absorb some of his strength, for I needed it desperately.

I expected him to place me on the bed himself, but he sat down with his arms still holding me, and pulled me in close. I froze for a moment, still unused to close embraces. Bit by bit, though, I felt my muscles relax as the heat of his body melted into my own. The scent that was uniquely his own enveloped me, branded me, hiding all traces of Gaius’ taint.

Once I relaxed against him, Christus shifted so that I had to look into his face. Though I knew that I should not, I felt shame.

“What was done to you?” The edge in his voice warned me not to lie. I stared back at him, my lips twisted as they tried to open and yet would not.

“Lilia. Were you raped?” Gently he trailed a hand down my spine, the touch comforting and uniquely his.

The words still stuck in my throat, I shook my head.

“Were you beaten?” Again, I shook my head. How was I to describe what had happened, the humiliation of it?

“Lilia. Tell me.” There was so much anger, barely suppressed, in Christus’ voice. Instead of feeling smothered by his reaction, I finally felt some of his strength seeping into me.

It had been a long time since someone had cared enough for me to want to help carry my burdens.

“It . . . it is likely not what you think.” Haltingly, I recounted the events of the sin-laden party that I had been an unwilling participant in. Though I felt Christus’ body tense beneath me, he did not do as I would have done—that is, he did not rush up to pound on the gate that separated the gladiators’ quarters from the main house. Where I would have screamed for vengeance, he was quiet, absorbing all that I said.

“Here.” Christus picked me up as he spoke. I protested when he removed me from his lap and placed me beside him on the bed. Sluggish with fatigue now, I watched through half-closed eyes as Christus lit the fat white taper that sat on the table, and as he gathered a cloth and the jug of water that were kept fresh by the house slaves.

Returning to me, he pressed his balm gently against my collarbone, urging me to lie down on my back.

“What are you doing?” I furrowed my brow as he dipped the cloth in the water, then wrung out the excess.

“Let me take care of you.” As a reflex, I very nearly said that I did not need to be taken care of. Even though I found the idea pleasant, it was still difficult to remain silent, and even more so to submit to his ministrations.

It was hard to change the habits that had been ingrained within me. I supposed, however, that I was no longer the woman who bristled with self-sufficiency.

“Close your eyes.” Christus brought the cloth to my forehead, patting away the clamminess that had gathered there. He passed the cloth down each cheek, then across my neck, before pausing to rewet the cloth.

It felt better than I ever could have imagined to be cleaned. Though I knew that it was silly, being bathed at the hand of someone whom I cared about seemed to wash away the sick taint that Gaius had forced upon me.

Christus continued to stroke the cloth over me. His touch was soothing, yet brisk and efficient. I knew that he was keeping it so because he did not wish to touch me intimately when I felt so vulnerable.

I admired him all the more for it, even as I shivered, remembering the lechery on Gaius’ face.

“Tell me something about yourself.” I needed distraction. “Something of your life, your life before you became a gladiator.”

Christus’ face darkened, the shadows in the room emphasizing the furrows in his brow. He seemed to be struggling with something to say, and I very nearly told him to forget that I had spoken.

“I was favored by the gods, once.” When he finally spoke, his voice was raspy, as if these words had been so long inside of him that they had rusted.

I found that I very much wanted to know something of Christus’ life before I had known him, and so I settled back to listen, my eyes closed.

“A very long time ago, it was common for Roman plebeians to own small pieces of land, to farm it themselves. But as time passed, many could not afford to support themselves. Most farms now are a part of large estates, ones that are owned by wealthy patricians. These nobles have slaves to work the land for them.” He paused, drew in a deep breath. “Somehow—I never quite understood it—my family had managed to hang on to their land, to live off it. I inherited it when I became a man and took a wife.”

A wife? I shifted restlessly, trying to bite back my scowl. I knew in my heart that Christus was not the type of man to be with me when he had a wife waiting outside the walls of the ludus, so I assumed that something had happened to her. Even still, I found that I was jealous of any woman who had once held a place in his heart.

“For two years, my life was perfect. We were not rich, but we made enough to live. And while more and more Romans were sold into slavery because they could not afford to live, we were free.”

“It sounds perfect.” Freedom—it was not a concept that I had thought of for a long time. I myself had not been free since my twelfth year, when my father had sold me, the eldest of my five siblings, because he could no longer afford to feed us all. I had been a kitchen slave for years, had run away and been caught by Roman soldiers, who had sold me to the slave trader in return for opium and whores, before eventually being sold to my dominus.

No, freedom was not a concept that I was overly familiar with. It felt very much as if I had never been.

Christus swallowed, the sound loud in the still room.

“It was absolutely perfect. My wife was called Aelia, and she was beautiful. I had loved her since I was a boy, and when our son was born, I named him after her. Aelius.” Christus spoke as if his mind had completely wandered into his past.

My own was centered firmly in the here and now, struggling with the painful constriction of my heart. Christus had been married, had loved his wife. He had had a son.

What had happened to them? How much love did he still hold in his heart?

I did not know what to say, and so I said nothing, instead worrying my lip with my teeth until the skin was raw.

“One patrician, Ovidius was his name, wanted to grow wheat as well as grapes and olives, to expand his exporting empire. He very much wanted our little patch of land, for things grew well there. I would not sell, no matter the price that he offered, for owning that land meant a steady life.”

His fingers had slowed, fallen from my body as he spoke. The cloth had dropped to the floor, and he knelt with his hands in his lap.

“Finally I thought that he understood. He stopped coming to my home, stopped dogging my steps, stopped offering a new threat every day.” Christus’ voice softened, and I heard the guilt that laced his tone. “I was certain that he had moved on. But just as I thought that our lives had returned to normal, I came home from the market one day to find that my wife and son had been slain. I could not prove it, but I knew that it had been the work of Ovidius.” Hearing the pain in his voice, I sat up on the bed, reached out to caress his cheek. He lifted both hands to my own, holding on tightly.

“I found that I could not stay there, in that house. I left for a time, wandered, grieving. When I returned, Ovidius had seized my land. I was arrested for protesting, and for trying to reclaim it, as he always knew that I would be. I was taken to work in the pits.”

My mouth fell open as I recoiled. “The pits?” The pits were the underworld on earth, where slaves were worked quite literally to death, mining stone to build houses and amusements for the rich.

My own troubles shrank, dwindling away to nearly nothing in the face of Christus’ past.

He smiled then, wanly, his consciousness returning to him slowly. He looked up into my eyes, and I saw the affection that lay there.

“I was there for less than a fortnight when my former dominus visited the pits, as he often did, looking for new slaves to train as gladiators. I do not know what he saw in me, but he purchased me and took me home that very day.”

“Christus.” I could hardly bear the story that he had told me. “Surely . . . I mean to say . . . was life not better for you then? Even a small amount?”

His features sharpened, and I knew that a memory flitted through his mind. He did not expand, replying in few words. “In some ways, yes. But there are other methods of breaking a man.” We sat in silence for a long while, each of us lost in our thoughts.

A noise from the corridor inside the hallway made us both start, breaking us from our reveries. Rising, Christus placed a hand on either side of my cheek, and kissed me once on the lips, lightly.

“I did not mean to tell such a sad tale. I do not know why I did. It is not a story that I have ever shared.” His tone light, he picked up the jug of water and the cloth and returned them to the table.

“I must tell you a happier tale.” Cocking his head, he studied me intently. “One that will lull you to sleep.”

What he did not say but I already knew was that there were no happy tales in either of our lives.

We were slaves.

“Come to me.” Standing, I held out my arms for his embrace. “I want you.”

What I wanted was to burn away the sadness that he carried. Wanted to wash away the bitterness that tainted my tongue.

Wanted to prove that what was between us, the scalding heat of it, was real.

“I will not.” Though his cock had risen at my words and was pressing against the leather of his subligaculum, he seemed horrified by my words. “Not after what you have just been through.”

His words were like a sword carefully aimed at my heart.

“Do you . . . is it . . .” Had Gaius tainted this, too? “Do you not wish to have me now that he has looked at my flesh?”

I would kill the brother of the emperor for taking this from me.

Christus’ face darkened as he heard my words. “Do not dare.” Before my eyes he transformed into someone dangerous—a predator. “Do not dare to think such a thing.”

I did dare, for of course it was true. Yes, I would kill Gaius for this, but for now, I needed space in which to repair my shattered heart.

I whirled, making for the door that led into the depths of the gladiators’ quarters.

I did not make it more than five steps. I heard him approach, his tread thumping on the floor. Then he was behind me, wrapping his arms around me, turning me before I could process any kind of thought.

Then his lips were on mine, and the contractions around my heart disappeared, washed away in a fiery bath of heat. He kissed me until my mind began to fog, and for that I was thankful.

“Lilia?” Pulling back, Christus looked down into my face, the lines of his mouth etched with concern.

“Shh.” I resisted when he tried to pull me to him again, instead acting on instinct. In that moment, with the encounter with Gaius fresh in my mind, I needed to be the one to lead.

I pushed at his chest until he acquiesced to my unspoken demand and sat on the bed. I fell on top of him, straddling his thighs, his hands reaching around to trace down the length of my spine.

I did not want a slow seduction. I wanted something fast, and hard, and able to consume me in its fire.

I growled in protest when Christus again stood, sliding me down the length of his body. He nipped at my lower lip in warning, and I swallowed thickly, emotion swamping me.

“Let me help you forget.”

I found my mouth crushed as Christus dragged my head to his, tangling his fingers in my hair the second that he felt the resistance melt from my body. I muffled a cry as his tongue invaded my mouth, stroking gently even as his lips pressed roughly, making me squirm with anticipation. Just as I found myself relaxing into his kiss, he released my lips and began a series of sharp little bites on my neck that aroused even as they stung. Stunned, I whimpered, a little series of noises that had Christus looking into my face.

“Do not think.” His voice was breathless as he tugged at the knot of his subligaculum. He nipped at my ear at the same time. “Do not think. Just feel.”

“Wait, just wait.” In response I found myself lifted off of my feet and turned in midair. “I . . . I don’t want . . .”

In response, Christus slipped a finger between my naked legs and rubbed, making me gasp both with the sensation and with the brashness with which it was delivered.

“Yes, you do.” He delivered a sharp smack across the cheek of my right buttock, and I cried out loud.

I did not have an answer for him—he was right. I wanted whatever he would give me, and I wanted it hot and fast and now.

Then, finally, all thought was whisked away as Christus rammed me against the wall. He dragged my head back, feasted on my lips, and ground his hips against mine before taking my hand and lowering it to his crotch.

I sucked in my breath at the brashness of his gesture. This was not a Christus that I knew—my lover was gentle, and persuasive. He seduced me with body and mind.

This Christus demanded that I please him, and that I do it his way. Though I would never have imagined that it would, I found it incredibly arousing to have such demands made of me.

His erection jerked beneath my touch. I could feel the heat through the leather, and I squeezed the tip, imagining the skin pulled tight over the weeping flesh.

He was harder than he had ever been. I wanted him to use that hardness to fuck me.

Christus placed a hand over mine and made me measure his length and girth with my fingers. Then he groaned, “Now, Lilia,” exhaling hot breath in my ear.

His words were not a request, and they made a shiver roll over my skin.

As Christus continued his assault on my mouth, I vaguely heard the sound of tearing cloth. It was my sleep tunic being ripped in half. My breasts were then grasped in rough palms. Thumbs rubbed over my nipples through the shreds of cloth so that they became pebble hard, then clever fingers worked them until they jutted out from my skin in sharp peaks. I writhed against him, and his tongue slithered over the swells, making me inhale sharply.

Watching my eyes, Christus pulled his subligaculum down over his hips to reveal the jut of his massive erection, which stood forward proudly from its nest of dark curls. Brazenly staring his fill at my own naked skin, he pushed his leathers down his legs, then stepped out.

Dropping to his knees, he nuzzled at my abdomen. Wicked excitement raced through me as I realized what he was about to do.

He rained kisses over the quivering flesh of my belly. When my eyes blurred, Christus took the shreds of my tunic, which was already falling down my shoulders, and clamped it in his teeth. Tugging with his mouth, he nudged the fabric down until it slid from my arms and fell to the floor, pooling around my feet.

Lowering his head, he began to lap at me, rough little licks that had me hissing. Soon his tongue licked at the flesh around my most sensitive spot, and my body threatened to lose control. Around and around his tongue swirled, coming closer and closer, until finally it flicked over the nub of swollen flesh, causing something inside of me to swell, swell like a wave until it crested and left me boneless and sobbing.

Though the climax left me weak, it still was not enough. Knowing me as he did, I had hardly more than a moment to catch my breath when I was pulled from the wall and turned around. Christus leaned me over the edge of my bedroll, placing my palms flat on the woolen blanket.

“Do not move your hands from this place.” He covered me with warm male flesh from behind. I tensed as his fingers probed at the entrance to my ass, the sensation, as always, strange enough to make me squirm.

“Hold still.” A finger nudged into my anal canal, the foreign intrusion vaguely uncomfortable at first. As he worked his finger in and out that slightest bit, loosening me, removing the tension from my clenched muscles, I finally settled back against the pressure, the strangeness giving way to pleasure.

Christus insistently rotated that finger, going in no more than an inch before pulling it back out, again and again, as he took my left hand with his free one and guided it to his rearing cock. As I clasped my fingers around it eagerly, exploring the heated silk, I found that it was already beaded with drops of sticky liquid at its tip.

“Help me, Lilia,” Christus muttered as he increased the rhythm of his finger. I pushed back against him, taking him in deeper. I could not remember anything ever feeling so good, or ever wanting someone so badly.

“Stand on your toes and take me in.” I was enjoying the feeling of his finger too much to obey, and I stayed as I was, pushing back against him. In response, he laid a sharp smack to the side of my hip, and the sting forced my attention to his words.

“If you do not help me inside of you, then I will come on your ass. All over your ass.” The visual that his words brought to my mind was highly erotic, and made me moan.

“Much as I would love to paint my come on your skin, you do not want that, I think.” He murmured into my ear, his words warm and damp. “You want me to come when I am deep inside of you, when you are full to bursting with my cock.”

By now I wanted him so desperately that I would have agreed with anything he said. Whimpering, I rose to my toes, bending over fully with my ass in the air. Reaching behind me, I helped him guide the impossibly hard length of his cock inside of my cunt, which was slick with need for him.

I gasped as he shoved inside of me, hard. When he was in completely, his testicles tapping the tender flesh between my legs, I moaned with pleasure and with pain.

Bent over as I was, he hit deeper than he ever had before. It felt strange, and it also coaxed short, hard bursts of sensation from the very depths of my body.

He could have stopped, could have given me a moment to adjust myself.

He kept going.

When I was on the brink of pain, he finally stopped for a moment, giving me time to get accustomed to the impossible length inside my body. Still, his insistent finger kept rubbing, until I relaxed and began to move my hips, slowly at first, then quickening until my movements bordered on violent. He seemed to take that as a sign that I was ready, and I was—more than ready.

“Fuck.” Christus began to thrust, taking me quickly, even viciously. He balanced his weight on palms that were pressed on either side of my own, quickening his pace. Our flesh slapped together as he moved faster and faster.

I felt myself careening toward a peak that I knew I would fall from.

Christus shouted as he erupted inside of me. I quivered as I felt the force of his pleasure, and as the warmth of his release trickled down the insides of my thighs.

Breathing hard, he pressed his face against the back of my neck, murmuring words that I could not quite hear. I quivered beneath him still, straining for that release, ready to explode.

Slowly Christus took his hand and rubbed it over my cunt. At the same time he pulled his finger from my ass. The combination of sensations had me crying out before I flooded into his palm, collapsing back against him.

Our breaths mingled in the air, the sound harsh in the quiet. I froze when I heard footsteps outside the door, growing ever louder as they approached our room.

The door was locked with Christus’ leather ties, but even without seeing, it would be obvious to anyone on the other side what we had been doing. We had not been quiet.

I waited for the pounding on the wood, for someone to catch us in the act, to threaten to expose us to the dominus.

But the footsteps walked away. My heart began to beat a rapid tattoo as I wondered who had been checking on us.

“It does not matter.” Nuzzling my neck, Christus wrapped his arms around me. Then he lowered us to the bed, where he arranged my body on top of him. I was grateful, for I did not think that I could bear my own weight any longer.

Flooded with nerves and emotions, I was breathing hard and shaking slightly as Christus rubbed his hands briskly up and down my arms. Floating on exhaustion, my eyelids began to droop. I thought that I heard something off in his voice, something that I would have processed as suppressed fury, had I been awake.

I was not. Emotionally and now physically spent, my mind blank, I did as I was told.

I slept.



 


CHAPTER NINE




I was coming to dread being summoned upstairs.

I had woken alone in my chamber. Not eager to be by myself, I had dressed and stumbled into the training yard, assuming that the day’s drills had begun.

Some of the men had been in the enclosed sands, but they moved about without purpose, and I saw that the doctore was not there to direct the drills.

But as soon as he entered the clearing, walking down the steep stairs that led from the balcony above, I felt nerves flutter across my flesh. Before I could wonder what was going on, or could ponder the identity of my nighttime visitor and what those footsteps had signified, I was taken upstairs by the doctore yet again. Now I stood in the office of the dominus, with the man himself . . . and with Christus.

“What has happened?” Though I spoke to my master, it was Christus at whom I looked.

He returned my stare, but his expression was uneasy.

My heart began to thud faster than was comfortable.

“Lilia.” My name was spoken as a reprimand, for I had spoken impertinently, questioning the dominus.

“Apologies.” I did not mean it.

“We must hurry, before Gaius rises.” The dominus looked at me pointedly as he ran fingers through nut-brown hair that needed to be washed. Though I blanched as my master spoke the name of my tormentor, I also fixed him with a look that surely told him volumes about my feelings on his betrayal.

He flushed, guiltily, I thought, but his words were harsh. “You overstep, gladiator.” I felt as if I had been hit, until I understood that the man was attempting to distance himself from me, trying to lessen his affection.

After all, it was very likely that I was about to die.

“I have been hearing rumors of an affair between two of my gladiators.” The dominus pinned me with that look, that intelligent stare that had caught my attention so many years ago in the market. He was certain of whatever he was about to say.

“I did not believe that Lilia, the meek girl who fought so hard to reach the top, to ensure her safety, would be so foolish as to weaken herself with a romance.” The dominus sounded disappointed, and I felt anger begin to percolate.

Who was he to judge me? He had no idea of what I had lived through.

“Even when I saw how the two of you were together, I did not think that you would have fallen prey to an affair, Lilia.” The mouth of the dominus was pinched—he was not pleased with me. “I have always been so proud of you, of how you fought through the challenges that Bavarius and others cast your way. And then you give him ammunition like this.”

I stilled as the words sank in.

“You knew?” My voice was no more than a whisper. “You knew what Bavarius did to me?”

The dominus looked peevish, and I understood in a flash that I had been wrong all along. Though surely there were worse masters that I could have had, this man had never seen me as a person. I was just a slave to him, a way to put coin in his pocket.

“You knew this, and did nothing to stop it?” This time it was Christus who spoke, and I could hear the barely suppressed rage in his voice. The dominus arched a brow, but I was not subdued by the reminder of our status.

“I had no reason to. I knew that fighting through it on her own would make her stronger. I was right.” The dominus clasped his fingers together tightly, then unclasped them again. “And after all of that, Lilia, you find a weakness, and show it to the others. I had the doctore make certain last night, and if he heard you, then you can be certain the other men have as well.”

The doctore had been the one outside our room—and he had reported straight back to the dominus.

I felt sick as the list of betrayals continued to grow.

“Christus had just shared an interesting story with me, Lilia.” Casting a sidelong look at my lover, I fisted my fingers in the leather of my subligaculum. I did not know how much more my nerves could take.

“Yes, Dominus?” Even before I knew what he had done, I felt the kindling of anger at Christus.

I knew, just knew, that he had attempted to shield me from the Battle of Gaius. To do so was in his very nature, and I could no longer blame the man for that. But whatever he had done should have been discussed with me first. After what he had shared with me the night before, I had thought that that would have been obvious.

“Christus tells me that you are expecting his child.”

My mouth fell open, and I felt the insane urge to laugh. Whatever I had been expecting, this had most certainly not been it.

“I . . . I do not know what to say, Dominus.” Incredulous, I turned to Christus. His narrowed eyes warned me not to argue.

I could not lie.

“This is not so, Dominus, and my apologies. Christus is misinformed.” As I spoke, I realized that my lover could be punished for creating the story, and angry as I was at him for the secrecy, I did not want that. I added hastily, “Perhaps he merely hoped he had passed on his seed, as all men do.”

Christus looked as if he might throttle me. The dominus sighed and, leaning back in his wooden chair, massaged his temples with his fingers.

“I know that you are not with child, Lilia. Not with Christus’ babe, and certainly not with that of anyone else.” While I gaped at him, he exchanged a look with Christus, then settled his chair back on the floor with a slam.

“How would you know that?” Now that I knew that the dominus himself had spies in the ludus, ones who recorded every nuance of our daily lives, no matter how intimate, the question was superfluous, but I still had to ask.

“You have never once had courses since the day that you came to the ludus, Lilia, the day that you began to train as a gladiator.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. It was not something of which I often thought, but the man spoke the truth.

The grueling physical activity and the severely restricted diet had halted my courses long ago. I had suspected vaguely that this was an impediment to conception, but again, it had not been a concept on which I had dwelled.

Thinking quickly back to Bavarius and his early treatment of me, I felt that this had been a blessing.

“I do not know what to say.” Since it seemed that the dominus was trying to give up on me at any rate, I turned to Christus and spoke freely. “Why would you tell our master such a thing?”

Christus’ face darkened with anger. I knew, of course, exactly why he would concoct this tale. He was hoping that Gaius would take pity on a woman who was with child, and that he would exempt me from the games. That he would choose someone else—someone like Christus, who I knew would volunteer to take my place before anyone else could even draw in a breath.

“You have made a mess of things.” I hissed the words out angrily, glaring at my lover as I addressed him.

What I knew that Christus did not was what I had seen in the eyes of the man-child the night before. There was no sanity in the noble, and no pity either. He would not think twice about throwing his supposedly pregnant obsession into the games.

Though it had not at all been what he meant, Christus’ actions had solidified my fate . . . at least, if the dominus were to tell Gaius of this conversation.

I had one idea left. Against everything that I tried to tell it, my heart leapt with hope.

“Please, Dominus. I beg it of you.” I thought about dropping to my knees to demonstrate devotion, but the dominus knew me far too well—he would know that it was naught but a display. “Do not speak to Gaius of this story. Do you not see? I know that any hope I have of escaping these games is slim, a whisper, really, but if you tell him of this, then even that goes away.”

“You do not know of what you speak!” Christus’ words were colored crimson with his anger. “This could save you. This could keep you alive, woman!”

“Enough!” Standing abruptly, the dominus slapped his palms down flat on the desk. “Lilia, I do not wish to see you participate in this sham of a competition any more than your champion here does. Entirely apart from any affection that I have held for you over the years, if you die, I lose the gladiator who brings in most of the coin to this household. I have children to feed, a ludus to run. My wife desires many fine things, and I enjoy having wine on hand to drink. If you die, much of that is gone.”

I ground my teeth together. I did not like being viewed as a commodity, though I knew that, to most Romans, that was my sole purpose.

The dominus pinched the bridge of his nose between his forefinger and thumb as I exchanged a helpless look with Christus, who was clearly still furious with me. I opened my mouth to speak, but my master spoke first.

“I do not know what to do, Lilia. As you saw last night, I have no power to control the man.” I narrowed my eyes and bit my tongue, for I wanted to retort that he could not have known if he had any power, for he had not tried to exert any.

“Dominus—”

“What a lovely surprise.” A shudder ran through me—I would have known that voice anywhere, burned as it now was into my brain. How the man could have wrought such fear from me when he had yet to touch me, I did not know, but as soon as he entered the small office, I began to tremble.

Though I made certain to stare straight ahead, Gaius crossed directly to me and tilted my chin up with one finger pressed beneath it. His hands were cold, and I tamped down the urge to bite that finger right off.

He forced me to look into his eyes. They had not changed from the night before, even though this morning he wore at least a thin veneer of normality.

They crinkled with amusement at my obvious struggle for control of my emotions. From behind me, I heard a low growl.

Christus had noticed, as well, and he was not pleased.

“I find your trembling so very sweet.” The whisper was intimate, the tone the kind that should be reserved for lovers.

I found myself gagging. With a soft chuckle, Gaius released my chin, then sauntered the rest of the way across the office. He did not even nod at the dominus—did not acknowledge him in any way—as he propped a hip on the wood of the desk, blocking the man from my view.

“Now, what is this that I have heard from the hallway? My precious Lilia is with child?”

Frantically I turned to Christus. This situation had just spun dangerously out of control, and insane as Gaius was, I could not anticipate his response, could not decide upon the best course of action.

Gaius clearly enjoyed the wordless struggle, and his face contorted with mirth. When he had finished laughing, he fixed me with that stare of his, the one that managed to hit without a hand ever being raised.

“Do not lie to me, Lilia. I was outside the room when Christus made his confession to Philipus here.” His eyes narrowed, and I knew that he was not pleased. “You have been naughty, my little Lilia. Fucking a gladiator behind your master’s back.” He cheapened it with so few words, made the bond that I shared with my gladiator nothing more than a quick fuck. “If this were my ludus, I would punish you for such behavior. Punish you in so many delicious ways.”

My stomach rolled, and I very nearly dry heaved. I now knew precisely what Gaius considered punishment, and it was something that he appeared to very much enjoy.

“Do not touch her!”

I cried out as Christus lost control. Flying from the corner of the room, he shoved me behind him, his teeth bared in a feral snarl.

“You will not touch her!”

“This is the little papa, I take it?” Seeing the two men beside each other, I saw that they could not have been more different. Christus was large where Gaius was smaller and slender, and his raw physicality could clearly have ended Gaius’ life before his heart beat even once more. Any other man would have shown fear at arousing such rage in a gladiator.

Gaius was secure in his stature as the brother of the most powerful man in the Roman Empire.

“Lilia, you are meant for someone much more refined than this brute.” I reached out and ran my hands over Christus’ back, trying to calm him. Challenging a patrician of such high rank could not possibly end well. Instead I found myself absorbing some of his rage, and I glowered at Gaius, my hands clenching tightly into fists.

“I am a brute myself, Gaius.” I used the man’s first name deliberately to show my lack of respect. “I kill. It is what I do. Do you not remember?”

For the very first time, I saw a flicker of what I was certain was fear. It passed over Gaius’ face so quickly that I could quite easily have imagined it. Then he was again smooth, smiling at the two of us grimly.

“This is the very reason that I cannot exclude you from these arena games, Lilia.” Though I had known that this was inevitable, I still felt panic at his words. I could not go, not unless I could win. I would not be separated from Christus by death.

Gaius continued, looking back and forth between my lover and myself.

“No, I certainly cannot exclude you from the games. Your loveliness is far too large of a draw. I need an exceptional turnout, you see. I am paying a small fortune to please the people of Rome with these munera. I have plans, large plans, and I need them to think of me with favor.”

“Fine.” My anger had been awoken, and it burned away my fear. I was Lilia, the only female gladiator in Rome. I had survived among men far stronger than this bastard, and I had done more than survive—I had thrived.

“I will compete. I will win.” I smiled slowly, and was rewarded again with that tinge of fear. I saw that it was twined tightly with excitement—sexual excitement—and I felt sick.

“I will kill them all. I am very good at killing.” At that moment I would have given anything to feel the cool press of a sword in my hand. Yes, a sword, a knife, a blade of any kind.

If ever anyone deserved to die, it was this man who stood before me.

I watched as he tamped down his twisted excitement, schooling his features into a mask of sympathy.

“No, I cannot deprive the people of Rome of your charm, lovely Lilia.” I wanted to spit on the floor at the endearment. Then Gaius shifted his attention from me to the barely restrained gladiator that I held in my arms, and a sense of foreboding washed over me in a flash.

“But neither can I part a father from his babe, even one that is yet unborn.” I heard a sharp intake of breath from behind Gaius; even the dominus was unable to continue hiding his distaste.

I continued to glower at Gaius, but against Christus’ shoulders, I felt my palms grow slick with cold sweat. I knew what Gaius would say before the words had actually fallen from his lips.

“Every ludus will have two champions. The people of Rome will have their taste for gore satisfied when, even if it at the very end, one of them has to die.”


The next week passed in a blur. I had expected grumbling from the rest of the brothers in the ludus when it was announced that both Christus and I were to take part in the arena games, but except for expected anger from Bavarius and his friends, the men seemed almost to feel pity for the pair of us. We were offered extra porridge and army bread at meals, and some even used their coin from the arena to purchase us wine. They all offered advice and fighting techniques, and we took them with straight faces, though inside I was beyond irritated.

How did they think that I had managed to rise to the top of their ranks, if I did not already know these things? But they were being kind, so I held my tongue. Still, I could not help but feel that all of the offerings were, in the way, a last meal.

The men did not think that we would be coming back. Hell, they knew that one of us was not.

Darius was the sole man who did not treat either of us differently. His laughter may have been a little more forced, and I might have caught him shaking his head sadly at moments when he thought that I was not looking, but for the most part he tried to make our last week before the game as normal as possible.

The last evening, before Christus and I were to be taken to the holding area of the special arena that had been modified just for these games, Darius sat to the side of the training area with me. We were indulging in a rare lazy moment, training over for the day but the sun not yet set. We passed a cup of wine back and forth between us.

I had found that wine greatly helped to ease the anxiety that fought to take me over whenever I was sober.

In front of us, Christus sparred with one of the men who had been especially kind that week. Antonius was demonstrating his skill with the net, and Christus was soaking up the new knowledge eagerly.

“He is doing all of this for you, you know.” I turned to my friend sharply, but he had hidden his face in his cup.

“What are you speaking of?” I knew, of course, but I somehow needed to hear it from another.

“All of this training.” Darius gestured expansively with his large arm. I turned with him, watching the focus, the concentration on Christus’ face as he struggled to gain control over the net.

“He intends to keep you alive. He does not hold the same hope for himself.”

That night, after the evening meal that we both forced down, Christus and I found ourselves colliding with heat in the room that was no longer just mine.

His lips were on mine, the door to the room shut snugly behind us. These moments, where we were alone, together, were what had gotten me through the week.

His touch erased every worry, every thought, from my mind.

Tonight, I tangled my hands in his hair as though I might never touch it again. His mouth was hot and wet as it opened under mine, tasting sinfully of mulsum and man. Impatient now that I had what I had so desperately wanted all day held tightly in my arms, I rocked my pelvis against his and moaned as his hot, hard erection dug into the soft flesh of my naked stomach.

“Wait . . . wait. Slow down.” Christus’ words were muffled under the avid angles of my lips, and I paid not a bit of attention to their meaning. Instead I shimmied out of the confining fabric of my leathers.

I knew that he wanted to come together slowly—he wanted to make love to me, to savor what might very well be our last time together.

I could not wait. I needed the heat, needed it to burn away the fear.

I smiled, slow and wicked, when my breasts spilled free of my leather top and he stopped in his tracks, hands freezing at my waist. Taking advantage of his momentary distraction, and fancying myself in full control of the situation, I gasped out loud in surprise when he lunged, cupping my breasts in his rough palms and burying his face in the cleft between. His moan vibrated along my suddenly slick skin, and as my nipples contracted into hard, tight pegs, I was consumed with a need the likes of which I had never felt before.

“Aah!” I sank my teeth, hard, into the corded flesh of his neck even as my hands busied themselves at his waist. I fumbled, impatient, with the tight knot of his subligaculum and was rewarded with the rending sound of the leather as it ripped and fell unheeded to the floor.

When his fingers lowered to stroke softly through the silky hair at my lower lips, I almost screamed; the feel of the rough pads of his fingertips as they circled my clit and began to explore the cleft in between my moist lower lips was almost more than I could take. I squirmed, not sure if I was trying to get closer or to escape from the onslaught of sensations. It seemed that I had no choice, however, when every movement of my hips against his served only to bring our skin that much closer together.

When those fingers pinched hard, right over the screaming nub of my clit, I lost all control and flooded into his palm, the musk of my sex staining the skin of his fingers.

It was too much; I had never had an encounter so intense. And as good as it felt, panic began to claw at the back of my throat; I needed to lose myself again before reality set in and I lost my mind.

So when he reached behind me, stroked down over the round cups of my ass, and lifted a leg to encircle his waist, I moved like lightning, sliding my sweat-slicked skin away from his.

“Come to me.” Teasing, I ran my tongue slowly over my index finger, tasting the salt there. “I want you. Oh, I want you. But . . .” I rolled my hips suggestively and sauntered over to the small wooden table. Placing my slick palms flat on the grain, I raised my ass. Tossing my now loose golden hair over my right shoulder in a manner much more flirtatious than I would normally have used, I looked saucily back over my left side and licked my lips.

“I want you like this.”

I saw my lover gape at my new manner as I stared back at him from over my shoulder. I was trying to keep our encounter moving so fast that neither of us could catch our breath, and yet, if I had not known that the panic would seep in the second that I slowed down, I would have wanted to relax, the taste the skin of the cock that was rearing at the sight of me naked before him.

“Come.” I was on fire. He moved quickly, crossing the room to stand behind me, his own palms splayed over the pale round cheeks of my ass. Deep as my need was for him to drive himself inside of me, as hard as he could, I also wished to savor the sensation of his skin simply pressed against my own.

I could feel that he was eager; his cock jumped against the back of my thigh. I pushed back against him, rubbed the skin of my ass over his groin, enjoying the feeling of the coarse hair that surrounded his cock against the soft skin of my ass.

I let out an impatient sigh when he bent, circling my ankles with his hands. But he slowly traced his fingers up, up over the insides of my calves, behind my knees, straight to my inner thighs. I trembled, then wriggled my hips from side to side when he took yet another moment to trace a path over my hips, then down between my cheeks. My breath shuddered out as those probing fingers again found the moist heat of my entrance; he dipped inside of me, groaned with satisfaction when he found me hot and wet.

Control then shattered as he clasped my breasts together in one hand, squeezing them tightly. With his free hand I felt him grab his cock, guiding it to my entrance. I lowered myself until I was pressed flat against the table, standing on the tips of my toes. I raised my ass as high as I could in the air, my thighs spread, granting him as much access to my cunt as I possibly could.

With one hard thrust of his hips, he seated himself inside of me, all the way inside of me, and I moaned deeply, my eyelids fluttering as I rode the sensation.

Holding perfectly still while the head of his cock nudged against my womb, Christus allowed me a moment to adjust to the fullness of his cock from this angle. When he moved experimentally inside of me, I bit my lip.

Bending over farther, covering my sweating body with his own, he brushed his lips over the lobe of my ear, then took the hand that had been caressing my breasts and slid it back around my waist. He drew a firm line down my spine with the tip of one finger, not stopping when he reached the crease that divided my buttocks.

I would have squirmed away at that moment had the wooden table allowed me even a breath of space in which to move, for the sensation was incredibly intense. But I had nowhere to go, and so I had to accept the strange yet pleasurable sensation that came when he pressed a finger against the pucker between my folds.

“Christus.” It was too much. My body could not possibly accept so much sensation. But instead of responding to my entreaty, he pressed harder against that pucker, murmuring in my ear.

“Push back against me.” Pulling his hips back, he thrust forward in my cunt at the same time that his finger worked its way past the tight ring of muscles. I cried out at the intrusion, and he stilled, allowing me yet another moment to become accustomed to the feeling of being so full.

“Oh.” Slowly he began to rotate the finger inside of me, swiveling his hips in the same manner. I found myself then pushing back against him, the better to absorb all of the little quivers of pleasure that were running through me.

With a soft grunt, he pulled both his cock from my cunt and his finger from between my buttocks. I whimpered at the sudden loss of sensation, then froze when he ran his cock, slick with my juices, up the cleft, then between.

“Christus?” I might have been unsure, but at the same time I knew that I wanted him in any manner in which he would take me.

“You wanted it fast.” His palms gripping my flesh, he pulled apart the cheeks of my ass, and let his cock slide up to press against that most hidden of pleasurable places. “You wanted it hard, and rough. And so I am going to give you a sensation that you have never before had.”

His cock pressing against me, he slid his hands teasingly to my waist. I writhed against them, then nearly screamed when he pushed, and the head of his cock worked its way through that tight ring and inside of me.

“When we are in these demented games, when you feel all alone”—I dug my fingers into the wood of the table, feeling the nails of my fingers splinter against the unforgiving surface—“you will remember this. No matter what happens, you will remember this. I am the only one who can do this to you. I am the only one who can make you feel this way.”

“Yes.” What could I do but agree? He continued to slide his way into me, moving in increments, with momentary pauses to let me adjust to the strange sensation of fullness where I had never felt it before.

“I am the only one who has been inside of you like this. I am the only one you want inside of you.” Finally, finally he had seated himself inside of me, the heavy weight of his balls rocking against the tender spot where my ass met my legs.

“Oh, Christus.” It was a strange sensation, to be sure, but once I became aware of the new places along my skin that were tingling with pleasure, when I realized how wet my cunt had become because the feeling of fullness here was just so damned good, I moaned and pushed back against him.

I wanted more.

“Greedy woman.” He pulled back, and I sucked in a breath. He slid back in, faster this time, but still not at the pounding rhythm that I desired.

“More.” I could barely hear my own voice over the pants of my breath. “More. I want more.”

A low sound, a dark one, emanated from the depths of his throat. Bending over me fully, his hands covering my own, he began to thrust, still not as hard or as fast as he would have done in my cunt, but enough to turn places in my body that I had not even known existed to flame.

And yet I could still think . . . even through all of that sensation, I could think. And so I panted out the word again, asking for more.

His return groan was more than a little wicked to my ears.

“Spread your legs.” I did, as best as I could, straining to stand on the tips of my toes. Grunting, he lifted me so that my weight was fully resting on my torso, which was pressed against the table.

My feet dangled inches off of the floor, and with nothing to gain purchase on, I was at his mercy. Instead of frightening me as it once would have done, I found that it thrilled me to my very core.

One of his hands splayed flat across my stomach, then moved down, and down more. His other hand followed. One began to work on the taut nub of my clit, circling around and around the engorged flesh, but never actually touching it. My mouth opened soundlessly as the sensation caused me to begin to shake.

His other hand dipped between my thighs, one finger sampling the wetness between my wide-open legs.

“Fuck.” There was no other word that I could utter at that moment. “Oh, fuck.”

“Yes.” His voice was low and guttural as a second finger filled me, stretched me. “Yes. Take everything that I give you.”

I rocked on the table, but could not otherwise move. I felt the table, cool against the puckered skin of my breasts. I felt the teasing touches on my clit, which kept taking me to the edge of that pleasurable wave before drawing back again.

I felt a third finger added to the tight heat that was my cunt, stretching me, forcing me to accept its girth.

And I felt the slow yet relentless slides of my lover’s cock in my ass, possessing me in a manner in which I had never been before.

In that moment, as all of the pleasure gathered, sparking brightly along my skin, I found that I could still think, but only one thought made its way to the forefront of my mind.

I belonged to this man. Heart, body, soul if I still had one, I was his.

I moaned, long and loud, when as if in response to my realization, he picked up his speed. His hips hit against the jut of my tailbone harder and more frequently. I lifted my ass higher in the air with each thrust, not wanting to miss a single whisper of our joining.

The hand inside of my cunt moved faster, too, fucking me relentlessly. The finger circling my clit began to apply pressure to the engorged flesh itself, bringing lights dancing before my eyes.

I could not have stopped the floodgates if I had been offered never-ending life, not when I had been so thoroughly possessed by Christus. I screamed, the sound reverberating off the dingy walls of the tiny room.

I cared not who heard.

Christus muttered words softly against my neck as every muscle in my body spasmed against him, around him. I heard the pace of his breath quicken, felt the rock-solid muscles of his thighs beneath my bottom tense and quiver.

“Come with me.” I squeezed the muscle inside of me and he shouted. Thrusting fully into me, both cock and fingers, he cried out yet again as shudders of delight wracked his own body.

The heavy weight of his testicles bumped against my screaming clit as he thrust and thrust again, emptying himself inside of me. The light pressure on flesh that had been teased without mercy set me off again, a smaller but no less intense jolt of pleasure.

I moaned through it, succumbing to the sensation, the complete feeling of possession.

We stayed as we were for what felt like hours, though was in actuality probably only minutes. Our breath mingled in the air, rasping hard and heavy.

Slowly, Christus put his hands on my hips and pulled, sliding me back down until I could place my own feet on the floor. Planting a kiss in the dip between my shoulder blades, he brought the fingers that had fucked my cunt up to trace over my cheek. I turned my head, watching as he ran his tongue over the tips and tasted the essence that was me.

Tangling his fingers in my hair, he tugged, pulling my head back until I had no choice but to look at him. His cock was still inside of me, my muscles had turned to jelly, but what I saw in his eyes sent me flying.

“You, Lilia.” He tugged at my hair again, and I purred, low in my throat. I knew now that I loved this man, and while that feeling would cause me great pain in the days to come, right then I reveled in the feeling and in the moment.

I could not kill this man, not even if we were the final two in the Battle of Gaius. I would rather kill myself.

“You are mine.”



 


CHAPTER TEN




My happiness was fleeting, as I knew that it would be.

The next morning, before the sun had even begun to warm the air with a wash of pale gold, the screech of the gates to the ludus opening rent the silence in two.

In our room, Christus and I looked at each other with somber expressions.

This was it.

Threading our fingers together, we walked out of the room as one. Instead of the panic that I had expected, I found that I was strangely calm.

There was no way to get through this, except to get through it. I knew that if I were to let my thoughts linger on the potential outcome, I might lose my tenuous grip on sanity.

The carpentum—one far more ornate than any I had ever seen—had been pulled right into the training area. It was accompanied by a half-dozen Roman soldiers, clad in armor, wicked-looking blades sheathed at their hips.

“Get in.”

Gaius was nowhere to be found, and it was a smart move on his part. Soldiers or not, had the man entered the bowels of a ludus full of trained gladiators this morning, given the mood of the men in the past week, he likely would not have left alive.

“We are coming!” I spoke sharply when one of the soldiers smacked my bottom, hard, urging me into the back of the wagon when my movements were deemed not swift enough. I heard Christus growl from behind me, and shot him a warning glance.

We were, at the moment, unarmed. Angering the soldiers would only result in an injury for one of us, and we needed to be in top condition if either of us was to survive.

I cringed at the thought. Yes, it would likely take the both of us working together to stay alive. And then one of us would be forced to kill the other . . . and I would not be killing Christus.

“Hello, lovely Lilia.”

My feet had barely made it onto the wooden bottom of the carpentum when the man already seated in it addressed me. It was Bavarius, sitting in the wagon, looking ready to take a journey that I had not thought he was going on.

I recoiled, backing up rapidly. Christus was behind me, and his hands came to rest possessively on my hips.

“What are you doing here?” Lovely Lilia . . . something in the way in which Bavarius addressed me worried at a memory, but I could not connect them and did not have time to think on it longer. “I thought we were to be taken to the arena.” I did not like being in such close quarters with the man—his stench made my skin crawl. It helped that Christus was there, soothing me with his touch.

The noise of the wagon and the soldiers had brought the men stumbling from their own quarters. In singles and pairs, they silently made their way onto the sands, and not a one of them looked happy.

“What is he doing up there?” It was one of those closest to Bavarius himself who spoke, and it thrilled me instead to see the betrayal on his face.

Arrogant to the last, Bavarius settled back on the bench on which he was seated, the picture of nonchalance. “Has no one yet shared this?” His smile was smug, and I wanted to take his lips and twist them until he cried. “I have been invited to play in the games as well. Three gladiators from the house of Philipus Septus Octavius. Does that not make you happy, lovely Lilia?”

Lovely Lilia . . . in that second I knew. “You are the one telling Gaius about me.” Bavarius smirked and did not deny it. I felt sick.

“What did he promise you?” From behind me, Christus’ voice was hot with anger. “Did he promise that you would win these games if you told him secrets? That coin and fame would be yours and yours alone?”

Bavarius merely shrugged, content with the deal that he had clearly made. I ground my teeth together, struggling with the well of feeling—it had been enough, knowing that someone was watching me, and was reporting details of my life to Gaius. But that that person was Bavarius was an extra blow.

The thought of his eyes on me at all revolted me to my core.

“Ignore him.” I felt the strength of Christus at my side, watched as he glared at Bavarius. I felt better with my lover’s dominating presence there. I knew that Bavarius was far less likely to try anything with me while Christus hovered protectively.

Inhaling deeply, I took one long look around the training area. The men surrounded it in a rough circle, their faces pale in the waning moonlight. None of them looked pleased. Not only had Bavarius betrayed one of the brotherhood—me—he had cheated each of them out of their fair chance at fame.

A sudden realization made me laugh. Bavarius stared at me as if I had gone mad, and I could not help but smile even more.

“You stupid, stupid man.” I saw his fists clench at my words, his knuckles turning white as his nails bit into his palms. Bavarius was never overly confident in himself, this I knew—it was why he was forever struggling to dominate those around him. He did not like insults.

I did not care.

“Do you not understand?” Making sure that my movements were deliberately calm, I sat on the bench facing Bavarius, folding my hands in my lap neatly. Christus sat beside me, his face as if carved from stone.

“Gaius promised that you would win—he promised you fame throughout the Empire, wine, women, and wealth. He might have been truthful; he might not. But look around you, Bavarius.” I gestured widely to the men that he had cheated. “He did not promise you freedom, did he? You will still have to return here. And then you will have to contend with the anger of these men, and though I might be generalizing, not a one of them looks very happy with you.”

At that moment, as one of the soldiers gave a yell, and the carpentum began to move, Bavarius did not look very happy himself.

It was a small victory, but one that sustained me for the duration of the ride to the arena.


I thought that Gaius should count himself a lucky man in the morning, if any of his chosen gladiators were still alive to participate in his cursed games.

Whatever had possessed him to place thirty some men—two from each ludus—Rome’s most revered fighters, in a room together had to have taken leave of his senses. The tension in the small holding chamber was so thick that it left a taste on my tongue.

“Perhaps the man is stupid, after all.” Christus and I sat in a corner of the small stone room, our backs pressed against the chill of the wall. We were careful not to touch, not to display affection in any way, for we did not know how the others would react to our bond.

Likely Bavarius had told them anyway. I now understood that we had not been as secretive as we had imagined. The dominus had known, and the likeliest candidate to have told him was my enemy.

However they had found out, we were getting more stares than the others in the room combined.

“Gaius does nothing by chance.” I did not know the man well, but everything about him spoke of slow, methodical preparation. There was a reason that he had put us all together, where we had nothing to do but study the faces, the sizes of those we were meant to kill.

Some I had met in the arena, in matches where both of our lives had been spared. Others I knew by reputation alone. All were strong, all were well trained. If I were to meet one of them on the sands of the arena, I felt certain that I would triumph, for I always had an edge—I was always underestimated because of my size and my sex.

But all of them, together . . .

Fear was a tangible thing.

That was likely what the entire point of the exercise was. Gaius wanted us to feel fear. It would heighten the excitement of the crowd, which would in turn lead them to view him more favorably.

“Why do you think that Gaius is holding these games?” My voice was low, meant for Christus’ ears only. “He said that he has plans. But what are they? Does he plan to run for office?”

“That is my thought, but I do not understand why.” Christus stroked his fingers over the prickle of beard that shadowed his chin. “As brother of the emperor, his place in life is ensured. He has no need to hold public office.”

On this point I thoroughly agreed. Again, I reflected that Gaius did not do things by chance. There was a reason, one that we would find out soon, I was certain.

From above, a great noise, louder than thunder when it cracked across the sky, startled the stillness from the room. With cries ranging from shock to blood lust, those of us in the room stood if we were seated and pressed our backs to the wall if they were not already, instinct taking over.

All heads turned up, squinting through the dim light, trying to see what was happening.

Rock scraped over rock, the sounds painful to the ears, as the ceiling to the chamber where we all stood slid away. The light in the room brightened, then wavered.

I noticed that Bavarius was cowering behind a larger man, fear evident on his face. I could do naught but shake my head.

I heard it before I saw it, the gurgle of flowing water. Great streams of it flooded into the room from above, soaking us all, unannounced.

I gasped at the chill—the water was as cold as anything I had ever felt. The great streams continued, until my leathers were dripping, and my hair lay flat on my head.

Christus held tightly to my hand as the wet streamed over us, making sure that we were not separated, and he sputtered as much as I.

Slowly, the flooding ceased, dwindling to small trickles that danced down the walls of rock like snakes. Around me men shook like dogs, drying water from their eyes, their ears, cursing all the while.

“What the fuck was the point of that?” one of them shouted, and other angry mutters followed. We all stood still, dripping to a man, as the ground-level door to our holding room was wrenched open.

On the other side stood one of the soldiers that had come to fetch Christus, Bavarius, and myself that morning. He looked around the room with a sneer on his face, as if breathing the same air as the rest of us was far beneath him.

“Every one of you needed a good bath.” It took a brave man to insult a room full of gladiators. The soldier gestured impatiently for us to follow him. “Single file. No talking. There are guards the entire way to the palace, so do not think to escape.”

The palace? Surely we were not being taken to the palace of the emperor himself?

“Hurry up.” We were led through some sort of underground tunnel, then up huge flights of stairs, and finally, finally, through a door.

The noise of the room after the quiet of the underground was very nearly deafening. It was an assault on the senses, and I wished for my sword, to defend myself.

Christus dared a small brush of his fingers against my back, and I inhaled deeply. His touch was a lifeline, anchoring me in this strange world that we had just entered.

The soldier led us to the front of the room, where we were halted. Unsteady on my feet, I blinked out at the crowd of people who had paused in the midst of their party to stare—all wealthy patricians, by the appearance of their clothing, their hairstyles, and their jewels. Wine flowed freely, and had for some time, to judge by the flushed faces and glassy eyes of the rich. Slaves circulated with golden platters of juicy quinces and ripe figs, and the smell of roasted lamb made the juices in my belly gurgle.

A great gong sounded, and the patricians ceased their talk, They all turned expectantly toward an ornately arched entryway on the far side of the room.

Gaius sidled through, the expression on his face smug, though I imagined he thought that it was regal. A toga that could have kept an entire household in grain for a year was draped over his slender body, and the golden strands of his hair had been carefully rubbed with oil of some sort, so that his head gleamed as if he wore a crown.

On his arm was a woman whom I had never seen before. She was tall, and while her frame was somewhat more slender and muscular than Roman society would have deemed fashionable, there was no denying that she was a very attractive woman. A toga of turquoise silk draped that frame, clinging and enticing, accentuating the collar and cuffs of massive sapphires that circled her wrists and throat.

Her hair was arranged in a style so elaborate that it had surely taken at least two slaves hours to arrange it. Her eyes were lined with kohl, and her lips were ruby red.

Though I did not care a whit whom Gaius chose as his companion, something about this woman, about the almost cruel curve of her lips, caused an instant dislike to be born inside of me.

“Hilaria.” Beside me Christus jerked, as if in alarm. Somewhat amazed, I turned to look at the beautiful big man who stood beside me.

“Christus?” We had been warned not to speak, but I had never seen him so. His body was rigid, his bearing insanely straight, like that of a soldier. His skin had gone pale beneath the gold that training in the sun had teased out of it, and his hands had clenched into tight fists.

He did not appear to even hear me—his stare was fixed on the woman—Hilaria, he had called her.

Though his face was carefully expressionless, when I peered into the depths of eyes that were nearly navy, I saw barely restrained fury. Not an uncommon emotion for him, but strange that it should be brought out by a woman he could not possibly know.

Gaius chose that moment to speak, and I was forced to again face front, to look out in the crowd of people. The bright colors of their togas, the flash of their jewels—none of it seemed at all real to me. They did not seem real.

In turn, the strange creatures seemed incredibly interested in me, the lone female among the massive crowd of vicious men. Stares were plentiful, and I felt a blush wash over me when I realized that the frigid water had forced my nipples erect. They jutted against the clinging, damp leather of my top, and I saw several of the men eyeing me with lust in their eyes.

“Friends, we gather tonight to honor these warriors.” I very nearly snorted at Gaius’ choice of words. To honor us would be to leave us to our own lives, not to force us into a game in which all but one would die. “Tomorrow, the greatest games that Rome has ever seen will begin. These gladiators are the strongest, the fiercest. The most celebrated. They fight to please the citizens of Rome.”

Taking a cup of wine that Hilaria handed to him, Gaius drank deeply before saluting the crowd, who cheered loudly in return. “Before they fight, I feel that we owe them some pleasures. So this evening they will walk among you, they will feast, they will drink. They will be pleased and they will, I think, please you.” With a lascivious wink, he downed the remaining contents of his cup, then tossed it on the floor. Despite our admonition to remain silent, the men around me began to mutter with no small measure of excitement.

We would be permitted to partake in the feast? To drink, to be counted as equals among the patricians for the night?

The notion did not seem right.

But the gong again sounded, and Gaius gestured widely to the room, shouting at his guests to enjoy. His gaze moved unerringly to me, and I snarled in return. Turning to whisper in the ear of the woman at his side, he gestured in my direction. She smiled that strange smile of hers, standing on her tiptoes to survey the long line of gladiators.

Her eyes roamed over me, drinking in the details, and I could tell the exact moment at which she decided that I was beneath her notice. She looked on, looked beside me to where Christus still stood, his muscles still clenched incredibly tight, and I watched surprise wash over her features.

“Christus?” Hilaria’s mouth fell open a bit, and then she smiled wickedly, turning to Gaius to whisper something herself.

“Christus. What is going on? Who is she?” The line of gladiators still stood, a neat stripe at the front of the room, all eyes on us, and Christus shook his head, which I took to mean that he would tell me later. Then one brave soul, or perhaps a very foolish one, depending on how it was looked at, slowly, tentatively approached the line of gladiators.

I saw that it was the dark-haired woman from the small party at the house of my dominus, and I shuddered. The woman moved slowly, but unerringly, toward a man I knew only as the Beast.

He was the largest of us all, standing well over six feet. Though not particularly handsome, neither was he ugly, and I saw instantly where the woman’s intentions lay as she handed him her cup of wine, then took his hand in hers.

Oh, gods. This party was not meant to be a pleasure for us—or perhaps it was, for the Beast followed the woman eagerly enough—it was yet another opportunity for Gaius to gain favor, this time with the patricians of Rome.

Those with wealth were often bored. What could be more exciting than mingling with warriors who were so dangerous? Or eating with them, drinking with them . . .

Perhaps even fucking them?

“What a circus.” As I looked up at Christus, I was glad to see that he shared my thoughts. I supposed that I understood the eagerness of some of our brothers—not every ludus permitted visits from whores, and it had likely been years since many of the men had touched a woman. I would bet money that none of them had ever lain with a patrician woman, one whose skin had been waxed of hair, who smelled of expensive oils, and who wore jewels.

I did not want to be touched. Even if I had not belonged to Christus now, I would not have wanted to feel strange fingers on my skin.

“Come. If they are feeding us, then let us eat.” Christus appeared to be studying what was rapidly turning into a romp of pure debauchery, but I saw that his eyes kept flickering to where the woman Hilaria stood. In turn, she seemed to be ignoring him, but the positioning of her body, the movements of her head, suggested that never for a moment was she unaware of his presence.

Was she . . . could they have . . . jealousy began to simmer in my blood as Christus pressed a hand to the small of my back and nudged me into the crowd. I went, because in among the sea of bodies, we would not be so much on display.

I forced away the strange sensation—never in my life had I been jealous, and now was not the time to start. Besides, what I feared was impossible—Christus was a gladiator, a slave. He had been so for a very long time. Never would he have had a chance to fuck a woman noble enough to be Gaius’ public companion.

Christus nodded once, some of the stiffness leaving his shoulders as the crowd swallowed us up. “We need the strength for tomorrow. You especially.” His mood lightened now that the eyes of Hilaria and Gaius were not fixed solely on us, and he smiled down at me and even dared to cup his hands around my waist briefly.

I scowled, but I did not mean it. In truth, his touch made fire burn inside of me. I wanted to touch him, to run my hands over his bare chest.

With the epic Battle of Gaius on the horizon, I did not know if I would ever be able to again.

Christus saw the heat in my eyes, and flame ignited in his own. He banked it, let it smolder a dark blue as he led me to a great table where platters of enough food to feed an army were arrayed.

“You will eat.” Taking a plate in hand, Christus began to pile it high with items that I had never before seen. Other slaves stood by the table, and described the items that we did not recognize, which were many.

Chicken with mallows and some kind of fowl with corn and cress, pork sausage with olive relish and veal crusted in mustard—I had never in my life tasted any of these. A great salad of cucumber, carrot, and cabbage glistened in the dim light, something that was more familiar to me, as were the stone platters full of mashed pumpkin and turnips.

My stomach growled and at the same time warned me that it did not want food, so unsettled was it with nerves. I whispered this to Christus, but he ignored me and added a handful of almonds and walnuts to the plate.

“The others are busy expending their energy right now.” Holding the plate with one hand, he gestured with his other to the side of the room. I followed his stare, grimacing at the spectacle that greeted my eyes.

On a great pile of cushions, the dark-haired woman who had first approached the Beast lay on her back, her legs splayed wide, her knees on either side of the Beast’s head. Her toga was around her waist, her breasts jiggling with the force of every hard thrust of the man inside of her.

Not far away, a blond woman with rubies at her throat, her ears, and to my astonishment, clamped over her nipples, rode a gladiator that I did not know. She leaned over him fully, her hands on the floor, her breasts dangling in his face, allowing another warrior to spread the cheeks of her ass and take her from behind.

Though I found the sight so strange, at the same time, it made wetness grow in my cunt. I was very aware of my lover, standing so closely to me, yet not touching me.

Casting a glance over to the head of the room, I found Gaius’s eyes fixed on my small form. Rather than shuddering or running away, as I felt he wanted me to, I stared back, defiance written plainly over my features.

Hilaria was not by his side. Pulling in close to Christus, I stood on my toes and scanned the room for her. I found her much closer than I had anticipated, and it sent a jolt through me. The beautiful patrician stood by the copulating couples, watching with unabashed fascination. Her cheeks were flushed with what was clearly arousal, and she made no secret of the looks that she repeatedly sent Christus’ way.

Christus turned, saw what I did. His jaw clenched with tension, and he did not return the woman’s slow, seductive smile.

She scowled, and began to move toward us.

“Lilia.” Lacing his fingers through my own—a bold move—he replaced the plate on the table and pulled me away from the lust-fueled reverie. Casting an anxious look back over my shoulder, I saw that Gaius had momentarily turned his attention elsewhere.

Hilaria had not. Within moments she was at our side, though I seemed to be invisible to her, for her attention was focused solely on my lover.

“Christus.” Reaching out with a hand adorned with jewels, the woman trailed one long finger over his cheekbone. Though I felt every muscle in his body tense, my warrior did not flinch away.

I understood in that moment that this was the woman who had abused him, the one who had made him so able to understand my own fears.

If I had had a sword, I would have killed her in that moment.

“Christus. You will come with me.” Lifting her hands to her shoulders, Hilaria undid the fastenings of her toga, loosening the fabric until it fell to her waist and her beautifully sculpted breasts and torso were bared.

Christus’ stare did not even flicker. Clasping my hand tightly, he inhaled deeply and looked the woman in the eye.

“No.” He shuddered as he spoke, and my heart wrenched as I realized what it meant to him to say so.

“What did you say?” Hilaria’s face darkened, cruelty twisting her features. I squeezed my lover’s hand, trying to give him strength, understanding that he needed to do this.

“I said no.” On any other day, Christus could have been killed for refusing the demand of a patrician woman. Today, however, he had power. He was needed—we all were needed—for Gaius’ epic battle.

And the threat of death meant nothing when it was highly probable that we would die on the morrow anyway.

“You will come with me.” Hilaria hissed out the words, leaning in close until her spittle dampened Christus’ skin. When her anger did not break him, she molded her face into a seductive mask.

“Don’t you remember how it was between us?” Her words were a throaty whisper, and Christus shuddered, but not, I knew, with pleasure. “I was so hot for you. So tight. So wet.”

I thought that Christus might simply turn and walk away. Pride flooded through me when he continued to stare down this woman who I now knew was the ghost that haunted him.

“Once, I was not able to say no to you.” He fixed his lips into a sneer, and Hilaria’s smile slipped a bit. “Now I can, and so I will. No.”

Turning abruptly, he crushed me in his arms and half hustled, half carried me away into the throng of people. I laughed, caught for a moment with delight at his boldness.

As I pressed a kiss to my lover’s cheek, I saw Bavarius, bent over the back of a plush-looking couch. I could not see his face, but there was a man pressed up against his naked behind, a patrician man dressed in an expensive toga, with long dark hair.

I felt nothing for his predicament, though perhaps I should have.

“Quick.” At Christus’ word I ducked behind a curtain, a heavy fall of cloth that appeared to have been placed where it was for no reason. It shielded us from the prying eyes of the rest of the party, however, and I inhaled deeply at the knowledge.

Within moments we both became aware of the purpose of the curtains. Mere feet away from us, invisible to our eyes, came the unmistakable sounds of pleasure . . . the low grunts of a man inside of a woman, the breathy pants of a woman being taken by a man.

In the cocooned space, alone with Christus, the sounds teased wetness from between my legs. My nipples contracted against leather that was still damp, and I bit my lip, looking up to meet his eyes.

“We cannot.” Placing the plate that he still carried on the floor, sliding it away, he nevertheless placed a hand on either side of my waist. His hands were warm against the chill of my skin, and I shivered.

“I know.” No, we certainly could not, not here, where we could be seen by anyone. The other gladiators might have had an inkling by that point, a hint of the relationship between Christus and me, but they did not know for certain.

What they did not know, they could not use against us.

“Christus, what was Hilaria to you?” Though proud of him for standing up to her, I still wanted to know about his past. And though I had never been one to be jealous before, the thought that he had had a relationship of some sort with the woman before set me on edge. I pictured the noble woman’s rosy flush as she watched the gladiators and her peers fucking in the open, remembered the avidness of her stare when she had first seen and recognized Christus. I found that it was suddenly important for me to know.

The muscles of his jaw clenched, and I watched him deliberately soften them as he looked down at me. “I do not wish to speak of her.”

I was stung, and defensively I shrugged, then moved to leave the security of the curtain. I hesitated when I remembered that Gaius and his ever-watchful eyes were on the other side.

“Lilia.” Christus’ voice contained a warning. “Do not leave my side.” Moving from stung to angry, I turned, my eyes narrowed.

I was not prepared for it when he grabbed me by the hips and lifted. In response, I wrapped my legs around his waist, felt the hardness of his cock as it pressed against the heat between my thighs.

“The mere mention of her name causes a need in me.” My mouth fell open, and I pushed at his chest, appalled that he would say such a thing to me while I was in his arms. “A need to burn all traces of her from my mind.” Clasping the back of my head in one large hand, he pulled my face to his and devoured my lips with his own.

As he did, a wave of lust unlike anything I had ever experienced reared up and slapped me in the face, hard. A surge of wetness spilled between my thighs, and I was suddenly consciously aware of the worn leather of my subligaculum rubbing against my clit.

I wanted to fuck. I wanted to fuck the memory of the other woman from his mind, and wanted to erase the taint of Gaius from my own.

More than that, I wanted him to brand me with his body, one last time. When I entered the arena the next morning, I wanted to be sore, the sensation a constant reminder that I was his, he was mine, and we were not alone.

I loosened the grip of my legs from around his waist, sliding down his body. He pressed against me, the jut of his erection now pressing into my belly.

The sounds of the couple behind the curtain encouraged me as I pulled him to the floor with me, as I pulled him down on top of me. The stone was cold against my back, and as I shivered, Christus rolled until I sat astride his hips, straddling him.

Lowering my head, I sank my teeth into his lower lip and heard a muted sound rise from his throat. I bit hard, half afraid I would draw blood and half not caring if I did. All I could think about was getting him hot enough and hard enough that he would take his cock and ram it into my cunt as hard as he could, over and over again.

That he would fuck me until neither of us could remember anything at all.

The noises he made as I continued my assault on his mouth pleased me; deep, growling noises that reminded me of a wild animal. I knew that he would make those same noises when he was touched elsewhere, and I wanted to hear them.

Taking a firm hold on his waistband, my fingers worked at the knot of his subligaculum. I wanted him hard, as hard as he could get, right now. His hands slid up my hips, to my waist, then back down. He held me steady as I tussled with the firm, supple ties that were holding his leathers in place, and my fingers brushed over his cock, which was engorged and huge. I stroked him, feeling the firm length through his own wrap, measuring him with my hands.

Desperate, I gave up on the knot and slipped my hands inside. He hissed out a breath, and I gentled my touch a bit. When my fingers met bare skin, I purred in delight; the hot silk of his cock felt wonderful under my fingers. I rubbed a finger across the tip and was rewarded when a drop of liquid oozed out to pearl on my fingertip. Fisting my hand around his shaft, I pumped it up and down and was rewarded as it grew harder and thicker in my palm.

“Lilia.” His voice was thick as he rasped out my name. His heavy breaths joined the crescendo of the lovers on the other side of the curtain. Knowing that someone else was lost in bliss so close to us was intoxicating, as was the knowledge that anyone, anyone at all, could pull back this curtain, and could catch us in the middle of the act.

It was a dangerous game, and I knew it. I could just imagine the expression on Gaius’ face if he were to walk in on me with Christus.

In the end, that was the deciding factor. I wanted Christus, and I wanted him now, and I did not care if it was proper or not.

“I am going to taste you.” Christus inhaled sharply as I slid down his legs, straddling his knees. Pulling impatiently at his leathers again, I sighed with triumph when they finally gave way, falling to the floor on either side of his hips.

His naked cock rose from its nest of silky black hair. The length of his shaft pulsed with need, and the skin of the tip was flushed a delicious shade of pink.

Slowly, my eyes on his, I lowered my head. I pressed my lips first to the inside of one thigh, then to the other. Short hairs tickled my nose, and I smiled as I licked my way across the crease that divided his taut abdomen from his leg.

I moaned as I inhaled the musky scent that was uniquely Christus. His hands stroked over my head, then fisted in my hair, tugging slightly. I gasped at the sting, but loved it all the same.

I took the base of his shaft in one hand, and he exhaled loudly. I sucked the fat tip of his cock into my mouth at the same time, and a groan fell from his lips.

Another groan, this one like an echo, sounded from beside us. My clit throbbed, knowing how close the other couple was to us.

Swirling my head around the tip, I tasted salt and musk and man.

“Lilia.” He pushed my head forward, and I let him, sliding his shaft down the back of my throat. I nearly gagged, and tears leaked from the corners of my eyes, but I did not care. I wanted to please him.

I had never done this before, and I did not know what he would like, and so went solely on instinct. I had heard the other men talk, though, about what they liked and what they did not, and I’d obtained ideas there.

Pulling back until I was comfortable with where his member sat in my mouth, I began to suck, as hard as I could. The sound that issued from Christus’ mouth was one of near shock, and I stopped, releasing his cock from my mouth with a wet pop, thinking that I had perhaps hurt him.

“No! No, do not stop!” He looked down at me, his torso propped up on his elbows, and on his face was a mixture of lust and appreciation. He liked what I was doing.

“Your mouth feels so good.”

I squirmed, as needy as he. Lowering my head again, I wrapped my hand around his shaft and moved it, slowly, up and down. At the same time I sucked just the tip in, sucking it as hard as I had done before.

Mere moments had passed, moments that were silent on our side of the curtain and frenetic on the other, when I felt the now familiar clench in Christus’ thighs that told me he was about to find his release. Though I wanted to please him, I wanted—needed—to feel him inside of me, just this one last time.

He pulled back at the same time that I did, and we stared at each other, our breathing ragged and unsteady.

From the other side of the curtain came wails that told us the strangers had reached the height of their ecstasy. Knowing that we could pull that curtain back, that I could see them in the throes of their climax, was unbearably exciting.

Our flesh collided as we lunged at each other, trying to regain our footing. I reached for the knot of my subligaculum, intending to climb him like a tree if need be. I was surprised when he lifted me as if I weighed nothing at all and carried me back to a small pile of cushions. Lowering my feet, then my knees, so quickly that I squealed, he twirled me around and placed my palms flat against the floor. Bending me over at the waist, he inched down the loosened leather of my subligaculum, his knuckles brushing against the soft triangle of downy curls as he did so. My exclamation of pleasure caught in my throat as he slid my bottoms down over my hips, past my knees, until they pooled around me on the floor.

My knees were slid apart by one of his and held in place by the same. It was all going so fast, I knew that I should take a moment to slow down, to savor. But his hands had found the tips of my breasts, and I could feel them pucker in the cool breeze as one hand strummed across the pebbled tip. The other rolled the tight peg between thumb and forefinger. I could feel the tugs all the way down to my womb and the muscles of my cunt tightening, becoming slick, preparing for the intrusion of his cock.

But he didn’t give it to me, not yet. His fingers wandered down until he found my clit, and I gasped as the first waves of pleasure began to roll through me, urging me to forget Gaius, to forget Hilaria, to forget everything but the delicious sensations that this man was sending through me.

He slipped a finger inside of me, and my knees wobbled. He had a firm grip on me from behind, though, which was good. When his finger retracted covered in my wetness and began to stroke over my hard nub, my legs shook so hard that I thought I might fall.

His hard shaft nudged at the cheeks of my ass, searching for my drenched cleft. I leaned over as far as I could, lifting my ass high in the air, so he could more easily access all of my sweet, hidden spots.

The sudden pinch of his fingers on my clit made me cry out, and before I could quiet again, two of his fingers were inside of me, nestled between my sleek, snug inner walls. He rubbed up and down, pleasuring sensitive spots I had not even known I possessed. The pressure built in me, growing brighter and brighter, until I was blinded by the sensations and swallowed a scream. My inner muscles clamped down on his fingers so tightly I was afraid I would hurt him. I rode the wave, whimpering as its huge pounding crests dulled down to tiny little ripples.

I thought that now he would finally give me a taste of his cock, but instead of entering me from behind with his shaft as I had expected, he slid more fingers inside of me, and the stretching of my insides felt so good that I rocked my hips and pressed against his hand, wanting to take them all in.

He understood and tentatively wiggled in the tip of a fourth digit, rotating it back and forth until it was slick enough with my cream to slide all the way up to join the others. My rocking movements against him became frenzied, and I growled, feeling the primal need to mate, to fuck, to entwine myself with my lover.

His fingers flickered inside of me, and I cried out in desperation, because the only thing that could possibly assuage the ache I was feeling was his cock ramming into me from behind, over and over, battering my pussy until I shattered.

From behind me, I felt Christus position his cock at the entrance to my cleft. He used his hands to help separate the folds of my ass cheeks, guiding his cock up and down, stroking me, until I felt the head slide past my entrance.

I sighed in pleasure as he was inside me in one smooth thrust—all the way inside me—and my pussy clenched around him like a warm, wet mouth. He set a slow pace, and it felt so good, so right, the slow building of that undeniable pressure.

He reached around to fondle my breast again, and I arched my back against him so more of my flesh spilled into his palm. He began to thrust harder, picking up speed until our flesh began to make harsh, slapping noises. I was so close, so close. When his hand lowered to brush over my clit, just one single time, I came so hard that I forgot, for a moment, who I was and why I was there. I could also feel the hard shot of him deep within me as he let out a groan, and I felt immeasurably pleased that I was able to bring him to such an intense orgasm.

As we sprawled there, muscles quivering, the air kissing the sweat on our skin, a sense of calm stole over me, and I felt like a huge weight had been lifted from my soul.

Even if I were to die tomorrow, I thought, even if that was it . . . at least I would always have this.


As we climbed to our feet and refastened our clothing around our sated bodies, we became aware of the noise beyond the curtain—not the noise of the other couple, who had long since quieted and moved on to other things.

No, it was the noise of the party—the sound of festivities that had denigrated into something dark and wicked.

Slowly we peered around the curtain. I blinked at the sight that confronted us.

The party—the feast to honor the gladiators—had become a drunken orgy. Every possible surface was covered with a tangle of limbs. The smell of sex hung heavily in the air; everywhere I looked was a gladiator twined with a patrician woman, a patrician man entering a gladiator from behind, two patricians and a gladiator—the only people not involved in the tangle of limbs were some slaves who cleared away the platters of food.

In the middle of it all I saw the blond head of Hilaria. One man had his mouth between her legs; another man entered her from behind. Yet another caressed her breasts.

Beside her was Gaius. He lay on a couch, thrusting in and out of the red-haired woman whom I recognized from the house of my dominus.

Another woman, a new one, knelt over the back of the couch, working a phallic-shaped object in and out of Gaius’ ass. Yet one more female knelt beside the couch, her breasts framing the face of the redhead. Propping his weight on his elbows, Gaius alternated between slapping her face and pinching and pulling at her nipples. She moaned in time with his blows and fingered her clit and cunt.

It seemed that, for the moment at least, Gaius and Hilaria had forgotten that we existed.

“Christus!” I hissed out the thought that hit me like a blow in the arena. “We can escape. Let us run! We will run away and be together!”

Temptation washed over his face, and then he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me back, behind the curtain.

“Lilia, think this through.” I did not want to have my wild hope tamped down, and I refused to meet his eyes. Still he spoke, the voice of reason in my fit of madness.

“Where will we go? What will we do? My coin is back at the ludus, as is yours. We are both well known throughout the city. As soon as Gaius realizes that we have gone—and he will come looking for you the moment his lust has been slaked, you know this—we will be hunted.”

He did not say the rest, but I knew it regardless. If we were caught trying to flee the bonds of slavery, we would be killed.

If we stayed, if we participated in the games the next day, at least one of us would have hope of survival.

“You cannot escape, at any rate.” Christus shoved me behind him, and I pushed back as the sweet, young female voice sounded from the other side of the curtain. Christus ripped the cloth half off of its hanging, murder in his eyes.

My muscles relaxed somewhat when I saw that it was but another slave on the other side, sitting with legs crossed on a cushion. The young girl was heavily pregnant, and she massaged the curve of her belly with her hands. She was taking a moment to rest her swollen flesh, nothing sinister.

The girl had skin the color of honey, and she seemed so tired that she was not frightened by the sight of two gladiators, one of whom stood poised to rip her head off.

“Why these words?” Christus was still tense, still on guard. The slave laughed breathlessly and stood as best she could, brushing dust from her palms and onto the lap of her toga.

“The home of Gaius is a fortress. None enter without his permission, nor do any exit.” Waddling toward the back wall, still shielded by the curtain, she gestured at us to follow her. “Come.”

Wanting to be rid of the sounds of Gaius’ lust, and also fearing what he would do as soon as his senses returned to him and he came looking for me, I moved to follow the slave.

Christus grabbed at my upper arm, halting my progress.

“You are the slave of Gaius. You could be taking us to our deaths.” Though I knew that Christus spoke the truth, I felt the urge to shout at him, to move him past his protectiveness of me. It was more than likely that we would die the next day. If death came for us that night, we would not have been shorted very much.

“I could be.” The pregnant young girl stared up at us solemnly, her hands folded neatly on her belly, then again beckoned. “But Gaius will likely see to that himself. Now come. I want to give you a gift.”

“Christus.” When I was near Gaius, my skin prickled all over, and my belly rolled. I felt neither of these things with this slave. “Let us go.”

Settling his face into a scowl, he did as I asked. The three of us worked our way across the back of the room as quickly and unobtrusively as we could. Finally we slipped out the ornately arched entryway through which Gaius and Hilaria had arrived hours earlier, coming from a long, empty hallway that looked as if it had been carved from marble.

“Come.” The slave moved as briskly as she could in her condition, and we followed. We were led through a small room that looked as if it had been set up for prayer of some sort, and then through another doorway that, when opened, showed a yawning expanse of darkness and rock.

“What is this?” I smelled sulphur, and felt the blast of moist heat that emanated from the depths. Instead of fright, however, I was intrigued, drawn to whatever was down there.

“Part of this house is very old. This room was used to worship the gods by the ancients, and it was built on this spot for a reason. Down this passage is a warm bath, a natural one, a gift from the gods themselves.”

Puzzled, Christus and I looked at each other, then at the slave, who bit her lip and looked somewhat abashed.

“It is a place where you can be alone together, for an hour or so.” She looked toward the door that led to the room. “You cannot escape the grounds; there is no way out but back up these stairs.”

“Why?” My heart broke a little when I heard the anger, the suspicion in Christus’ voice replaced, at long last, with weariness. “Why would you show us this kindness?”

The slave shrugged again, shuffling her feet back and forth on the stone floor. I was struck by her youth. Though it was not uncommon for a woman to have children early, this girl was barely more than a child herself.

“I am a slave, and I will never be free. I know this.” The girl’s voice was soft, and I found myself wondering what her story was, for we all—we slaves—had one. “But I am not submitted to the bloodthirsty citizens of Rome for entertainment. I know that that is what you do as gladiators—that is what you are. But . . . I do not think that it is right to send two people in love into the games. Love is rare, and too precious to be wasted.”

With those final words, she urged us past the opening, and down onto the steps. “You will find candles on the ledge. Now go.”

The girl left us alone then, the slave whose name we did not know. Her selfless kindness brought me close to tears, as did the knowledge that her words had slammed home.

Love. Yes, that was exactly it. I loved Christus.

How either of us were supposed to face the next day with the knowledge of that hanging over our heads, I did not know.



 


CHAPTER ELEVEN




It was dark in between those rocks. Incredibly dark.

“Come with me.” Christus took my hand, though how he found it in the dark I did not know, and tugged, just the tiniest bit.

Though I was not certain that I would be able to relax with the knowledge of the games looming over my head, I was still strangely fascinated by the unexpected gift that the slave girl had given us. I opened my mouth to say this to Christus, but my words were cut off.

“Wait a moment.” I heard a soft rustling, as if Christus was undoing his clothing. Then his fingers touched my temples, and I felt something soft covering my eyes, something that smelled like leather—one of the ties from his subligaculum, I thought. I jolted as the last hint of my vision in the darkness was removed and was fairly certain that I heard a laugh, just a little one, from him. I understood then that it was important for Christus to give me this, this moment away from the stress and strain of the games.

He touched my hand with his, and without much choice in the matter, I followed him, through the crevice of rock.

Every other time that Christus had touched me, I had been swamped with warring spears of lust and what I now realized to be love. What I felt now, as he twined his fingers in mine, was comfort. Camaraderie.

It was nourishing as ambrosia from the gods, and I drank it in greedily.

Still, I felt a bit uneasy. Surely Gaius would know where we had gone, and would come to search for us soon. The more I thought on it, however, the more I ceased to care.

What would he do if he caught us? What could he do that was worse than what he had already planned?

I would savor these last few moments with my lover. The thought of how I wanted to spend them turned my own cheeks bright red under the soft folds of the worn leather.

“How much farther?” I needed to fill the silence, which was thick with something I did not quite recognize.

I could imagine his smile at my impatience. Whatever he was going to show me, I was going to love it, simply because he wanted me to.

“Let me guide you.” This was whispered in my ear, from behind me, and the shivers that the sensation of breath on my tender lobe caused thickened when I felt hands on my waist, guiding me forward. He could not have known where we were going any more than I did, but he at least could see.

“Step.” Feeling the way blindly with my right foot, I measured the distance and tentatively took a step down, onto a stair.

“Step.” Again. And again. Thirteen steps in all, and when I could stop concentrating on where my feet landed and on the distraction of Christus’ hands clasped firmly at my waist, I registered the sound of water, just the tiniest of ripples.

I felt the moisture in the air.

“Stay here for a moment.” That moisture sizzled and popped moments after Christus’ hands had left my waist, and a blood orange flame flared to my left, visible even under the blindfold. I pulled at the leather, pulled it down around my neck, and freed my eyes. I saw that Christus had begun to transfer the flame from the single taper that the nameless slave had given us to a multitude of other candles. Scores of fat, half-melted white pillars were placed at various places in the cavern. They were covered in a thick layer of dust, dust that crackled as it was eaten away by the flame.

How long had it been since someone had been here? Carved into the wall of rock was something that looked like an altar, and words that I could not read were inscribed into the wall above it. The very air around us pulsed—this place was holy, full of magic.

It would take a man like Gaius to hold ownership of it and ignore it completely.

Soon Christus had all of the candles lit, and though I missed the romance of the shadows around us, the candles cast a warm, tawny light over everything that was very nearly as beautiful. Even if it had not, the expression on Christus’ handsome, finely honed face held traces of shyness and also a layer of excitement. Seeing it made my insides warm.

I wondered at how he could still stir excitement in me, even when I was preparing to die the next day. But then the warmth of the candles’ glow glanced across the mirror-smooth, seemingly solid surface that was a small pool of water.

It was beautiful. So beautiful. Even in the dim light, I could see a blue as dark as the night sky, a small pond carved out of gray granite and shot through with threads of pale rose and leaf green. Huge spears of rock surrounded the pool, great jagged teeth protecting it, giving the impression of something ancient and magical.

Ancient, magical, and given the humidity and temperature of the air, warm.

“What is this place?” I could hear the wonder in my own voice.

Christus let go of my hand long enough to wedge the last candle into a crevice in the wall. A shard of mirrored glass hung above it, and the glow of light bounced off of the glass, casting light around the room, enough that it made it a bit easier on the eyes.

He smiled then, and the sight nearly brought me to my knees.

“I do not know.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot, and gave every impression of someone feeling awkward and even a little bit bashful. “I cannot read the inscriptions.” Here he looked up, looked right at me. “But it seems as if it was created by the gods themselves.”

I looked around the cavern—I had never seen such a place in my life. It was as if the world had swallowed us, as if we were in some sort of space that was caught between the earth, the underworld, and the heavens.

Someplace all our own.

When he closed his eyes and took a minute to just breathe, I followed his example, and felt some of the resentment and emotional turmoil that I had been storing up, hoarding away, begin to melt, to evaporate into the already thick, silent air. The silence should have been oppressive, it was so still; instead, it seemed friendly. Welcoming, warm, like an embrace.

I took another moment and savored that warmth, drawing as much comfort as I could out of it.

When I opened my eyes, Christus was peeling his subligaculum down over his hips. A noise of desire caught in my throat as the easy comfort evaporated in one primal beat and he turned, hands resting on the waistband of his leathers.

I felt heat wash over me in a great wave. The light from the candles cast the sculpture of his lean frame into sharp relief, accentuating the body that was so strong, yet treated me with such care.

My mouth watered. Women all over Rome surely felt desire when they saw this man in the arena, and yet here he was, in front of me.

I watched his expression darken as he saw me drinking him in.

A terrible arousal began to tighten in my gut. It was stronger, far stronger, than anything I had ever felt before, and I did not know what to do with it.

That arousal loomed in the dim light of the cave, absorbing the shadows thrown by the candles, growing and mutating until it became a tangible thing.

I closed my eyes, squeezed them tightly shut. Though I did not hear anything, when I opened them again, Christus was in the water, fully submerged. He looked up at me through the liquid, and though I should not have been able to see him so clearly, he seemed to glow, to radiate a soft white light. That light let me see more clearly than I had ever been able to in my life, and I had nearly perfect vision. I could see the separation between his black strands of hair, and every slight dilation and contraction of the black pupils in the cerulean circles of his eyes. Through the looking glass of the heated pool, his skin, tanned that delicious golden brown, beckoned to me.

I wanted. Gods, but I wanted.

My fingers strayed to the hem of my leather top. Crossing my arms, I gripped tightly at the dry leather with sweaty palms, then lifted. I felt the wet air kiss first an inch of my skin, and then another. I heard Christus break through the water just as the leather blocked my vision, and then the top was over my head and on the floor, and he could see my naked breasts, the nipples tight with need.

The look on his face caused a great shudder to run through me. I reminded myself that I had seen all of him before, and that he had seen all of me.

It did not seem to matter. My belly quivered as I worked at the knot of my subligaculum.

No matter how many times I had him, I knew that I would want him all the same.

When my subligaculum, too, was on the damp rock at my feet, I tentatively stepped forward and slipped a foot into the water. It closed around me like an embrace, warm and seductive, licking the remains of the perspiration from my skin. Eyes latched on to Christus’, I slid farther into the water. The weight of the wetness clung to my skin, sucking it down, pulling me in. I took another step, then another, wondering how it was that I felt so drugged when I had not touched opium or wine that evening.

When the water reached my shoulders, I curled my bare toes against the slippery rock at my feet, and again closed my eyes. Only the slightest noise made by flesh breaking through the water told me that Christus had again ducked under the water. I had not heard him resurface, so when I opened my eyes, I was startled to find him above the surface, maybe a foot away, submerged to the shoulders like I was.

His naked shoulders gleamed as they rose above the water.

He was a foot away, not quite in what I would consider my personal space, and yet it was both too close for comfort and too far away.

I think he had meant our visit here to soothe me, to ease my worry about the next day, but the heat of the silky water was not doing anything to calm. Instead it added to my already scorching internal temperature.

Something had to give, or I would be burned alive.

Overwhelmed with emotion, I sank down farther into the warmth and the wet, dunking under the surface to dampen my hair and soak away the last of my anxiety. I was startled when a second face joined mine beneath the smooth surface of blue. Strong arms wound around me, and legs intertwined with my own. Despite the carnal ferocity with which I was gripped, the brush of lips against my own was a touch so light it felt like a dream.

Lungs beginning to ache from the lack of air, I felt drugged by something thick and potent, something that belonged exclusively to Christus. I began to close my eyes, to lean in again, despite the fact that I desperately needed air.

My air gave out, and I sputtered to the surface, clawing for breath. I was dizzy. He surfaced beside me, though a lot more gracefully. Since we were still tangled, his exhalation of breath hit me full on in the face.

I greedily inhaled the scent that was so uniquely him. He turned my still entangled limbs as tightly as he could in his rock-hard frame and crushed my face against his. We clung, suspended in heat and wet, straining to get closer. Though it was not possible, I felt that I would not be happy unless I could somehow crawl inside his skin.

Drawing in a ragged breath, I traced my tongue over the tips of his teeth with a boldness I had no idea I possessed. And then I could not breathe. With a moan, Christus pressed his lips even tighter against my own, sealing his breath in with my own as he suckled at my tongue. My body bucked once, twice against his, and then I surrendered, the strength of every conviction I had ever had melting away into the pool.

Who was I to say no to something that felt so good? Why would I say no? I loved this man, though I had fought it so very hard and for so very long.

While Pluto, god of death, loomed, watching over our shoulders, why should we not steal what happiness we could?

“I love you.” I felt Christus’ body tense against my own when he heard my words. I had a moment of anxiety myself—what if he did not feel the same? What if I was merely a distraction for him, or a comrade with whom he had the benefit of sharing pleasures of the flesh?

“Say it again.” With one hand still holding me tightly around my waist, Christus slid his other down over the curves of my ass and parted my thighs. I acquiesced to the touch with a throaty sigh, biting into the hard muscles of his shoulder as he slid a finger inside of me.

“I love you.” He began to move that finger in and out, the heat of the water causing arousal to pool more quickly than ever before.

“You love me. Do you belong to me?” He moved his finger faster, forcing a sharp intake of breath on my part. If anyone else had asked me the same question, I would have bared my teeth and pulled my sword from my hip.

But Christus already knew the answer, and so I murmured my affirmative reply. I was his, and he was mine.

“Good.” Pulling his finger from between my legs before striding through the water, his muscles rippling, he reached the edge of the pool. Lifting easily, he seated me on its side, the chill of the stone biting into my bottom while my calves, ankles, and feet still dangled into the water.

“Lie back.” I thrilled to the ferocity in his voice and did as he asked, settling my weight back onto my elbows, then flat onto my back. My shoulder blades jutted into the stone, and my nipples puckered in air that felt cool after the warmth of the water.

Standing in the chest-high water, Christus separated my thighs, splaying me wide open. He slid his hands up the inside of my legs, stroking the smooth skin, then delved into the glossy hair that covered my entrance. He separated the lips of my labia with his thumbs and stared down with apparent satisfaction at the dampness that surrounded my clit.

“And this. This is mine.”

I choked out an agreement, my hips rocking. I would have agreed to anything at that moment, so badly did I want him to touch me.

“Say it.” I stared up at him from beneath heavy lids, my lips parting, my tongue flicking out to taste them.

“It is yours. All of it—all of me—is yours.” A hoarse cry sounded from the depths of my throat when, with a nod of satisfaction, he lunged, burying his face in the heated space between my legs.

“Oh. Oh! Christus!”

Still holding me open wide, he did not waste time, rolling my clit lightly back and forth between his thumbs as his tongue invaded my wet heat. Compared to the thickness of his cock, his tongue was but a tease, sliding in and out, in and out, working me into a frenzy.

I felt tension building in the pit of my belly. I needed . . . oh, I just needed . . .

Pulling his tongue from my cleft, he swiped it over the engorged nub of my clit, which was held captive between his thumbs. The rough caress added the last edge to my need, and I felt the now familiar rush of pleasure that he and he alone could pull from me, washing over me like a wave.

I cried out as my body trembled, the sound echoing off of the walls.

“Now.” Slipping a hand between the stone and the small of my back, he urged me up to sit, then lifted me back down into the water, with him. With sure movements he pinned me against the edge of the pool, the rock at my back, and his hard body at my front.

“Wrap your legs around me.” He was inside of me before I could lock my ankles behind him, and I sighed with pleasure as the head of his cock parted my folds, the flesh still sensitive from his attentions.

“Christus. Please. I need you.” I tried to arch my hips, to take him deeper inside of me, but he had my hips in his hands, and would not allow me to set the pace. Pressing his forehead to my own, he stared into my eyes as he slowly, slowly slid his cock inside of my fevered cunt.

He moved so slowly that I wanted to scream. When he had fully seated himself, I shuddered, the pleasure at being filled wracking my body.

It was still not enough.

“More.” My nails clawed at his back. I sensed that he wanted to go slowly, that he wanted to demonstrate some level of caring on his part, even if he had not yet said the words. I could not handle the slow loving. I craved the heat that I knew could be created between us. Sliding my hands down, I dug my fingers into the rock-hard globes of his ass, pulling at the flesh there.

“Now. Please.” I saw a flicker of surprise in his eyes when he heard the intensity in my tone, felt the need in my touch, but an answering surge of need showed on his face. “Fuck me. Hard. Now.”

He fisted a hand in my hair and tugged, hard. Sparks shot over my scalp, but I loved the way he made me look up into his face.

“I love you, Lilia the fierce.” He tugged again, to emphasize the point. “I love you.”

Unexpected tears pricked at the backs of my eyes—I did not like to cry, but I welcomed this rush of wet because of what had brought it. Then the sensation was gone, and I found myself clinging to his shoulders for my life as he began to fuck me as hard as I had begged him for.

I hissed between my teeth, then bit into his neck. My legs around his waist allowed him nothing but shallow thrusts into my heat, but he used all of his raw strength, holding nothing back. I reveled in the sensation—he knew that I was not delicate, that I could take whatever he had to give.

“Fuck.” The word was uttered as an oath, his movements coming ever faster and harder. “Lilia. I will not last.”

“Harder.” The noise was sibilant, and I threw my head back, my eyes closed in ecstasy. “I want it all.”

Sliding a hand through the water, he pressed a finger to my opening as he continued to love inside of me. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead, and his face was tense with concentration. He was holding back, trying to last, and I discovered why as he slowly worked a finger along the shaft of his cock, inside of me.

“Fuck!” I was not prepared for the added tightness, the fullness, of that finger and the already wide girth of his cock. It stretched me, pulled the skin from my ass to my cunt tighter than it had ever been before. He slammed into me repeatedly, his finger working deeper with every movement, and I could not stop the scream.

“Fuck!” Climax came fast and hard, a blow from a whip. My flesh rippled, clutching at Christus’ finger and cock, sucking at him with greedy swallows. He shouted as he pressed forward into me one final time, and I felt liquid heat shoot inside of me, burning me, branding me as his.

I shuddered as he held me tightly, tiny tremors rippling through us both. Never had I felt something so intense, and I was not certain that I could survive the experience again.

“Lilia.” Instead of a curse, my name on his lips was a caress. Slowly he pulled back, easing himself out of me. I cried out softly when the friction caused by his finger and cock dragging over my flesh sent another, smaller, wash of pleasure through my system.

I could not meet his eyes. I was overwhelmed. I loved him, and he loved me.

For that moment, that one moment, my life was perfect, something that I had never expected it to be.


I drank in the sensation of lying in Christus’ arms. The steam from the water kept me warm, despite being in nothing but my skin. Lazily I rolled over, feeling so far removed from my real life that my entire past could have been a dream.

“Will you tell me now, Christus?” He rolled with me, pulling me back against him. His spent cock nestled at the juncture of my thighs, and I smiled sleepily and with contentment.

“Tell you what?” His hand splayed flat over my belly. I was loath to disturb the moment, but I wanted to know.

Needed to know.

“Who is Hilaria to you, Christus?” I had fought through the jealousy, feeling nothing but pity for the woman if she was the consort of Gaius.

Around me Christus tensed. He remained that way for a long moment, and I heard his teeth grind together. Finally, finally he spoke, and his voice was as heavy as if he carried the entire world on his shoulders.

“This is something that you may not know, for our dominus is not of this type.” He paused, drew in a breath, then paused again. Finally forcing the words out, he spoke in a rush.

“Lucius Quintus Manius was a very different kind of dominus. His thought was always of the money, never the well-being of others besides himself, no matter his responsibilities as pater familias.”

I waited, silent, not wanting to interrupt his story.

“When I was in his ludus, Lucius had a wife—not Miriama, daughter of Baldurus. His first wife. Her name was Alba, and she was a—well, I am not certain that ‘friend’ is the right word to use. She was a favored companion of Hilaria, the woman that you saw with Gaius this evening, though I do not know if Hilaria was a favorite of hers as well. Knowing Hilaria’s temperament, I would assume likely not.”

His fingers dug into the flesh of my belly, then relaxed.

“Hilaria liked to be in the company of gladiators. They excited her . . . excited her sexually. Many patrician women feel the same way, but Hilaria’s desires seemed to stem from something less pure than simple boredom. She was a widow, and there were rumors of abuse from her husband when he had been alive. Regardless, we all sensed something . . . twisted . . . inside of her, whenever she was near.”

“It is all right.” I covered his hand with my own, squeezed lightly once. “You do not have to go on.”

“Perhaps it is best that I do.” His words sounded heavy. “I have carried the shame for a long time.”

“I will listen.” What else could I do?

“Alba, our domina, had become involved with two of my brothers. Hilaria had an uncanny sense for discovering things that others did not want her to know, and what Alba had, Hilaria wanted. The dominus would not give her Marcus or Caius, for Marcus was the champion of Rome at the time, and Caius was the next in ranking.”

Marcus. Caius. I remembered them. I had never met either in the arena, but I had fought another the day that Marcus had defeated the outgoing champion.

They were both as handsome as gods, both strong and fierce. I could see how both Alba and Hilaria had desired them.

“Hilaria would not be deterred, would not be told that she could not have what she wanted. Her husband had left her with a small fortune, more denarii than could be spent in two lifetimes. She offered Lucius an obscene amount of denarii for either Caius or Marcus, just for the privilege of lying with them.”

“He still would not allow her to lie with either of my brothers, but he offered her a compromise. She could pay for the pleasure of another of his men, whichever one she wanted.”

“She chose you.” My heart ached for him. Of all the things for us to have in common, unwanted sexual contact was not anything good.

“Some say that a man cannot be raped. I do not agree. She seduced me against my will. My body responded, though I did not want it to. She made me do things to her that I would never do to any woman at all.”

“I am so sorry, Christus.” I understood, better than I wished anyone ever had to.

“After, several of the brothers in the ludus teased me. Many of them would have been happy to be chosen to lie with a noble woman. They would have reveled in the things that she made me do. But I was still grieving over my wife, my child. I felt abused, felt sick over what I had done.” His voice shook, and I felt rage build inside me, rage against the spoiled, possibly mad Hilaria.

“Because the men did not understand, I could not share how I felt. I would have been mocked, would have been seen as weak. I might even have been made a target by some of the men who preferred cock to cunt.” Bitterness colored his words. “You cannot court weakness and expect to survive in a ludus. As a woman among men, you know this only too well.”

“I do.” I thought back to when I had first come to the ludus, of the helplessness that I had felt when cornered by Bavarius and his men. I remembered Bavarius’ taunting words about Christus . . .

I have heard that he enjoys a good fuck.

He had been helpless against Hilaria, just as I had been helpless against Bavarius. Just as we were both now helpless against Gaius.

But . . . thoughts began to swirl through my mind. Were we truly as helpless as we thought? As Christus had demonstrated when he stood up to Hilaria earlier that night, we were in a position of power, of sorts.

Gaius needed us for the games.

“Christus!” I sat up straight, blood surging through my veins in a sudden, intoxicating rush. “They cannot make us do it.”

“What is that, my love?” Sleepily, he sat with me, rubbing a hand over my back. I was distracted from my thoughts for a moment by his endearment—my love—but forced myself to stay on point.

“Christus. What if we were the last two standing in the games?” I scrabbled to my knees and sat back on my heels, looking down at him excitedly.

He cocked his head and looked up at me, puzzled.

“What do you mean?”

“If we were the last two alive. They cannot make one of us kill the other.” I was overwhelmed by the possibility. Perhaps all that we needed to do the next day was to keep each other alive.

“Lilia, my love.” Catching my hand and tugging gently, he pulled me down into his arms, holding me tightly. “I wish that it was so easy. But if we do not kill each other, they could simply do it themselves.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, not willing to face the possibility of losing him, now that I had found the piece that made my life worth living. I knew, though, that the words he spoke were true.

“We can try.” I needed him to give me his word. Somehow, I was certain that Gaius would not have me killed, if I made it that far. And if he tried to kill Christus, he would have me to go through first. Perhaps I was dreaming, but it was the best chance that we had.

“We will try.” Christus’ words were troubled. I knew that he did not like being unable to ensure my well-being. “Now come. Let us try to rest awhile. We will find our way back to the party after.” He smoothed a hand over my hair, trying to soothe my agitation. “Now rest.”



 


CHAPTER TWELVE




This was going to be a bloodbath.

I felt the soft Lilia that my time with Christus had teased out in me retreating, hiding deep inside. In her place was the Lilia that had embraced life as a gladiator. Though I was ashamed to admit it even in my own mind, my blood heated as I stood still in the spot to which I had been dragged by the soldiers, my every muscle tensed.

Beside me, Christus seemed to sense the change in me, for he, too, stiffened. The time spent together in the cavern seemed as if it had happened to two different people.

The stands of the great arena were full. People from all over the Empire had come to attend the games that were hosted by Gaius, and the excitement that they felt at being there was frenetic.

This was why Gaius was holding the games in the first place, or so he said—to gain favor from the populace. He still had not revealed his reason for wanting this favor—surely the brother of an emperor did not intend to run for office.

No matter how secret his motivations, he clearly had his reasons. So did any who sponsored munera.

This was why I was a gladiator, not a house slave.

“People of the Empire!”

I spared a quick glance up at the balcony as the words boomed out, quieting the crowd. Gaius stood at the marble railing, his hands outstretched, an expression of benevolence on his face.

Instead of looking at the people whom he was hoping to impress, his eyes were fastened on me.

“I will kill you.” I spoke the words low, to myself, before I looked away from Gaius. I heard, as if from a great distance, as he began to speak, addressing the crowds.

I did not care what he said. All I knew, in that moment, was that I had to survive, and I had to protect Christus.

The crowd roared at something that had been said; I did not spare them a glance, focusing instead on scanning the arena. There would be women baring their breasts at their favorite gladiators; there would be people selling meat pies. Men would collect money for bets placed, and children barely off the teat would be calling for blood.

“Lilia! Lilia!” People screamed my name, desperate for even a glance from me. Anyone who followed arena games knew of me, for as a woman, I had always stood out. But as I stood there, waiting for the slaughter to begin, I realized something that had never occurred to me before. Famous to them or not, these people cared nothing for me. I was not a person to them—I was simply entertainment. My bloody death might sadden them briefly, might give them a moment’s pause, but they would find a replacement in a heartbeat.

“Let these great games begin!”

I knew, somehow, that Gaius was looking at me—I could feel his eyes pulling at my skin. I ignored their tug, and turned to look at Christus instead. He met my stare, and though we were not permitted to touch now that we were in the arena, I felt as if he clasped my hand all the same.

“I love you.” He mouthed the words to me, and I felt my heart contract, even as the gong signaling the start of the game sounded. It was nearly drowned out by the roar of the crowd, and I knew that I had to turn away or die.

I also knew that I had to protect him. We had to be the final two standing, or we did not have a chance.

“Lilia!” I heard the whistle of the sword coming for my neck before I saw it. Christus’ shout warned me, and I leapt out of the way, whirling at the same time, my own blade out. With the strength of my arms behind it, my blade bit into the flesh of another’s abdomen easily. He looked at me, eyes wide, as blood began to pour from his throat.

Once I would have ignored the grief that washed over me as best as I could, knowing that it had had to be one of us. Christus, however, had woken feelings in me that I had not known existed, and with them came the realization that all of these men in the arena here—even Bavarius—were people who were about to die.

I closed my eyes as the man fell to his knees in front of me, his blood staining the sand crimson.

I had no choice if I wanted to live.

“Aah!” From the corner of my eye I saw another blade coming. It was wielded by a man whom I had met in the arena before, one who was twice my size. He charged toward me with unbelievable speed, his blade lifted to part my head from my body. I let him get close, then feinted to the side, whirling back around to slice through the flesh of his back.

Two down, and my lungs burned. There had been thirty of us in the arena to begin with. How were we to last?

Slicing my way through two more men, and swallowing the bile that rose as I did, I scanned the massive expanse of sand for Christus. The arena had been littered with items that I knew could not possibly be random—Gaius never did anything without a purpose. Still, the great cage, the wreck of a ship, the large clusters of trees—they made it hard to tell who was who, and how many still stood.

Retreating to the edge of the sand, I gulped greedily at the scorching hot air and tried to get my bearings.

Mere moments had passed since the gong had rung out, setting the people of the Empire into a frenzy, and yet by my quick count, nearly half of the gladiators already lay on the sand, some still and lifeless, and some bleeding beyond repair. My heart jumped, lodging in my throat, as I ran my eyes over every one.

I did not see the shock of inky hair that was now as familiar to me as my own hand, nor did I see the expanse of golden flesh that I knew so well. I could not see Christus, but I was certain that he still stood.

“Lilia . . . lovely Lilia . . .” There was a copse of trees directly to my right, and the sound came from within their verdant green. I had but a moment to wonder where Gaius had found such dense foliage in the heat of high summer before I spotted Bavarius, perched high in the branches of one. He grinned down at me, seemingly unconcerned about the goings-on beneath him.

“I am surprised you have the strength to climb, after the festivities last evening.” The smile slid from Bavarius’ face, as I had meant it to, and I felt a small stab of triumph. I knew firsthand how it felt to be taken against your will, and if it had been anyone but this man, I would have felt pity.

This same man, however, had taken me that way again and again. This, I decided, was the justice of the gods.

“You will die today, you worthless cunt.” His hissed words dripped with venom, and I felt some small stirring of pity for him in spite of myself.

“And you think you will be safe, hiding in a tree?” I shook my head, then turned away. When it came time, be it in a few minutes or a few hours, I would best Bavarius. Until then, I had to focus on keeping Christus and myself alive.

The game had been on for nearly an hour when I finally found Christus. A large gash through the flesh of his chest made me wince, and I wanted nothing more than to pull him from harm’s way and kiss it better.


I could not. Since the game had started, I had slain six men myself, and the look on Christus’ battered face told me that he was equally weary. An hour was not a long time for an entire set of games, but a game was usually comprised of many matches, many different fights between different men. I did know what Gaius had expected by placing so many of the most skilled gladiators together at once, telling them to fight for their lives. From the glimpses of his angry face up in his velvet-draped balcony, I gathered that it was going far faster than he had anticipated, and he was not pleased.

Grimly, I pulled satisfaction from the fact. The day could not end soon enough for my taste, whether it ended in my death or my victory. At least then I would know the fate of myself and my love.

“How do you fare?” With me there to watch over him for a moment, Christus paused to pant in and out, clutching a hand to his side. Once he had caught his breath, he looked up into my face, and I saw the thunder of the gods roll over his features.

“Who has dared to touch you?” It was not a question that required an answer—I was a gladiator. I fought, and he knew this. But his words were a way of expressing his rage that someone had laid their hands on me, and had marked my skin.

I thrilled to the fierce protectiveness, and drew strength from it, strength that I sorely needed at the moment.

“How many are left here?” My voice was a whisper as I surveyed the area around me. The arena was littered with fallen bodies, enough senseless deaths to make me feel sick. The crowd had gone silent, and my skin prickled as realization hit me. “We are nearing the end, are we not?”

Christus nodded, then stood, placing his back against my own, so that we could watch more of the eerily empty space. “A single man is left here. I have not seen him since you arrived.”

“There is but one that I know of, as well. Bavarius.” Christus gnashed his teeth at the mention of the man’s name, and I knew that nothing would satisfy him but seeing the man’s head parted from his body. “He has hid the entire time. He will be refreshed, where we are not.”

“He will die.” A great roar rent the air then, causing us both to jump. The people in the crowd were looking to the far end of the arena, away from Christus and me. We whirled as one, just in time to see Bavarius leap from his tree and break into a run.

The giant of a man that he was running from did not follow him. He stood and watched as Bavarius charged toward Christus and me, his intent clear.

He meant to eliminate the two of us, to perhaps intimidate the giant of a gladiator who seemed content to wait until this scene had played out.

I braced myself for the onslaught. I was stronger and more skilled than Bavarius, as was Christus, but the foolish man was fighting for his life.

It made him stupid. There was no other reason that I could think of for him to charge the two of us. This realization seemed to hit him as he neared us, slowing his pace, altering his expression to display the cunning that I had seen there so many times before.

“Come!” Gesticulating wildly, as if he had meant nothing more than to rally us all along, he shouted with excitement . . . and with fear, “Let us take out the giant together!”

I did not look at Christus—I did not have to. I knew that the disgust that I felt would be as clearly displayed on his face as it must have been on mine.

“No.” It felt liberating to say this word to Bavarius, and to see, for once, fear on his face as I spoke. “No. It is your turn.” And with these words I charged at him.

He was surprised at my sudden attack and, never the most disciplined, found himself on his knees at the end of my sword within moments. My chest heaved with exertion, and also with emotion.

I had dreamt of this moment for years.

Stealing a quick look at Christus, who was tensed, alternating his attention between the giant who now skirted the arena, and me, to make certain that I was okay.

He nodded solemnly. “He is yours to kill.”

The words hit deep. Staring into the eyes of my tormentor, I raised my sword, preparing to plunge it deeply into his chest.

I found that I could not. My hand shook as I stood suspended. I could hear the roar of the crowd, as if from a distance, urging me to do it, to kill.

I raised my head, looked at my lover. “I cannot. He does not deserve even the kindness of death, not from me.”

Christus’ eyes questioned me, and I nodded at the unspoken question. Striding forward, he lifted his own sword, and in answer I dropped my own.

“It is him or us, Lilia.”

His sword slashed through the air, a streak of silver. I shuddered but did not turn away, watching the blade slice through flesh. When the sword had struck home, Christus looked up at me, and I saw my own feelings again reflected there.

There was no joy in killing—there was no longer even the rush of victory. There was simply survival.

“I will choose you every time.” Wrenching his arm back, Christus pulled the sword from Bavarius’ body. The dead man slumped to the sand, a massive wound gaping open in his chest.

I swallowed as my tormentor hit the sand, great clouds of dust rising around him. Once my greatest wish had been to see him dead.

Instead I felt nothing. I had no feelings for him at all, neither good nor bad. As I looked at Christus, at the eye that was swelling shut, I knew that all of my emotion had been claimed elsewhere.

“That leaves just the one.” Christus’ voice was grim. The large gladiator had disappeared into the wreck of the ship, an area that I had not yet had chance to set foot on. Nerves began to twang in my body.

We were so close to being the final two. So close to making our stand by refusing to kill each other.

“We should rest for a moment, while he is far away.” Placing my hands on my knees and trying to will strength back into my fatigued muscles, I glanced up at the balcony where Gaius, his women, his slaves, and his soldiers had been watching the games.

A chill washed over me as I realized that he was no longer there. Realization crashed over me in a wave, one of those gut feelings that had served me so well in the arena in the past.

I had no information on which to base it, but I knew that Gaius’ disappearance had something to do with me.

“Christus!” I stood straight, my fatigue disappearing in a rush of adrenaline. “Something is coming. Some sort of trick. Gaius will not allow the games to end so calmly.” Christus did not ask me how I knew this, simply nodded and pulled at my arm, pulling me in tightly toward him.

The screech of metal grinding against metal rent the air, and the crowd again fell silent. They, as we, were straining to see what the gate that was being lifted at the far end of the arena would reveal. They watched with glee, however, and Christus and I with dread.

The games had gone by so fast that Gaius needed something large to end them. And for the first time since proposing that we simply be the last two to live, and to refuse to kill each other, I wondered if it was even possible to live through something that had come from the twisted mind of Gaius.

“What is that?” A great roar sounded through the air, and people in the crowd squealed in fright. Ice filled my veins as I saw a great orange beast stalk out from the holding area.

My mouth fell open in shock. It was a great cat, but one far larger and more exotic than any I had ever seen. Its fur was the color of the sun, striped through with inky black. It was larger than a man, and tension and agitation were clear in its coiled muscles.

The beast had clearly been provoked, likely at Gaius’ instruction. The noises from the crowd were upsetting it all the more. I cast a quick look at Christus to find that he, too, was in shock.

It was one thing to fight another human, for even with differences in size and strength, there was hope. How were we to survive against a strange beast who had been angered and was now on the hunt?

I had encountered beasts in the arena before—lions and bears. They were usually tethered by long chains, however, and that this angry, abused creature was allowed to roam free showed another extent of Gaius’ madness.

“Lilia.” I saw Christus try to size up the situation, just as I was, and saw the same finality on his features. There was no way out of this, none at all.

The beast turned at that moment, as if it had suddenly sensed that it was being watched. Its intelligent eyes fixed on us, and it cocked its head to one side before slowly beginning the long march across the sand.

It was heading straight toward us.

“Be still.” Christus’ words were an order, and I could not have moved if I’d wanted to. Possibly the smart move would have been to strike, to try to kill the beast before it killed me, but I could not bring myself to lay a hand on the beautiful, fierce creature.

It had been brought into the arena just as we had, through no choice of its own. Its apparent anger was not its fault either, and I could not imagine killing a beast that was so magnificent and innocent.

A low growl whispered through the air, just loud enough for us to hear. Turning, I saw that the other gladiator who still lived had emerged from the depths of the shipwreck, and was stalking toward us. Murder was in his eyes, and I could not blame him. He was so close to winning the games, to winning his life, and he did not care about saving the life of another.

He intended to strike at us while we were distracted by the great cat, then to hope that he survived the beast himself.

I did not know what to do, and the instincts that had led me to so many successes in the arena had fled.

I prayed to the gods for guidance.

“End this now!” the gladiator shouted as he broke into a run, and I saw the trembling in his muscles, which were sheened with sweat. He was as fatigued as we were. I tensed, ready to counter, and heard an unearthly roar echoing from behind us.

A quick glance over my shoulder told me that the cat was on the move, running with an inhuman grace. The sudden movement of the gladiator had spooked it, and it thought it was being attacked.

“Lilia!” Christus shoved at me, and I tried to hold my ground, knowing what he was trying to do. “Run!”

The gladiator moved past me and swung his sword in a wide arc at Christus. I cried out, then saw the flash of orange, muscles bunched tense, flying straight for me.

I listened. I ran.

The shipwreck was near, and I darted inside, hoping that the closed off-interior would deter the beast. It paused for a moment, then leapt onto the railing, the wood splintering beneath its great weight.

I darted back out into the open, my one thought to get to Christus. I saw him reach for me as he swung his own blade at the massive gladiator with his free hand. I was nearly there—we could defeat the warrior together, I knew it.

A hole appeared in the sand directly before me—a trapdoor of some sort. I could not stop my momentum, and my feet moved from hot sand to air.

The last thing I saw was Christus’ face, his expression wide with horror as a shining blade sliced down toward his neck.


From the sounds made by the crowd, I could tell they thought that I had been killed. I flailed my arms and legs wildly as I fell, my scream caught in my throat. It was not a long fall, but it felt like forever until my body slammed into wooden boards that had no give, no softness to cushion the blow.

Dust rained down around me, and I flinched, covering my face with my hands as a beast, one of the ones that must have been used in the arena earlier that day, roared loudly. I prepared for the creature to spring, heard the rattle of metal bars and the wounded howl as the animal slammed against the unyielding metal.

The noise was deafening, at least at first. Slowly, the ringing in my ears faded, but I still saw spots dancing before my eyes when I opened them, so I squeezed them shut again.

Gradually I took stock of my body. Everything hurt—I would be a rainbow of bruises come morning, if I lived that long.

That begged the question—where was I? I could still hear Christus’ cry, echoing in my ears. He had seen me disappear through the trapdoor. What was he thinking now? Did he think me dead?

The sounds of footsteps made their way into my consciousness. My heart beating a rapid tattoo in my chest, I scrabbled to my knees, willed myself to sit up straight.

Squinting through the dim light, I could see the figure of a man coming toward me, though I had fallen hard enough that if I tilted my head too far to one side, the one man appeared as two.

When the man walked into a thin beam of light that filtered through a crack from somewhere above, my breath caught in my throat. The trapdoor had closed above me. I knew then that though I was still alive, my torment was far from over.

“Hello, Lilia.”

Flinching at the words, I curled into a ball. I had not fought so hard in the games to succumb to Gaius now.

From above my constricted frame, however, I heard the sound of his laughter, filtering through the muted roar of the crowd from above. Still I tried to protect myself, expecting his fingers, his hands, his mouth to begin to paw at me.

The touch did not come. Slowly, I unfurled, lifting my head to look up into the face of the man who had so much power over me. His lips were curled into a cruel smile, and my stomach rolled.

“Relax, Lilia. I will not touch you now.” The words sounded too good to be true. “You stink of blood and dirt and animals. You are not fit for my hands. But tomorrow—tomorrow is another story.”

Holding out a hand to me, he seemed to expect me to take it, to let him help me rise. I scrambled to my feet alone, glowering at the soft palm of a man who had never had to work for a thing in his life.

He did not like this, this obvious repulsion that I felt toward him. Anger set over his features, so cold that I felt the chill seep down deep into my bones.

“Tomorrow, after you have been properly bathed, groomed, and made to look like a female again—that is when we shall be together.”

My heart sank, all the way down to my toes. I did not know if there would be a way out of this.

“Tomorrow evening, we will dine together. I will treat you to an experience the likes of which you have never had in your lifetime.”

He inhaled deeply, as if savoring the scent of a rich wine, or a perfumed oil, his eyes closed. When he opened them again, they fixed on me unerringly, and I shuddered.

“Tomorrow night, you will be mine.”



 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




I screamed, the sound echoing off the walls of my room.

The light of the sun as it began to set in the twilight sky glinted off of the intricate mosaic on the wall, hauntingly beautiful and in harsh contrast to the sounds that I made. Still I continued to scream.

The mosaic was beautiful, yes, the kind of amazing art that could be afforded only by the wealthiest citizens of Rome. The rest of the room was the same, boasting of opulence and wealth.

It did not change the fact that, no matter how gilded the cage, it was my prison.

Though I shook instead, I swallowed back the tears that threatened, once again, to come. They were not tears of sadness, but ones of rage. Christus and I had been so close to the end of the games, so close to trying to prove to the citizens of Rome—to the wealthy patricians—that in the end they could not control us.

Now, I had no idea what had happened to my lover. Had he won the arena game? I wanted so badly to believe that he had, felt certain that he had had the strength to defeat the other man.

The truth was that I simply did not know.

If he had survived, then where was he? Had he been returned to the ludus? Did he think me dead?

Though my entire being wanted to dwell on the notion, I knew that I could not, or I would go mad. Instead, I elected to focus on getting through what lay ahead for me with Gaius.

With derision, I looked down at the clothing that Gaius had left for me to wear. A toga the color of the sky and a palla—a woolen shawl—that matched had been laid out on the bed. When I bent over to look closer, I saw that the toga had slits up each leg, nearly to the hip, and that the front draped so low that my breasts would be almost entirely exposed.

I would not have felt comfortable in such a garment ever. The fact that Gaius had likely chosen it specially, as a part of his sick fantasy, meant that I would rather wear my leathers until they rotted from my body.

Clenching my fingers in the bedspread, I opened my mouth to scream again. Perhaps if I caused enough of a fuss, if I was more of a pain than he could ever have imagined, he would let me go.

It was more likely that he’d kill me, but I could hope.

A knock sounded at my door. My scream froze in my throat, and I looked suspiciously at the entry to the room.

Gaius would not knock. Who could be there?

The door opened, and a face peered around tentatively. Wide violet eyes dominated a small, white face and were offset by clouds of pale red curls.

My visitor was the girl from the night before, the one who had showed us to the cave.

“Apologies, miss. The dominus has given us instructions.” The young girl did not look in my eyes as she gestured behind her. Her attitude had changed from the night before—she was now skittish, her every movement tense with nerves.

Two other women, who were also slaves but much sleeker and more self-assured, had followed the young girl into the room. One carried a vat of something that had steam rising from it, and another a tray filled with pots that I could smell even from where I stood across the room. They deposited their burdens by a wooden tub, turned some kind of knob that had water gushing from a lead pipe, and left.

Running water! What an extravagance!

The pregnant girl clutched a pile of linens in her hands, her fingers worrying the fabric until I thought that it might rip.

“What is happening?” Though I was still angry and highly suspicious of anything initiated by Gaius, I tried to soften my voice, so as not to further frighten the young girl.

She looked up at me from between her long golden eyelashes, then back down just as fast.

“We have been given instructions to . . . to groom you, lady.” The poor girl’s hands were trembling, and for a moment I could not think why.

I stepped closer, and she flinched. I understood then.

“Did Gaius tell you that I would hurt you?” The girl’s head snapped up, and a flush stained her cheeks.

She nodded, then shook her head, then nodded again.

My rage against Gaius built all over again. For the sake of the girl who was no more than a child herself, I swallowed it down, and stepped toward her again.

“I will not hurt you, girl.” Something in this fragile creature reminded me of myself, but a very, very long time ago. Yes, I saw a shadow of the girl that I had been when my father had sold me into slavery, so many years before.

I had had that innocence, that fragility, torn away from me, and so had this girl, or at least I assumed so. Such a timid creature would surely not have made the choice to get with child, not in her situation.

I took an instant liking to her, felt a softness that I had not felt for anyone in years.

“If I had wanted to harm you, I would have done so last night.” I felt the urge to harm Gaius all over again, for the fear that I saw etched in this young girl’s face.

“You do not have to touch me, if you do not wish it.” I stood perfectly still, waiting for her to make the next move. Her eyes widened, and she shook her head frantically, which was not what I had expected.

“I must, lady! You do not understand.” Her eyes grabbed at the mound of her belly—a protective gesture—and she dropped the towels. Rather than letting her stoop clumsily to pick them up, I knelt and slowly, calmly began to refold them.

“Why must you?” I stood and handed her the towels, then crossed to the wooden tub and examined the knob that the other slave girl had turned to obtain the gush of water. An experimental turn in the other direction made the stream cease, just before the contents of the tub were to flow out onto the floor.

The girl inhaled deeply, then crossed the room to stand beside me. I saw her eye me with a sidelong glance, and hoped that I gave her no cause for concern.

What had Gaius done to her to make her so afraid?

“What is your name?” I tried this question instead, hoping to give her something, anything, with which to break the silence.

“Viola.” The word was soft, but as she spoke, she looked up at me, looked me in the eye, which I thought was a step in the right direction.

“Very well, Viola. Why must you groom me?” If it was for part of Gaius’ twisted fantasy, then I would allow nothing to be done to my person, though I had to admit that the tub full of water looked enticing. “I assure you, I would rather not be.”

There were those wide eyes again, that fear. “I must, lady. I have strict instructions, a list of things that must be done. If I do not . . .” Viola’s voice shook, and her hands again clutched at the ball of her belly. “I think now, having met you, that you will not beat me, as the dominus said. But if you appear any less than as he wishes, I will be punished.” The sick fear in the girl’s eyes reminded me only too much of some of the burdens that I still carried with me.

With a grimace, I looked across the room at the toga that had been modified to make me appear like a well-dressed whore. I looked at the tub, full of water that was clear as glass.

“What has he ordered to be done?” I thought that perhaps Gaius wanted my hair styled a certain way, or that I wash with soap of a certain smell.

I gaped when Viola brought forth the warm pail that one of the other slaves had brought into the room. With a stick she stirred the viscous yellow contents.

“This is to be applied to your skin. When it is pulled off, it takes the hair with it.” While I gazed in horror at the liquid, she fetched the tray with the pots. “This is a scrub made with sugar. It smoothes the skin. And this perfumes your hair.”

Her face flushed with embarrassment as she gestured to the final pot, a small one containing something thick and white.

“And this . . . I am to apply this to your clitoris. It will . . . he said that it will ensure that you are ready for him.”

“Oh, Viola.” How could the man ask such a thing of this young girl?

I knew that I would suffer through all of this nonsense if it meant that she would escape punishment. And as for the last little pot of cream . . .

No one was going to be applying that anywhere. I assumed that it was some sort of stimulant, which was something that I had heard of. It was common among whores, for it helped to wet their cunts and made their work less painful.

I would never be wet for Gaius, cream or not. My heart belonged to Christus, and all of my lust to him as well.

“Well, let us get to work, shall we?” Grimly, I stood, stripped off my leathers, and climbed into the tub. Gaius had sent Viola to do this task because he had known that I would never allow a timid thing like her to be punished when I had the power to prevent it.

I would be waxed and oiled and perfumed, and I would wear his whore’s outfit. But when he came to make me his, as he had threatened to do, he would find not a scared, trembling mess of a woman who longed for her lover and feared death.

Though I had no basis for the sentiment, I felt a kinship with the young slave, the girl who had gone out of her way the night before to show Christus and me an unexpected kindness.

She put me in mind of myself, so many years ago—she was young, she was frightened, and despite her advanced pregnancy, she retained an air of innocence.

I may not have had any responsibility to the girl, but I wanted to return the favor that she had given me. I wanted to show Viola that she could be strong.

And so when Gaius came for me, he would find the female gladiator who had once almost been crowned champion of Rome.


“Inspect her cunt.” Gaius had sent two male slaves to fetch me from my room that evening at the dinner hour. I had let Viola dress me, let her arrange my hair, and had sent her on her way with what I hoped was the sense that she had performed her duties to the fullest.

Except for the stimulant cream. If Gaius was displeased, I would say that I had overpowered the girl and had refused it—which was not entirely untrue.

Now here I stood, barely two steps into the dining hall to which I had been brought. Gaius had set it for a seduction, with candles casting soft yellow light against the walls, jugs full of wine that smelled of spice, and a feast to rival the one that had been displayed at the party nights earlier.

“Fuck you.” I spoke as sweetly as I could and squeezed my thighs together tightly. Gaius laughed and then gestured to the two slaves to do so.

“I must be certain that my directions have been followed, lovely Lilia. All of my directions.”

I smiled at him, then grabbed the wrist of the slave who reached for the skirt of my toga. “If either of these slaves lays a finger on me, I will twist his cock off with my bare fingers.”

I longed for a weapon. While every gladiator was fully capable of injuring someone with bare hands, I did not want to touch him.

Settling back in his chair, he eyed me appraisingly. “Very well.” Nodding at the slaves, who stepped away from me quickly enough to make me smile, he gestured for me to come to the table.

I paused just long enough to crease his forehead in irritation.

“You will eat.”

Yet another slave rushed forward to fill a plate with various foods. I, of course, had no appetite. When presented with the plate, however, I forced a few bites down my throat, hoping to humor the man.

I wanted to know of Christus’ fate.

“Is it to your liking, lovely Lilia? It is peacock.” Gaius said this as if I was supposed to be impressed.

I might have been, if I had had any idea what peacock was, and if Gaius’ eyes had not been fastened to the shadow between my breasts as I spoke.

I shuddered, pushing my plate away. I could not play a game. I was not that kind of person.

“Tell me of Christus.”

The lust on Gaius’ face morphed quickly into disgust and anger. He gestured widely, to the candles, the platters of food, me.

“You dare to sit there, wearing clothing from my hand, eating my food, and ask me of the lowly gladiator?” Leaning in, he caught my hand in his own. I tugged, but he held fast, lifting it to his lips for a kiss. “You are above all of that now, Lilia. Do you not understand that?”

I shoved to my feet, standing abruptly. My seat toppled over behind me, and I paid it no mind.

“Tell me of Christus!” My words were shouted, my fists clenched. I dreamt of lunging forward, of raining blows down on Gaius’ head, but knew that scores of Roman soldiers waited outside, in the hall.

Angry now, Gaius stood as well, bracing his hands on the table. His face was twisted, the smooth mask of the man-child contorting into something more closely resembling the monster beneath.

“You wish to know of the gladiator? Very well. He survived, but you shall never see him again.” My heart sang, and I very nearly sagged in relief.

Christus had won. Christus was safe. This was the most important thing.

Slowly, menacingly, Gaius moved toward me. I was done with cowering from the man, no matter that fear still trickled into my veins with his proximity. Grasping my chin in his hands, he forced me to look up, into his eyes. Slowly, nearly gently, he placed a kiss on my lips.

Bile rose in my throat, hot and bitter, and I struggled to pull back, my hand connecting with the skin of his lips and drawing blood. The slap resonated throughout my frame, and my palm smarted from the impact.

“You little cunt.” The madness in his eyes was bright. “Ungrateful bitch. The gladiator thinks you dead.”

This I knew. Better Christus alive and mourning me than dead himself.

“You, however. You were never to die. Do you not yet see this?” Gaius, through the cruelty, seemed genuinely puzzled at my continued rejections of his advances.

“See what, you madman?” I stumbled slightly over the long skirts of the toga. I was unaccustomed to wearing such a garment. As I stumbled, he moved swiftly behind me, his actions sinuous as a snake.

“Do not call me that.” Suddenly my arms were twisted behind me, held in place by his pinching fingers. I bucked, elbowed, nearly escaped, but the soldiers in the hall had heard the commotion and come in.

“Take her to the play room.” Gaius wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. “You think I am mad, lovely Lilia? I will show you how methodical I can be.”


Christus thought I was dead.

When I saw the chains in the “play room” to which I was dragged, I decided instantly that I would rather be lifeless than have Gaius lay a hand on me. I struggled so, screamed, fought as hard as I had ever fought in the arena, and in the end the soldiers could shackle only one of my arms.

Gaius watched from the entrance coldly, approaching only after I had been restrained. One of my arms was cuffed, and I lay flat on the floor, three soldiers holding me down.

Clearly I had created enough trouble with the second cuff.

Gaius squatted at my feet, wrapping his arms delicately around my ankles, smoothing his hands up to my calves.

I kicked as hard as I could.

“Lilia.” A finger tickled the skin behind my knee, and then Gaius straddled me, his legs on either side of my hips. “Lilia. Listen to me.”

Glaring, I continued to buck. I would never make this easy for him. Never.

I longed for Christus, and mourned that I would never see him again.

“You will hold still. You will listen.” One of the soldiers handed Gaius a knife, and I went very still indeed as he pressed the blade to my throat.

“This was all for you. These games, they were for you, to extract you from the bondage of your slavery and to bring you here. Once I first saw you, I knew that I had to have you.”

“How have you extracted me from slavery if I am under your control here?” My words were bitter, and seemed to surprise him.

“Here you will be my mistress. You will have every privilege, everything you desire.” His eyes narrowed as I tried to pull back from the knife. “So long as you do what I say.”

He was nearing the end of his patience; I could read it on his face. Though it went against everything in me, I forced myself to relax.

“Why would you do this for me? I do not understand.”

Seeming stunned that I had stopped the fight, Gaius removed his hands from my body, though he still straddled me. Waiting a moment to see if I moved, he waved the soldiers away. I watched them hesitate, but they backed away, out the door that he had gestured toward.

Idiot man.

Free but for the one hand, I rolled, shoving Gaius off of me. Using the muscles of my thighs, I pinned him by the hips. His face showed surprise, though whether he was surprised by my strength or the fact that I did not want the same things he did, I was not sure.

I was strong, but he had madness on his side. Grabbing him by the throat, I flexed my fingers, squeezing as tightly as I could. He bucked beneath me, stronger than I had anticipated. I was losing my grip, and my advantage, when I became aware of a commotion in the hall, where the guards had been dismissed to.

Black out, the gods damn you. Gaius’ fingers scrabbled at his throat, but he refused to submit. I was distracted by the shouts, the screams from the hall, and finally my fingers slipped from his throat and Gaius lunged at me, throwing me to the floor.

“No!” He was truly mad, to be pulling up the skirts of my toga while what sounded like a battle raged in the hall beyond.

As if from a dream, two men exploded into the room, vengeance in their eyes. I did not know them, but in that quick moment I saw that, despite the simple togas that they wore, they were gladiators.

I tried to scream, but my breath had been knocked out of me when Gaius had knocked me to the floor. Not knowing if the new gladiators were friend or foe, I struggled anew, finally succeeding in flipping Gaius off of me.

Soldiers streamed into the room, and the gladiators began to battle them, moving so fast with their swords that they seemed like the wind. This told me that they were friends, but who were they? Why were they here?

“Lilia!”

My heart leapt. I turned away from Gaius—I could not have done anything else, for the voice belonged to Christus. There he stood, just inside the door, the right side of his face purple and swollen with bruising.

“Cunt! You are mine!” I was caught off guard when Gaius wrapped his arm around my throat. My eyes widened—I was so stupid. I had turned my back on the beast.

Christus tried to make his way toward me, but the soldiers realized that a third foe had entered their midst and he could not move closer.

“I have offered you the world.” Gaius’ breath was hot against my ear. “Money, fine clothes, rich food. A place as the mistress of the emperor. Why, lovely Lilia? Why would you say no?”

Even through the confusion brought about by lack of air, I noted than something in his words was strange. Was he saying that I would be the mistress of his brother, the emperor? Or was he referring to himself as the emperor?

The thought fled as my air supply dwindled, and I ceased to care about his meaning. This was it, I thought. I was going to die, and by his hand, after all. I opened my mouth to suck in air; his grip on my throat was so tight that I could not. Gathering my strength, I prepared to try to elbow him in the gut, to stomp on his instep, to bite—anything that might save me.

A memory of Bavarius and the death that he had so deserved flashed through my mind, and with it came a surge of strength.

“I have survived far worse than a madman. I have not fought for my life only to succumb to you.”

Then, suddenly, his arms ceased tightening. Behind me Gaius froze, a great gurgling erupting from the depths of his throat.

It was not shock from my words.

I watched, horrified, as blood trickled down my neck and spilled over the breast of my toga. As soon as his hands relaxed enough that I could move, I sprang away from him, whirling to see what had occurred.

Blood was pouring from his mouth, his back. Behind him, trembling, stood tiny Viola. A wicked-looking dagger, slick with red, was clutched in fingers that were white with tension.

Her face was a study in vengeance, and her free hand was pressed tightly to her belly, protecting it from Gaius.

I was suddenly certain then that the emperor’s mad brother had fathered the young girl’s babe.

“Come here!” The fight still raged around us. I cursed the fact that I was still bound to the floor. Reaching as far as the chain would allow me to, I grabbed the girl and thrust her behind me, shielding her with my body. At my feet, close enough for his blood to splatter my tunic, Gaius slumped to the floor. He was still, and I knew that he was no more.

“Gaius is dead!” I could do nothing else, so I yelled from the depths of my soul. Some soldiers wavered, looking my way. “Gaius is dead!”

Slowly, man by man, the battle slowed. Christus and the two gladiators slowed, but remained on guard, though each looked so fierce that I could not imagine challenging a single one, let alone all three.

Assuming the role of leader, the taller of the two golden-haired men with the unmistakable bearing of gladiators stepped forward, assessing the room.

“We have no quarrel with you, soldiers.” Though his voice showed disgust at the actions of the Romans, he held still, standing tall. “If you leave, we will forget you were ever here. The man who took Lilia is dead. We will take her and leave, and we care not about anything else.”

The soldiers cast uneasy stares at one another. I thought of Gaius’ words about making me the mistress of the emperor.

Understanding washed over me. He had planned to overthrow his brother, the emperor. He had intended to take the throne himself. This was why he had needed to garner favor from the public with the massive games, which had served the dual purpose of delivering me right into his hands.

Right into his hands, where I would be the mistress of Gaius, the new emperor of Rome.

These soldiers had known, had helped. They were all traitors. They would leave.

Leave they did. Soon the room was empty of them, excepting those who had fallen to the swords of the gladiators.

Still shielding the trembling Viola from the sight of Gaius’s body, I looked up across the room. There stood my Christus, bloody and beaten from the wounds that he had received in the arena.

But he was alive. I was alive.

We were alive, and Gaius was dead.


“It is my fault.” I curled into Christus’ side, the fabric of the couch soft beneath my legs. I was naked but for the blanket that had been wrapped around me, having stripped the bloody, offensive blue toga from my skin the moment that I was able to.

“How is any of this your fault, my love?” I could not get close enough to him, kept running my hands over his arms to make certain that I was not in the throes of a dream.

He was real. He was exhausted, and injured, but he was real.

“I . . . the games. Gaius planned them all around me, so that he could capture me.” I shuddered, burrowing my face into Christus’ chest. “All of those men in the games, they all died because of his sick, twisted obsession with me.”

Christus could have died for the very same reason. This was something that I could not force from my mind.

The very notion made me ill.

“That was a lie.” From the couch where Viola sat, her hands planted firmly on her pregnant belly, came the words.

Though she still spoke softly, since Gaius had fallen, she did not tremble. The satisfaction that I had seen written on her face when she pulled the knife from his back had told me all that I needed to know about the parentage of her child.

“Is it?” I was certain that the girl was simply trying to ease my burden, much as I had done with her earlier. “He told me so.”

“It is perhaps not a lie, but it is certainly not the entire truth.” In the haggard girl from hours earlier, I saw the first vestiges of strength.

Strength came from necessity, this I knew. Perhaps this young woman could be strong enough to live with what the gods had given her, after all.

“Gaius initially decided to host these munera to garner public favor.” This I knew; it was a common enough political tactic. “He did not plan to run for an office, though it was something that he only spoke of among those he held closest.”

Those he held closest, and slaves. I shook my head at the idiocy of the man. There were no secrets in a house with slaves. Every Roman should know this.

“He planned to kill the emperor. His brother.” Her voice broke, and I wondered what it had cost this sweet soul to keep the knowledge inside, knowing that a life might be lost because of her enforced loyalty to her dominus. “He needed favor to be accepted as the new emperor. But as he was planning the games, he became aware of you. His grandiosity grew, and of a sudden he was, in his own head at least, the emperor of Rome, with that woman Hilaria as his wife, or someone like her, he did not much care. More important to him was to have you as his mistress.”

I waited for Christus to stiffen at the sound of Hilaria’s name. He did not, and when I looked at him with a question in my eyes, he reached out and brushed a tangled strand of gold behind my ear.

“I am no longer so raw. Not since I shared my burden with you.”

The two golden gladiators chose that moment to reenter the great room of Gaius’ palace. I eyed them somewhat blankly, not sure where they had gone, or even why they were there. I knew that they had helped to save my life, to save Viola’s, but I still did not know who they were.

“Lilia, this is Marcus, and this is Caius.” Christus’ voice held a note of pride. Marcus was the taller, the one who spoke more often, and Caius was the man with the tinge of red in the gold of his hair. Their names resounded inside of my head, pulling at distant memories.

“Marcus. Marcus, the former champion of the arena?” My words sounded frozen to my own ears. Marcus showed no pride in the title, instead nodding solemnly. Caius placed an affectionate hand on the other man’s back, at the swell of his spine, and I blinked at the implied intimacy of the gesture.

“Marcus was champion, and Caius next in line.” I spoke my thoughts out loud and turned to Christus, remembering the rest. “They were brothers in your former ludus.” My eyes searched his face for answers, and he nodded as I spoke.

“My brothers of the heart heard that I had been selected for these games, and as freedmen, they were also privy to rumors floating through the markets, rumors that said that the winner of the games had already been decided.” Christus ran a hand through my hair as he spoke.

“Though we have earned our freedom, we once swore an oath to the ludus and to our brothers within it.” This was Marcus, who smiled at Christus with fondness. “It was not right that a brother should die in a manner so dishonorable. We came to Rome to see if we could be of any assistance.”

“Instead they arrived to find that I had won, and was half mad, not knowing where you had gone.” Christus turned to nuzzle my neck, and I inhaled the scent that was uniquely his.

“You saw me fall through the floor.” I shuddered at the memory.

“I did, but I knew that Gaius wanted you too much to kill you.” We stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment, each of us so very relieved that, against the odds, we had survived.

“What do we do now?” Viola’s voice was soft yet strong. The gladiators and I turned as one to look at her. Had it not been for the ball of her belly, I would have sworn that she was a child herself. As I looked at her, her lower lip began to tremble, but she bit down on it and drew herself up straight. “Will we be sent back into the slave trade?”

“What did you do with Gaius?” I asked. Marcus and Caius had left us there to start cleaning up the bloodbath that had taken place in the house. They exchanged a look, and then looked down at Christus soberly.

“Our former dominus now has many political connections,” Caius said, and he could not seem to help a small smile from lifting the corner of his mouth. “Though we hate to have any dealings with him at all, we feel that he still should pay for his treatment of . . . others . . . if need be.”

Their former dominus had had a first wife, I remembered, one named Alba. Alba had been romantically involved with both gladiators. Could it be that they had all found a way to be together?

“You took the body to the dom—to Lucius.” Christus’ voice was flat; he clearly had no warm feelings for the man.

“We told him that you needed an audience with the emperor, regarding the treachery of his brother, and that we were leaving the body of Gaius as proof.” Reaching for the ties at the waist of his toga, Marcus loosened the small sack that he carried there. “We are not rich men, but we have enough to live.” Handing the pouch to Christus, a long look passed between them, and I finally understood why a ludus would have a brotherhood. A real brotherhood, one in which the oath was undertaken seriously, bonding the men for life.

“How will the emperor know where to find us?” I nodded with approval at Viola’s question. She was a smart girl. She would survive.

“He was given the name of an inn.” I saw Caius’ eyes drift to the bulge of Viola’s child, and saw fierce protectiveness there. “And before you ask why he won’t just come and kill you, we gave him the name of the inn next to the one at which you will be staying. You will see the commotion of the emperor’s men arriving, and be able to gauge the situation from there.”

Untangling his fingers from my hair, Christus stood. “I owe you much gratitude, my brothers.” The three clasped hands as one, and I felt a yearning for Darius, my one true companion. I knew that things between us would never have the same easy affection, for now Christus would always come first.

From behind me, Viola made a small squeaking sound. Wrapping the blanket more tightly around my skin, I hurried to sit beside her on the couch, lifting one hand to stroke through her hair in the manner in which a mother might do to a child.

“You will come with us tonight. You will stay at the inn.” I saw how uncertain Viola was about her future, and how scared. Remembering the day I had stood in the market, the day my own dominus had purchased me, I understood the feelings well.

Though I certainly did not have to offer, though she and her baby might prove to be a hindrance, I found that I could not do anything but protect the young girl.

I eyed the pouch of coin that Marcus had handed to Christus. I could not judge exactly the amount of the denarii inside, but the weight looked to be enough to hold us until we got on our feet. “At the very worst, you will return with us to the house of our dominus. He is a kind enough man. He will not bother you with his cock.”

Instead of appearing scandalized by my words, Viola considered, then nodded. “Then it shall be a good sight better than my position here.”

I hesitated; I did not know if it was my place to speak of such things, for I did not have much knowledge of female things. Before I could even open my mouth, she guessed what I was about to say and shook her head.

“No matter how this child was conceived, he is mine.” She hugged her arms tightly around her belly. “And with the character of his father inside of him, he will need me all the more.”

How had I ever thought the girl timid? She was a lion, not a mouse. Before I could tell her such, Christus gestured to us, and we crossed to where the men stood.

“We will accompany you to the inn.” Caius gestured to the door. “And then we have done all that we can do. We have a wife at home, and an infant daughter. We must return to them.”

Marcus wrapped his arm around Caius as he spoke, and they shared the kind of glance that a married couple might have done. I thought that I had seen many things in my years as a slave, but I felt my mouth fall open a bit as I realized what was implied.

Alba, first wife of Lucius, was alive. Caius and Marcus and Alba and their daughter—they were all a family. They had found a way to be together.

I looked at Christus, who congratulated his brothers on their progeny. Then I looked at Viola, and felt the wave of fierce protectiveness that I had had the first moment that I looked at her.

Stranger situations than ours could be resolved, it seemed.

For the first time since before I had set foot in the arena, I had hope.



 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Caius and Marcus led us to the inn at which they had left their message for the emperor. They had chosen it for the simple fact that it stood beside another inn, one with large windows through which we could easily watch the comings and goings outside.

I felt a pang of nerves when they left us, leaving for their home by the sea, where their wife, Alba, and their baby daughter, Felicia, waited for them.

Without them, two freedmen, we were but a trio of escaped slaves who had no business walking free.

It was better than being trapped in the arena.

We received several odd looks as we entered the inn. Roman sumptuary laws decreed that people had to dress so that their place in society was easily recognizable. Though we had all shed our bloody clothing, we had had to make do with items found in the home of Gaius. All that there was to be had were tunics that obviously belonged to slaves, and togas that were far fancier than anything the three of us should be wearing.

We could not dress as slaves, for surely curious soldiers would stop and question us. But neither were any of us able to pass as the extremely wealthy patricians that our pillaged finery said that we were.

Christus looked far too fierce, and I did not hold my head high, as a wealthy patrician woman should.

I was, after all, trying to keep from being recognized as the only female gladiator that Rome had known in recent times.

As for Viola, a patrician woman in her advanced stage of pregnancy would not be looking for a room at an inn—she would be lying abed, with servants bringing her fresh fruit and massaging her temple with oils.

Still, with a look that an opponent in the arena would have trembled at and the sly exchange of extra denarii, Christus managed to secure two rooms that were next to each other, and to ensure that we would be left alone once jugs of water and a simple meal had been delivered. I had thought that Viola would not wish to be alone after the trials that she had been through that day, but she had cast a look that was far too knowing for her age at the way Christus’ hand lingered on my own. She had insisted that she would prefer a separate chamber, if we had the coin for it.

“I wish simply to sleep.” Her voice was quiet and apologetic, and her hand rubbed over her belly fretfully as she spoke. I would not have been able to deny the poor girl anything at that moment, and had made certain that she was comfortable in her room, with food and water nearby.

“You will be right through that wall, that one there.” Gesturing, Viola motioned for me to leave, after I had washed the youthful curves of her face with a damp rag. “Now go to your lover. It is where you want to be.”

She was not wrong. However, the girl brought out such tenderness in me that I felt I must ensure that she was safe and comfortable, before tending to myself.

Only after she looked as though she might fall asleep did I close and lock her door behind me. I rolled tension from my shoulders and my neck as I opened the door to the room that Christus and I shared. After the day’s events, I wanted nothing more than to wash, perhaps to eat, and to fall into a dreamless sleep in my lover’s arms.

“She sleeps?” Christus turned from the window at which he stood as I entered the room. His entire attention focused on me the moment that he saw me, and I found myself responding, my world narrowing until it included nothing but him.

“She rests, even if she does not sleep.” My eyes drank him in as I stepped forward slowly. It was strange for me to see him dressed in such finery. I did not like it.

I wanted to rip off the expensive wool, to find the skin and sinew that were so familiar to my eyes, to my touch.

I could tell that he was having similar thoughts as his eyes roamed over me. After all that had happened that day, I had thought that pleasures of the flesh would be far from my mind.

“Christus.” I was wrong. He was there, right next to me, and I wanted him as much as I ever had.

“My love.” Striding across the floor, he caught me up in his arms and rained kisses over my lips, my cheeks, my neck. My skin began to hum under his attention, and I rubbed against him.

“I am here.” Christus buried his face in my hair as he spoke, and for a long moment we simply clung to one another, each of us thinking of how the gods had favored us, to be in each other’s arms after all that had happened.

We had survived Gaius. We did not know our future, but for the moment, we were together.

“I love you.” Fisting his hands in my hair, Christus tugged until I looked up into his face. There I saw everything that I felt, reflected back at me. Reaching up, I trailed my hand over his cheek, over the cuts and bruises that he had sustained while trying to save my life, even at the expense of his own.

“I love you, too.” Standing on my toes, I pressed my lips to his. One kiss became two, and then more, and soon our bodies were straining together, feverish with the need to join.

I felt his cock, the hard length jutting into my stomach. I rubbed against him, savoring his moan.

We were alive. We could feel.

“Lilia.” Cupping my bottom in his hands, Christus lifted me, placing me on the rickety wooden table that sat against the wall. Clasping the skirts of my toga at the ankles, he pulled them up, up until the expensive fabric was wrapped around my waist. Slowly he knelt, his hands smoothing in slow circles up the tops of my thighs.

I shivered as the cool air hit the heat between my legs, and then he was on his knees in front of me, nibbling at my incredibly tender flesh.

I felt like a ripe fruit, the way that he lapped at my skin. First, wide circles around the outer perimeter, big fat sweeps with his tongue, the warmth feeling wonderful on my bare skin. The circle got smaller, then even smaller, until his tongue was teasing my clit. He flicked back and forth, faster and faster, and my breath began to hitch as I felt the familiar wave begin to crest.

He stopped—the bastard—and I sat there, quivering, my entire being focused on that tiny inch of flesh between my legs.

When I was calm, well, calmer, he began again. But instead of the rhythmic flicking, he made shapes, irregular little licks, so that I wasn’t sure where the next sensation was coming from. It was as if he was drawing pictures with his tongue, pictures intended to drive me wild.

They worked.

Impatient, I arched my hips, pressing my flesh into his mouth. He laughed, his lips vibrating against me.

“Christus.” My words begged him, my tone taut with need. “Now. Please. I need you.” I would have had him take me hard and fast, the heat of our joining burning away the taint of the day.

“No.” I felt the pressure building again as he continued to lavish attention on my clit, his tongue darting inside of my heat. I moaned as he made the pressure inside of me build. “No. For once I have time to savor you. Nothing will stop me from doing so.”

Afraid that he would make me wait again, I tried to keep quiet and still, hiding my impending climax. The trembling in my thighs must have given me away, because as soon as I had gotten a taste—just the slightest taste of that intense pleasure—he withdrew his tongue again.

And started. Again.

This time, as soon as his tongue entered me, my world went bright and I cried out with the intense feeling that I was finally granted. I bit my tongue as I climaxed, trying to swallow my cries of pleasure, aware of Viola, sleeping in the next room.

Unable to move as the shudders ceased, I leaned back against the wall. Every inch of my body was on fire. When I found myself capable of moving again, I opened my eyes cautiously, wincing slightly at even the soft glow of the candle that Christus had lit while I was tending to Viola. Still on his knees before me, he was watching me with an expression like that of a hungry animal. My gaze traveled lower, seeking the hardness of his erection, which tented the front of his toga.

“I want to see you.” I slid forward until my feet again touched the floor. Before the skirt of my own toga could fall, I clasped it in fingers that were suddenly clammy, pulling it up and over my head.

It was liberating to be free of the garment that held the taint of Gaius. I stood before Christus, naked, and basked in the reverence that his face showed as he knelt before me.

He pressed a soft kiss to my belly before pulling me down to the floor with him. Taking his hands off of me only long enough to tear his own toga from his body, he pressed me down to the floor, arranging himself on top of me.

“I have not had my fill of you yet.” I shivered as I realized his intentions. When he was done arranging me, I was lying on my back, with his cock hovering above my mouth, the satiny head damp with his own desire. His weight was braced on his arms, and the muscles of his biceps stood out in sharp relief.

Then he again placed his mouth on my cunt, and my world became bright again. He wasn’t licking delicately this time, and as I writhed beneath him, I reached up, clasped the base of his cock in my hand, and swallowed down as much of his length as I could.

I could not pay as much attention to his cock as I would have liked, for every time his teeth bit down on my clit, I felt a flicker of pain that soothed quickly into pleasure. Pain, then pleasure, pain, then pleasure—over and over again, until I wanted to scream.

I could not scream, because my mouth was full of his hard, salty cock. Spit gathered in my mouth, running down my cheeks, as I tried to bring him as much pleasure as he was giving to me. Finally forgoing finesse, I was simply sucking—sucking away at the thick length in my mouth. I was squeezing the membranes of my cheeks together, my tongue flicking at the underside of his shaft. From the grunts he made when I sucked extra hard, he seemed to be enjoying the sensations.

A short, hard climax rocked through me, and through the brightness of it I kept sucking, trying to pull his essence into my body. Though his thighs tensed above me, a sign that I had learned meant he was close to his own release, he pulled out instead, and swiveled so that our faces were once again aligned.

Then he kissed me. Softly at first, as if we had never kissed before—just the meeting of lips, pressing them together. Knowing that I had found a man who enjoyed the simple act of pressing his lips against my own, I began to relax into the kiss, instead of seeing it as just a prelude to other activities. When his tongue tentatively sought mine, I answered eagerly, nipping at his lower lip.

I felt . . . special. Cherished.

If I had not known before, I would have understood in that moment that he truly did love me.

His long, beautiful hands kneaded at my neck, softly at first, then more firmly. He found little knots of tension I had not even been aware of, working them out. Each time those clever, probing fingers found a new, hard little lump, they pressed hard, and it hurt, before the tension flowed away and the new softness in the muscles warmed and spread outward, like melted butter.

It was as if he was working away the tension from the games, from every time that I had been in the arena. In Christus’ hands, I was not a fierce gladiator—I was simply Lilia, the woman.

He began to work his way down, paying attention to every single bit of my body. My shoulders were kissed and teased lightly with delicate scrapings of pearly teeth. My breasts were rubbed, licked, and admired; the pink-hued nipples were sampled as if they were sweet as ripe fruit.

As he rained kisses over my inner thighs, I fisted my hands into his hair.

“Please,” I begged. “I cannot.” I could not imagine what I would do if he placed his mouth on me again. I needed more.

He was close enough to the juncture of my thighs that he must have been able to smell the scent of my arousal. I lifted my hips, urging him to slide up my body and slide into me—to thrust, to enjoy. Slide up he did, but instead of sheathing himself in my waiting cunt, he looked into my eyes again, and I could not help but smile up at him.

Bending, Christus nipped at my ear and whispered, “You are beautiful, my love.”

My lips curved in the start of a laugh—with bruises and cuts over my cheeks, my forehead, I suspected that I was anything but. But just as his own wounds did not detract from his appearance for me, I knew that he did not see my marks as a part of me.

He saw the real me, the one underneath. I had never before been so exposed to someone.

I loved it.

His hands slipped down to cover my breasts, and I arched into the touch. His fingers continued their journey down, tracing the stripes of my ribs, then clasped me around the waist. He lifted me as he stood, and even I, who had trained every bit as hard as he had for years, wondered at his strength. Moving the few steps to the small bed provided by the inn, he placed me down on it gently, making certain that my head was cushioned with a pillow.

I could feel the weave of the woolen blanket against my back. As he kneeled on either side of my hips and leaned over me, the bed dipped beneath his weight. I pressed a kiss to his rib cage.

Then he had my arms above my head, my wrists braceleted in his hands. His full weight was laid evenly out on top of me, and I loved the sensation of being pressed against his skin.

The flame of the candle flickered then and almost died before bursting back into life. It sent shadows flickering over the walls, and as I turned my head, I saw the shadows of our bodies as they moved slowly, back and forth. It was fascinating, seeing us—yet not us—as we moved. I watched his hand reach up to stroke the curve of my breast then I saw my knee bend. My leg lifted to wrap around his waist. I liked the look of that, as it was shown in shades of gray, so I wrapped my other one around him, too. He groaned as I tightened my grip and rocked my pelvis against his stomach.

He kissed me, his tongue probing mine in a momentary distraction, but I turned my head back to the wall immediately to see. His gaze followed mine, and saw what I saw.

We laughed together, breathlessly, and it did interesting things to the places where we were pressed together.

Christus drew me to my knees, and we knelt on the bed, struggling a bit to find our balance on the soft surface. We were perpendicular to our image on the wall, so the profile of our bodies was clearly visible. I liked how I looked there, my breasts exaggerated, my hair flowing loose. If I leaned forward, I could see the shaded outline of his cock. I could imagine from the visual that he was entering me from behind. My figure looked better than it ever had, reflected like that, and I was entranced by the image.

He let me look, encouraged it even, as he placed his hands over mine and guided them down over my breasts. He stopped for a moment to pluck at the peaks of the nipples hard enough that I could see their twin points in the shadow, before moving down farther to span my waist. He grasped my hips and moved a hand to the juncture of my thighs, using exaggerated movements so we could watch.

He pinched my clit hard between his thumb and forefinger, and I saw my chest move with the sharp breath I exhaled as the sensation hit me like a slap in the face. I moved back against him roughly, and the shadows were forgotten as I ground my ass back against his cock, feeling his coarse, curled hairs tickle at my cheeks.

I lowered myself onto all fours and wiggled my ass at him invitingly. I wanted him to fuck me hard from behind, right then. I could not wait any longer—I needed his heat.

Instead, he slapped my right cheek with the flat of his palm so hard it stung. I reared up backward against him, but he was stronger than I was. Using one hand flat against my back to hold me down, he continued to deliver hard, measured blows to the jiggling flesh of my bottom, over and over. My skin became more sensitive with each ruthless smack.

I had never considered that I might enjoy blows to my ass during sex. Christus understood me better than I had ever known myself, it seemed. As I cried out with the smacks that rained over my ass, my cunt, I realized that he did what he did so that I could relax, something that many people would not see.

I did not need to be in control with him. In fact, I found that I liked it better when he controlled me.

My ass was on fire, the skin red and hot, when he suddenly stopped and leaned across me. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but a part of me wondered what pleasures were in store next.

He had taken a bottle of oil and was pouring it into his hands. The smell of it, combined with the tang of our sex, mixed in the air, and as I sniffed, I squirmed.

The coolness of the sweet, cool oil against the inflamed heat of my ass made me gasp, and at the same time brought every nerve in my body alert. When he took his large hands and began to rub it in, the oil became warmer and my skin became cooler. I let out a satisfied sigh.

He rubbed at the fleshy fruit of my buttocks, exploring my crevices front and back. He used far too much of the viscous liquid, getting my skin slick and slippery. He paid special attention to the pucker of my ass, which must have been clearly visible to him at that angle.

When he retreated, I made a whimper of protest, wanting no pause in the sweet sensations.

I sighed with satisfaction when I felt the nudging of his solid erection at my back. I was surprised when, instead of sliding his cock down to the entrance of my pussy, he pulled apart the flesh of my ass cheeks and positioned his cock at my entrance there.

I hissed as he slid that first inch in, stretching the tight muscles of my sphincter. I pushed back against him, burning with a fiery pain along the length of his cock. My flesh contracted around him as I adjusted to the feeling of him in that tight, tight channel.

He took his time, moving back and forth; an inch slid in, an inch taken out. The pain dulled, melting into pleasure, and I pushed back against him again, taking him deeper and letting him know that I was ready.

One hand grabbing for my breasts, he sank the rest of the way in, pushing until I felt his testicles swing gently against my rear. I breathed heavily, my heart racing.

Oh, it was so good.

“Christus. More.” The presence of his cock sent little shock waves of sensation skimming over my skin. And when his hand moved around front to pinch and pull at my clit, I thought that I might shatter with the pleasure of it all.

I heard his breathing become more labored and squeezed my muscles around him. He made a sort of gasping noise and pulled himself out.

“Not yet.” We both breathed hard, our tension having mounted to an inescapable height. Not. Yet.”

Gently, Christus urged me over onto my back and eased me down on the pillow. I reached up and fisted my hand around his shaft. He closed his eyes and groaned, then eased himself down on top of me, bracing his weight on his arms.

Resting his forehead on me and looking into my eyes, he eased into me finally, as I thanked the gods.

This, this was what I needed—the feeling of my lover, riding inside of me.

Christus hilted himself inside of me easily, and I pushed back against him, still wanting more. His legs nudged mine farther apart, as far apart as they could get, so he could fill me that much deeper. When he began to move, the tip of his cock hit my womb with every thrust he made, and I made little whimpering noises as my oversensitized flesh was aroused yet again, past any and all boundaries I had thought I possessed. I could feel the sensations building up.

My flesh spasmed; not quite an orgasm, but a definite spike in feeling, just as he stopped. I made a half-strangled noise deep in my throat, but he did not pull out. Instead he ran his hands down the length of my legs as far as he could reach before grasping me behind my knees. He pulled my legs in front of him and braced them on his shoulders.

Then, finally, he gave me what I needed—what he needed. With a look in his eyes that was very nearly wild, he began to fuck me, his thrusts brutally hard, his movements meant to claim me as his, to possess me entirely.

I could not move much with my legs around his neck, so I ran my hands over my breasts. I savored the feel of the soft creamy hot skin, the tight satin peaks. I allowed him to feast his eyes on the sight of me touching myself, of me making myself feel good with my own fingers. His eyes watched me greedily, so I took a hand and slid it down—down between my legs—and rubbed the hard nub of flesh there.

With my legs splayed and the pressure of my finger on my clit, I came almost instantly with my muscles spasming around him. I shifted my hips even as I gasped for air, urging him to come with me, because I knew he was ready. He had been ready all night for it, to spill himself into me, but he had been holding back for my sake.

His breath came faster, and I knew he was close. A couple of upward thrusts of my hips and he let go, letting loose with a shout as he emptied himself into me.

He took a moment to gather his breath then extricated my legs from their upright position, gently rearranging them so they lay flat against the bed once again.

I was glad he did that for me, because my muscles were feeling so lax I wasn’t sure I could move at all. Maybe in a minute. Or maybe never again. I thought that I would be quite content to stay right there, just like that, forever.

He rolled, holding me close, so that I was lying on top of him with his still semifirm cock nestled cozily against my hip.

As I lay there sprawled out on top of him, I could feel his breath on my neck, and felt the slight rise and fall of his chest as his breathing began to slow. His pulse was beating right under my fingertips, and I found it reassuring somehow. It reminded me that out of all of it, the whole surreal experience of Gaius and the games, this was real.


However we had been expecting the emperor to make contact with us, it was not by chance in the market.

Christus and I stood together in a light mist of rain, haggling with a merchant over the price of a loaf of wheat bread. Viola was a mere two paces away. She had not been feeling well, but we had all agreed that leaving a female alone in an inn of any sort was not the best of ideas.

With a price for the bread agreed upon, a hand that did not belong to Christus or myself reached out and dropped a coin on the table. We turned as one and found a man in a simple but fine cloak standing closer to us than a stranger might.

His face was shadowed by the hood of the cloak, but his eyes were visible. The color of honey, they were wise and wary, and I immediately felt as though I could trust them.

“You requested an audience. Let us walk.” Beside me, I heard Viola let out another small squeak, an endearing habit of hers that came upon her when she was afraid or excitable.

I felt like squeaking, myself. We were in the company of the emperor of Rome.

Christus placed himself between the man and Viola and me, ever the protector. The emperor was silent for several long minutes, speaking again only when we had been swallowed among a crowd of people vying for fresh fish at a popular vendor.

Unable to even pretend that I was not the wary gladiator that I had been for years, I noted a dark-skinned man following us through the crowd. I did not feel as though he was a threat—I was certain that he was there to watch over the emperor.

“Tell me why I should not kill you as you have killed my brother.” Viola’s hand shot out, clasping mine, and I squeezed her fingers in reassurance.

We would not be intimidated. We had been through worse.

“I suspect that you already have that reason, likely from the same sources that told you that we were not staying at the inn you were told we would be staying at.” I knew that my words were brash, but I took a calculated risk and spoke anyway. Christus grabbed my arm in warning, his body tense, and I held my breath, wondering if I had just signed the warrant for our deaths by being so bold.

Instead, after a long moment, the emperor began to chuckle. He turned to face me, lifted his hood back enough that I could see his face. He looked nothing at all like Gaius, and for that I was profoundly grateful.

“I appreciate your boldness, Lilia the fierce.” He cocked his head slightly, his golden brown eyes studying me intently. He appeared to approve of what he saw, for he nodded briskly, as if satisfied.

“You are correct in that the treachery of my brother was not new to me.” The emperor resumed his walk, and I scurried to keep up with him, trusting Christus to keep an eye on Viola. The emperor studied a cart full of fresh figs, turning a plump one this way and that before tossing another coin at the vendor and strolling on, fruit in hand.

“My brother had never been a creature in whom one could place much trust. Our father saw the touch of madness in him long before I did and asked me to watch out for my brother.” I thought that I detected a hint of wistfulness in the man’s voice, but it was gone before I could be certain. “Clearly I did not watch closely enough, for you and countless others have suffered greatly at his hands.”

Turning suddenly, the emperor presented the fig to Viola, whose face was flushed red, even in the rain. She blushed even further at the gesture, accepting the fruit with a murmured thanks.

“As compensation, I offer each of you a reward.” He watched as Viola bit into the fruit, clearly finding refreshment in the treat. If I was not very much mistaken, he seemed sad and sorry for the young girl’s predicament.

“That is very kind of you, sir.” It struck me that I had no idea how one was to address an emperor. The absurdity of the entire situation had me holding back a fit of laughter.

This was all so strange. I was a gladiator, a slave. So was my love, and so was the girl in our company. Yet here we were, dressed as freedmen, walking through the market with the emperor.

The gods must have been in need of amusement.

“I offer you a reward, if you answer a question for me.” I exchanged a quick glance with Christus, then felt pinned by those deep eyes of the powerful man beside me.

“Anything you wish, your . . . sir.” I could feel the tension in Christus as he answered the man.

The emperor smiled. “Your Imperial Majesty. This is my title.”

Christus looked abashed, as if he should have known this. I squeezed his hand—there was no way that he could have known how to address the emperor.

I wondered if I would ever be enough to bring my gladiator peace. He looked at me as I wondered, and took my hand in his with a smile.

Whatever it was, we would get through it together.

The emperor looked down at our clasped hands, his expression unreadable. He looked again at Viola, who had finished her fig and looked much revived by it.

“Here is my question.” A dark curl fell from beneath the hood, clinging to the man’s forehead. In that moment he looked no older than myself or Christus—so young to have so much power. In truth, he was no freer than either of us.

“I will give you two choices, and I ask which one you will choose.” Nerves began to worry at my belly. Viola crowded in close to my side. “One. You will be granted your freedom.”

My heart leapt—freedom! The chance to be with Christus, to make a life with him.

That was too easy, and I knew it.

“You will have freedom, but you will be forced to live apart from your love. You will never see him again.” Christus growled low in his throat, and I felt like doing the same.

I did not appreciate the threat of separation, not even by the emperor himself.

The emperor raised his eyebrow at the growl. “I have not said that this will happen, gladiators. I am merely posing a riddle.”

“Two. You may remain together for as long as either of you live, but you will return to the ludus and to your dominus.”

“Oh, that is dreadful.” Viola covered her hand with her mouth as soon as she had spoken. The emperor looked at her with his eyebrows raised, surprised by her outburst. She looked down at her feet, abashed, then raised her chin defiantly as an afterthought.

“Why would you do such a thing? What does it matter to you?” Viola was clearly upset as she rubbed a hand over her belly in agitated circles.

I held my breath. Oh, what had she done? She had spoken so far out of turn, the emperor would not be condemned for ordering her execution.

Instead he seemed intrigued by her boldness, as he had been by mine earlier. “Calm yourself, child.” Though the emperor himself was young, Viola could not have been more than half of his age.

I saw his eyes linger on the curve of Viola’s belly, and wondered if he suspected, as I did, that the child was of his blood.

He turned to Christus and me, and his expression was stern.

“I require an answer to my question.”

Opening my mouth to speak, I found that the words froze on my lips. I knew what my decision would be in a beat of the heart, but I suddenly needed to hear Christus speak first.

What if his feelings faded in the face of freedom? I would not blame him for the choice.

No, I would not blame him, though it would rend my heart in two.

“Have you ever been in love, Your Imperial Majesty?” Christus had been quiet for much of the time that we had been walking with the emperor, allowing me to do most of the talking. Now he looked the man straight in the eyes, and I saw the ferocity of the gladiator who had fought for my life reflected there.

The emperor seemed somewhat taken aback, but he had his answer at the ready. “No. I have not.”

“I thought not.” The words Christus spoke were cool. “If you had ever loved a woman, truly loved one, then you would know that there is but one choice. A life with freedom, but without your love, is not a life at all.”

Warmth flooded through me. He chose me. Christus chose me. Even when we returned to the ludus, we would be together.

The lips of the emperor were twitching, and I rather thought that he was trying to repress a smile. “Your answer is the same, Lilia the fierce?”

“Without question.” I wished, very much wished, that we were not in a public market. I wished to demonstrate my love for Christus right at that moment, and I rubbed my thighs together in an attempt to assuage the ache.

The emperor tilted his head up, looked at the sky, at the gray clouds that continued to swirl through it. The rain that had been threatening to pour began to sprinkle down on us, like a gift from the gods. When he had finished contemplating whatever it was he thought of, he turned to Viola.

He surprised us all when he placed a very, very gentle hand on the curve of her stomach.

“And you, my dear. Where do you wish to go?”

Viola’s eyes darted left, then right, to me and Christus, to the emperor, and back to me. I could see that she was completely overwhelmed by the question.

I knew, from things that she had told me, that she had never been asked a question like that in her life.

“I wish to go with Lilia, wherever she goes.” I felt a strange thump in the vicinity of my heart. “Even if you send her back to the ludus—which you should not—I would go and serve in the house there. She is the first person who has ever shown me kindness.” Again startled by her outburst, she ducked her head, mumbling the last. “If you would have me, of course.”

“Hmm.” The emperor regarded each of us in turn. When his eyes fell on me, I saw why the man had such fervent followers.

His eyes were magnetic, pulling those around him ever closer.

“I have made my decision.” Without warning, the emperor began to walk again. With a sidelong glance at Christus, then at Viola, who regarded me with wide eyes, we followed.

We had no other choice, after all.

The emperor walked back through the market, back to the vendor at which we had first seen him. With a wave of his hand that was so slight I barely noticed it, he beckoned for the man who had followed us through the market to come forward.

The dark-skinned giant did as he was asked, never taking his eyes from his charge.

“Liupold. The leaves.” The emperor sounded triumphant, and I was puzzled.

Christus’ face showed me that he felt the same. Leaves? The emperor was going to give us leaves?

Liupold reached into the folds of his woolen cloak, and when he withdrew his hand, he held three fresh, slightly crushed palm leaves in his fingers.

Palm leaves.

The rhythm of my heartbeat increased its speed. I could not dare to hope.

“Oh.” The squeak emitted by Viola told me that she had seen what I had—that these three leaves now held in the hand of the most powerful man in Rome were indeed palm leaves.

Christus said nothing, but when I dared to look at his face, I saw that he was trying to swallow back a great deal of emotion.

“You know what these are, my dear?” The emperor looked at Viola, and again I saw that whisper of extra caring in his manner toward her. A small smile seemed to play around the corners of his lips, but before I could fix my gaze on it, it was gone.

“They . . . those cannot be . . . palm leaves?” The quiver in Viola’s voice echoed how I was feeling.

As a slave, to be presented with a palm leaf by your owner meant that he was granting you your freedom. Though we were not owned by the emperor, I did not think that anyone would dare to dispute his decision.

My knees began to tremble, and I reached out blindly for Christus’ hand. I found that it was not entirely steady either.

“Viola. Your master, my treacherous brother, no longer lives. Still I present you this leaf as assurance that you will not be sold to another.” Viola stared at the leaf dumbly, and this time the emperor truly did smile.

“Take it, Viola.” With a touch that was very nearly tentative, the man reached out and placed a palm flat on her belly. “It is yours. You have earned it.”

“I . . . I can never repay you.” Tears began to fall from Viola’s large eyes, and I wanted to wrap her in my arms. I sensed that she needed to stand alone, needed to take this step independently, so I remained still.

“It is I who must repay you.” The emperor removed his hand from Viola’s belly and turned to me. “All of you risked your lives against my brother. You will be rewarded with more than these leaves.”

And then mine was in my hand. I stared at it dumbly, the leaf shaking. I thought that there must be a wind, and then I realized that it was my hand.

I was free. I was a freedman.

“Oh.” Clutching a hand to my mouth, I turned to Christus, freezing when I saw the fierce pride that rioted over his features as the emperor handed him the final palm leaf.

Viola and I had been slaves for most of our lives, and had known little else.

Christus, however, had been born free. Now, after enduring things that no man should ever have to endure, he was free again.

“I take my leave. Your compensation will find you within the day, wherever you may go. It is not wise for such transaction to take place in a market.” I turned to Christus, wanting to run into his arms, but finding myself frozen in place.

We could be together. We were alive.

“Be well, my dear.” Taking her tiny hand in his own, the emperor raised Viola’s fingers to his lips for a kiss. She stuttered, her face turning a bright shade of red.

“Th-thank you, Your Imperial Majesty.” And then the man was gone, striding away from the market. Liupold and, after a moment, several others followed him like shadows.

I looked at Viola, and then I cast my gaze upon my lover. I could not quite believe it, but it seemed to be true.

We were free.



 

EPILOGUE




The small house sat on a grassy hill, a swell of land that sloped down to the sea. It was not as large a building as the one that had contained the ludus, but none of us cared.

For now, it represented freedom, and it was home.

Caius and Marcus worked in the yard, their muscles straining as they worked on what appeared to be an ornate piece of furniture. This, I knew, was how they now made their living.

Christus, Viola, and I did not yet know how we would contribute, but for the moment, the generous pouches of coin gifted to us by the emperor would be more than enough.

“Brother!” Marcus shouted a greeting as he set eyes upon us. Swiping a heavily muscled forearm over his sweaty brow, he stood straight, and Caius followed suit, moving to his lover and placing a hand on the small of his back. It was a small gesture, but it spoke volumes of the love within this household.

It was a strange situation all around, but I did not care. My gut told me that this would be the right thing to do.

“Are they here?” The front door to the house opened, and a woman with an elegant beauty appeared in the opening. This had to be Alba. She was dressed in a simple cloth tunic and had a small baby tucked beneath one arm, but her bearing spoke of her noble roots.

I felt intimidated, and from the way that Viola ducked her head and crowded in close to me, I could tell that she felt the same.

“It is lovely to meet you.” Alba was so warm, so welcoming, that my reserves could not help but thaw.

I no longer needed to be on guard all of the time. After years spent vigilantly watching my back, it was a habit that was hard to break.

“And Viola. I hope the journey was not too difficult for you. Come inside.” I saw Alba’s eyes travel over the frame of the girl, who was so pregnant that she was close to bursting.

Viola’s eyes flickered with hope. After all of the cruelty that she had suffered through, she wanted nothing more than to belong to a family, no matter how atypical that family might be.

“Thank you.” Alba led Viola to the door of the house, and I followed, knowing that the girl would be anxious if I were not there. But the words that I spoke were to my lover as I tugged my fingers gently from his.

“Thank you.” He had never looked handsomer to me.

“Do you think that you will be happy here? At least for a while?” Christus’ voice was shadowed with concern. It had been his idea to travel to the home in which Caius and Marcus lived with their wife and infant daughter. He had thought that it could be a safe haven in which we could live or, at the very least, gain our bearings.

The coin given to us by the emperor had been enough that we had not bothered to return to the ludus to retrieve any belongings, any of our former winnings.

Neither of us ever wanted to see the inside of a ludus or an arena again.

“I will be happy so long as I am with you.” My heart lifted as I spoke the plain words, and I knew that I spoke true.

My life was now simple. So was Christus’. The emotion that I had seen on the emperor’s face as he had touched Viola’s swollen belly had told me that perhaps her future would not be quite so tidy, but for now at least, she could just live, could have her baby in peace.

I had freedom, and I had love. It was better than any other victory in the world.



 

GLOSSARY




Balteus: a sword belt.


Carpentum: a common type of ancient Roman carriage or wagon.


Cingulum: a wide leather belt, often reinforced with metal, worn about the waist by gladiators to protect from injury to the vital organs.


Denarii: the common silver coin of Roman currency.


Domina: the feminine form of dominus.


Dominus: the title meaning master or owner, particularly of slaves.


Doctore: the trainer of gladiators at a ludus.


Freedmen: male and female slaves who had earned their freedom.


Gaul: a region of Western Europe during the Roman era, inhabited by the Gaul people, or Celts.


Litter: a type of human-powered transport, usually consisting of a lounge or bed attached to four posts, which are manned by people, usually slaves.


Ludus: a gladiatorial school.


Mulsum: An alcoholic drink made with wine and honey.


Munera: provided by the wealthy, these were public works to benefit the masses. The arena games were one of the most common types of munera.


Palla: a Roman woman’s shawl.


Pater familias: the head of a Roman family.


Patrician: refers to the elite families of ancient Rome.


Pits: The common term for the quarry from which building stones were mined. The stones, which were used for nearly all buildings in ancient Rome, were mined by slaves.


Plebeian: common, working-class or lower-class citizens of ancient Rome.


Pluto: a Roman god of the underworld.


Senator: a member of the Roman senate, a political institution and advisory/governing body in Rome. Senators were not elected, but appointed.


Strophium: the brief leather garment worn by a female gladiator to cover her breasts.


Subligaculum: the brief garment worn by gladiators to protect their modesty.
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An Excerpt from

MY WICKED GLADIATORS

I did not want to want him.

Yet as I stood on the balcony that overlooked the training area of my family’s ludus—the most prestigious of gladiator training schools—my husband by my side, want is what I did. I could see nothing of the mock battle beneath me but him. His sweat, his blood, falling down to the dry dust that ground beneath the worn leather that covered his feet.

Never mind that I could never have him. Dreams of what his touch could bring me only increased the need that thrummed through my veins like flocking birds.

“You’re quite flushed, Alba.” Lucius, my husband, touched a hand to my elbow and peered into my face with concern. “We should retire inside. Drusilla will draw a bath for you.”

A bath . . . clear cool water, the thick silk of oils that smelled like herbs. The slither of limbs through water, and the sheen of dampness on muscles taut from incessant training.

“Come.” I could hear the alarm in Lucius’ voice, though it was my slave girl, Drusilla, who moved to support me, not my husband. “Your skin is quite red. Inside. Now.”

I alone knew the reason for my flush, but I certainly could not tell it to my husband. And actually, I was not the only one—there was one more who knew in what direction my thoughts lay.

I caught the eyes belonging to that one, and their dense black seemed to swallow the golden gleams given off by the sun. My heart fluttered in my chest, like a young girl with her first feelings of lust, but his expression revealed nothing that was not there when he thrust his battered wooden training sword through the air.

I knew that he felt it, too.

And what kind of domina was I, imagining myself seducing a slave?

Uneasy shame brought clamminess to my skin, and I stopped refusing Drusilla’s ministrations, allowing myself to be helped inside. Lucius followed closely behind, barking orders at the other slaves, though I could tell that his mind had already moved on, something to do with the ludus, no doubt.

I could not complain, at least not out loud, at his lack of focus on me, his wife. Since my father had given me from his control to that of Lucius, Lucius was my pater familias, the head of this house.

Much as our slaves had no choice but to obey us, I had no right to argue with my husband.

And what would I have been complaining about, really? My belly was full, my body draped in silk and gold. The pool that Drusilla led me to was carved from bright white stone, and I could already smell the expensive oils that I could have rubbed into my skin, if I so desired.

I stood still at the bath’s edge and waited for Drusilla to remove my garments. Lucius paced, raking a hand through his dark ribbons of hair before crouching to splash a handful of pristine water against the salty sheen on his face.

When he again rose, I was naked. He let his sapphire gaze roam my bare curves, and the thin cloth at his groin tented.

Still warm from the fierce stare of the other, the attention of my husband caused my nipples to peak and a shiver to roll over my skin.

I so very rarely caught my husband’s attention. He preferred to take his pleasures quickly with one of the slave girls, women who did not require flattery or coddling. And since he had long ago decided that I was barren, there was no need for him to spill his seed inside of me unless he felt the desire to do so. To be fair, I also could have satisfied my cravings with any of the slaves that I desired.

Any but the gladiators. And it was a gladiator, one particular gladiator, whom I wanted.

But to have caught the attention of my husband, a man whom I did care for after a fashion, after so long a respite made me hopeful, and added to the heat that had begun to pool in my cunt.

Added to the heat was a hope, one that I tried to keep hidden, that I could still, possibly, carry a child.

I shook my head, a move fraught with impatience. It would not do any good for me to go down that route again, to think too long on the one thing I wanted more than anything and couldn’t have.

“Lucius?” I held out a hand to him, beckoning him forward. “Join me for my bath.” Drusilla, anticipating what was to come, slid her hands from where they had rested at my shoulders, forward and down to cup my breasts.

I had not had her touch me for a long time, though we had once been lovers, experimental young girls. But my husband liked to watch us touch, liked to watch us play.

It excited him.

Lucius’ stare grew more avid, and he absently rubbed a hand over his clothed cock as he watched my slave caress my nipples. Relaxing into my girl’s familiar touch, I allowed a sigh of pleasure to fall from my lips, and beckoned him forward again.

The movement broke the spell. With a start, he shook his head and stilled his hand.

“I do not have time for this, Alba.” Crouching again, he poured handfuls of cool water over his head, seeming not to care when they made large wet splotches on his crisp tunic. “I will be late for my meeting if I do not leave now.” And with that as his explanation, he took his leave, leaving me alone with nothing but the attentions of a girl who, though I knew found them pleasant, still had no choice but to give them.

I watched him walk away, watched the beaded ornaments tied to the backs of his red sandals glinting in the undulating beams of light.

A meeting. Of course. I knew better than to ask him with whom or where. I also knew better than to argue, which could result in his foul mood for days. His dealings here in Rome were what supported us, and I knew it. I should have been thankful for the popularity of the gladiators, and for our standing as the top school for them.

We would not stay at the top if Lucius did not do as he did. And I knew that he felt tremendous pressure to live up to the reputation of his ancestors, those great men who had trained giants and champions.

But I was envious of the wives who were doted on by their husbands, who were prized for their beauty and their grace. I missed the ministrations of my husband, the one who had once stroked my skin and whispered in my ear sweet words of wooing. I had not received one of those whispers in a long while, and had been deprived of his touch for even longer.

Shaking Drusilla off, knowing that she knew my feelings well and would not take offense, I stepped into the sparkling pool unaided. The cool water clung rather than refreshed, sucking at me, pulling at my skin.

Though I tried to stop them, thoughts flooded my mind.

They were all thoughts of Marcus.

Sometime later, the slight shuffle of worn leather on stone alerted me to a new presence. Assuming that it was simply Lucius, I took my time opening my eyes, hoping, as always, to lure him into the bath with me, if for nothing else but entertainment’s sake.

I was incredibly bored. I had nothing to complain about, since my every need was cared for and my every desire granted, but I had no purpose. Nothing with which to fill my day but leisure.

Leisure was tedious, the feeling of uselessness unpleasant. I was also suffering the inattention of my husband, and was beginning to wonder if perhaps I’d become dull, or unattractive. And here was something new, something bright.

Something burning into my skin with its embarrassed yet entranced stare.

“I beg pardon, Domina.” It took me but the blink of an eye to place him.

How was he here, in front of me, as if the gods had suddenly willed it so?

With a noise of distress, Drusilla moved to cover me. I should have let her, but the gorgeous beast of a man who stood before me threw my thoughts and wishes into turmoil. And so instead I cast a look at Drusilla, communicating without words to leave me be. Though she pursed her lips in disapproval—something I would not have tolerated from anyone else—she removed the towel and stepped away.

“What are you doing here?” I made sure my voice was sharp, though in truth I was not at all upset by the appearance of this magnificent-looking man. Clad in nothing but his subligaculum, leather briefs worn to preserve modesty, and cheap leather sandals, his muscles were sculpted and raw from what I knew was incessant training, and his gleaming honeyed hair was a delicious contrast to the shadowy depths of the eyes that stared.

My husband had summoned him upstairs, eager to show off his newest prize to the visiting noble with whom Lucius was meeting. But his visitor had fallen ill in the dreadful heat of the day, and Lucius had chosen to escort him home, through the streets of Rome, with the help of Justinus.

It would not do for anything amiss to happen to the man, not when it had been known that he was in our home.

In the confusion, no one had thought to show Marcus back down below, to secure him behind the iron gate that separated the quarters of the gladiators from our upstairs lives.

He had wandered, or so he told me, admiring the beautiful things that were displayed in our home: the artisan vases; the rich, finely woven hangings of silk; the gladiatorial galley, where the stone busts—and cocks—of our former champions stood.

This has brought him here, coming upon me in the bath, looking curiously through the arched doorway, while Drusilla rubbed scents into the long coils of my ebony hair.

I was inclined to believe him, since it was a rare thing for a gladiator to wander, unaccompanied, through the halls of our home. I knew that I should have Drusilla escort him back downstairs immediately, back behind the iron gate—knew that that was what Lucius would have me do. Knew from watching Drusilla shift anxiously from foot to foot that that was what she would have me do, too.

I also knew that Lucius would have him punished for coming upon his wife in the bath. I was also more than a little upset that a gladiator would know the contents of my husband’s meeting while I, his wife, did not.

Though I did not want the man punished, still I could not say where the boldness that overtook me came from.

I had never been bold, not even as a curious child. I had always been shy, acquiescent—qualities that my husband had praised at our marriage.

I also knew that, despite my own feelings, he had not come to me. He had been summoned by my husband and had happened upon me accidentally. I had not premeditated our encounter, but I was still the one who had initiated it.

He would not be able to refuse. A slave could not refuse his mistress, and though their lives were different from those of many who served, gladiators were still slaves.

And still I proceeded.

Remaining silent, I motioned Drusilla back and dipped my head under the water to remove the residue of the scented oils. When I surfaced, I refrained from looking across the room to where he stood, instead turning and rising from the water.

I knew what I looked like, naked, with droplets of irresistibly chilled water running down my curves. My mirror, an ornately edged sheet of polished metal that had been a wedding gift from my husband, told me that my skin was fashionably pale, nearly as translucent as the wet, and a stark contrast to the shadows of my hip-length hair. My eyes were bright, my features even, and my body free from disfigurations brought about by disease.

I knew that I was pleasing to most eyes, and I exploited that now. After a long moment in which I simply stood, the bath lapping at my ankles, the excess water running down my limbs, I turned. My nipples had peaked under what I knew was intense scrutiny, and I was not disappointed when the gladiator again came into view.

His cock had risen, hardened, and pressed against the leather that covered him there. If it had not, if he had remained unaffected, I might have been able to stop then, to send him away.

But he wanted me, too, obviously so, and so I shoved the nagging guilt away, buried it deep in my gut, and beckoned him forward.

“Remove your subligaculum and your sandals.” His eyes widened, just a fraction, but he moved to comply. The leather ties around his ankles were loosened first, and then the ones at his waist. But instead of the gratifying sight of his skin, the leather stubbornly remained in place, a barrier between me and what I wanted.

In my life it seemed that there was always such a barrier.

“Remove your subligaculum.” Though I tried to school my voice into sternness, I could hear the tremor that sounded through it. I was certain that both Drusilla and the man could, as well.

What would I do if he did not comply?

When the clothing fell with a wet-sounding slap on the ground, I drew in a breath, one filled with both relief and desire.

I had not seen a cock besides my husband’s for years, even though I was permitted to do so . . . so long as that cock did not belong to a gladiator.

Though I was permitted to fuck a male slave, any slave but one of our warriors, the only one that we had was Justinus, my husband’s boy, and I did not care for the man at all.

As such, it had been so very long since I had allowed arousal to whip through me. The thrill of the forbidden, added to the chance that my husband might happen upon us, collided with desire and drugged me. Swallowing thickly, I reached out a hand.

“Come here.”

“Domina?” He hesitated, but just for a moment. I was, after all, just as much his mistress as my husband was his master. Still, I could see the war between morals and desire swirling in his stare. Guilt washed over my skin, and with it came anger.

Why should I feel guilt over taking something that I desired, finally taking something that I desired? Did my husband not do the same every day of his life?

Slowly, as if unsure that I could really mean as I said, he stepped out of the pool of clothing at his feet, moving toward me. His flesh gleamed in the dim, flickering light of the room, shining with a faint sheen of sweat, one that I could all but smell—the heady aroma of a man who used his body, and used it well.

Though a small voice in my head told me that this was not the wisest idea, I hushed it. I had been deprived of a male touch for far too long, and I wanted this man’s hands on me.

He stopped an arm’s-length away from me. Seeing this big beast of a man, one who was so sure in the arena, with uncertainty painted over his features caused my stomach to clench with something that I could not quite identify.

I needed the endless cycle of thoughts to cease. I had always thought too much.

“Kiss me.” My words caused him to start, then to hesitate again. “Kiss me!”

My every muscle clenched as I waited. I knew that he would do it—he had no choice but to, after I had commanded him to. I knew that he felt, as I did, that these actions were not proper. But even more than that, what if he did not want to? What if this man, this man who had surely not had a woman in a very long time, could not find me attractive enough to even feign enjoyment?

I kept my eyes open wide as he leaned forward. No part of him touched me except his lips, and they were dry, firm, and salty.

I groaned and rocked myself closer to him, until there was but a whisper of space between our naked flesh. I expected him to draw me close, to lift me up and shove his cock into me, as Lucius would have done once.

Instead, as the kiss ended, he straightened and again stood still, his eyes deep and dark and revealing nothing.

I felt tears prickle at the backs of my eyes. What was going on? Was I that undesirable? My beautiful mirror told me that that wasn’t so—again, my hair was thick and long, my features even, my skin smooth and unblemished. I had ample hips and breasts, and a small waist with the curve of belly that was pleasing to the eye.

And his cock still quivered under my gaze. So why would he not take me in his arms and do as he would?

“Kiss me.” I demanded this time in a voice more guttural than it had been, for his first kiss had aroused me, and the arousal combined with my confusion to create a deep morass of . . . I was not sure there was a word for it. “Kiss me again. Now.”

And again he leaned forward and pressed his lips to mine. Just a press, nothing more. Angry now, I opened my mouth, licked at the curve of his mouth, slid my tongue in to trace his teeth.

He echoed my movement, kissing me back with lips, with teeth, and with tongue.

Again, he seemed to enjoy it, but would move no further.

Well, the kiss was more than I had had in a long while. I would enjoy it while it lasted. Breathing deeply, I slanted my mouth against his own, rising up on tiptoes to gain purchase. My fingers sought his shoulders, then his neck and the thick glory of that flaxen hair.

After a hesitant moment, his movements echoed mine. His hands slid up my arms, over my shoulders, and then twined into my long, scented hair. There was still space between us, but I could feel the hard ridge of his cock pressing against my belly.

Ah. I was beginning to see just how obedient a slave he was.

I arched my hips against him. After pausing a moment again, as if to make sure that I had really meant it, he rocked against me in return, and the friction of his coarse cock hair against my labia made me gasp.

I now saw. He would not do anything unless I told him to, or indicated that it was what I wanted. He truly was a man bound by the oath of honor undertaken by the gladiators.

For reasons that I could not quite explain, this excited me terribly. Drawing him to me, my arms struggling for purchase against the solidity of his flesh, I let myself kiss him as I had wanted to be kissed for years, hot, wet, and open.

His breathing was as ragged as mine when I drew back, shuddering through his great frame, and his skin flushed. He wanted me as much as I wanted him, this I knew.

So I would take it, and I would enjoy it—we would enjoy it—this opportunity that the blessed gods had thrust in front of us. It seemed that Venus was in a fine humor that day. I would have to pray to her later, would have to offer up wine and bread in thanks.

“Drusilla, you may go.” I was taking a risk, allowing my slave to leave—being alone with a gladiator, a man whose only purpose in life was to fight, was not a smart or safe thing to do. I knew that she would be irritated beyond belief with me, and that I would endure the sharp side of her tongue later on.

But I did not desire an audience. I wanted to drown in the feeling of man and woman fucking, and nothing more.

My slave girl exited silently, shaking her head but not daring to speak in front of a fellow slave, for fear that he would see our closeness. The friendship was not something that we hid, but nor did we flaunt it, for fear of upsetting the balance of the household.

Had we been alone, Drusilla would have had much to say. But we were not, and she did not. She left, and I was alone with the gladiator. My gladiator, the one who waited silently for orders.

I shivered with anticipation.

“Enter the pool.” I gestured toward the stone steps that were swallowed by the wet, and heard the soft slice of his body through it as he descended and the silky water lapped at his hips. I seated myself on the side of the pool, ass against the chilly marble, legs dipped into the liquid from the knee down.

I saw his eyes move from the breasts that were half hidden by the long coils of my hair to the area between my legs that he would not get a clear glimpse of until I parted them.

He kneeled in the shallow water, facing me. Slowly, bit by bit, I opened my legs and let him see what he wanted to see.

I saw the smallest of flickers in his eyes when I finally was spread open wide, and a slight tremor in those tremendous muscles.

He wanted to do this, but would not until I gave him permission.

It was intoxicating.

“Place your mouth between my legs.” Before he could reach me, I took up the goblet of wine that sat at my side and poured it over my belly. The bittersweet liquid ran down my pale flesh in rivulets, streaming here and dripping there, the excess falling in fat drops into the water, where it dispersed quickly, a kiss of ruby in the deep blue.

“As you wish, Domina.” Bending at the waist, he moved into the space between my legs, pushing them further apart to accommodate his large frame.

I gasped at the first touch of his hard fingers on the soft flesh of my inner thighs. He looked up and smiled for the first time, just the faintest kiss of a smile that held a tinge of wickedness. Then he pushed me back, flat, the ridges of my shoulder blades pressing against the damp, chilled stone until I could no longer see him. His touch was gentle, far softer than I had ever felt the touch of my husband’s hands upon my skin. Startled by this, I immediately rose back up to my elbows and stared at him, brow furrowed.

“You need not be gentle.” My voice was guttural, raw with wanting.

His stare never wavered from my face as he nodded in acknowledgment, though the press of his hands on my flesh did not deepen in their pressure. “I would not hurt you. I would never hurt you.”

My mouth opened to reply, but my words were lost as he moved his face roughly until it brushed the hot outer folds of my cunt. I understood that though he would wait for permission, and though he may not be gentle, I was safe with the warrior.

He bit first, and a strangled scream escaped my throat. I tried to swallow it, for though I doubted that Lucius was home yet, he could be, very soon. It was a risk that I would take. But it was so very hard to swallow the sounds that kept exploding from my throat when Marcus buried his face between my thighs, the rasp of the stiff hairs on his jaw scratching and inflaming skin that was growing more tender by the minute.

He soothed the sting left by his teeth with his tongue, though there was no softness in his movements. He swiped the rasp of his flesh through my slit firmly and forcefully, occasionally connecting with the inflamed area hidden a little deeper, and I couldn’t hold still.

Raising my hips from the hardness of the floor, I begged him soundlessly for more. Replacing the hand that branded one of my thighs with an elbow, he used his newly free fingers to separate the folds of my labia, baring my clitoris. I hissed when the cool air hit it, but the air stopped when his mouth closed over the engorged nub, hot and wet, because the sensation shocked the breath out of me.

I tried my hardest not to scream, and at the same time to close my legs, because the sensation was nearly too much to bear. But I had told him that this was what I wanted, and he was following through. His strength kept my legs apart, and his mouth stayed busy, stroking with his tongue, long, firm strokes, and I could feel myself careening out of control. My fingers scrabbled for purchase on the slick marble but found nothing to grab hold of, so I clenched them in my own hair and tugged as the whirling pleasure built.

It had been so long that the orgasm nearly drowned me. I didn’t know if my screams had echoed off the corners of the room or merely off the walls of my mind when the shaking had subsided, but I shook my head from side to side regardless, knowing that I wanted still more and also knowing that time was coming to a close—Lucius would be home soon.

I groaned and arched my hips again, raising myself onto my elbows and willing my quivering muscles to allow me to sit. When Marcus again came into view, I saw him swipe a hand over the excess moisture on his mouth, and I wanted to give him back some of the pleasure that he had given me.

I moved my ass closer to the edge of the pool and let the water lap at my screaming clitoris. I huffed impatiently when he did not immediately move between my wide-spread legs, then remembered through a sex-fogged brain that he would not do so until I bid him to.

“Fuck me.” I could not bring to mind any more detail than that . . . and indeed, I did not care how it happened. I just knew that if I did not feel the girth of the cock that was bobbing in the water inside my cunt, and soon, I would surely die.

It happened so quickly that I was not entirely sure of how, precisely, it came to be. I only knew that one moment I was empty, and the next full, a cock of a surely impossible size impaling my most tender cunt. My legs were wrapped around his waist, my arms his shoulders, my bottom still braced against the edge of the pool as he rocked me back and forth. Though he was still on his knees in the shallow bath, he did not lose purchase, though I could feel his thigh muscles, hard as the rocks that covered the mountains outside, bunching beneath the globes of my rear with the effort to stay upright.

I no longer cared if my husband was home and heard me, no longer cared about the fact that this was a forbidden gladiator and I his mistress. I let him ride me, hard and then harder still, until he grunted and the thick smell of salty come tickled my nostrils.

The feel of the viscous liquid as it dripped down my thighs was so immensely satisfying, after so very long, that I again spasmed. Though not nearly as intense, the orgasm still brought a wave of pleasure, and I sighed with amazement at the feeling that I had been so long denied.

Breathless, I lay back on the cold stone, sighing my complaint when he began to ease his thick cock from my body. Every nerve in my body was spent with pleasure, and I felt the ridiculous urge to pull him back down toward me, to wrap his arms around me and enjoy the feeling of skin on skin. But though I wished it, he must have understood as well as I did that he needed to take his leave, and soon. The consequences for Marcus of Lucius finding him wandering the upstairs, let alone what he had just done with the wife of his master, his domina, would be severe. Never mind that Marcus’ temporary freedom was because of my husband’s carelessness. No, it would be expected that Marcus would have known his place enough to make his way back downstairs.

The reminder of where he lived, where his life was, caused the reality of what I had just done to begin dribbling down upon my head, the chill mixing with the remnants of warm pleasure until the two were indistinguishable. I heard him splash water against his skin in an attempt to clean up, and felt shame.

I had made a slave have relations with me. Never mind that he had enjoyed it—I had not given him a choice, and that was something that I had never entirely agreed with. Biting my lip, I shifted restlessly on the stone floor, closed my legs tight and also shuttered my eyes as I heard him leave the silky wet of the pool. He paused for a moment by me, searing my all-too-naked skin with his stare before padding away to again don his sandals and his subligaculum.

When I again opened my eyes, he was gone.
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BET YOU’LL MARRY ME


by Darlene Panzera

(Originally published in shorter form under the title The Bet)

In Darlene Panzera’s debut full-length romance, an entire town places a bet on just whom pretty Jenny O’Brien will marry . . . and her choice surprises them all!

 

“If there was a gold mine hidden at Windy Meadows, I would know about it. I’ve covered every inch of that land and I—”

Right before the barn fire took her father’s life, he’d dug five holes on the far side of the property, toward the eastern border. He’d said he wanted to plant trees. Trees he never bought. Did her father know what was in her great-great-grandfather’s journals? If he believed a gold mine was on the property, wouldn’t he tell her?

“Is that why everyone wants to marry me?” Jenny demanded. “To get the gold?”

What had she been expecting, that one of the men actually held feelings for her? Secretly loved her? Of course they didn’t love her. They barely knew her.

She’d kept her distance from most boys since Ted Andrews stuffed a lizard down her jacket back in grade school. From that day on, she’d realized the male gender couldn’t be trusted. And the one man she’d thought had been different had only reinforced her opinion when he slept with Irene Johnson on their wedding day. Nope, the only men she could count on were her daddy, God rest his soul, and her uncle Harry and cousin Patrick. Family.

She knew better than to let her emotions take hold of her, but she couldn’t help it. If there was one thing she couldn’t stand, it was deception.

“You’re despicable. All of you. Anyone with any decency at all would loan me the money I need to save my land. But no. Here you are placing bets. And why? Because you believe there’s a stupid gold mine on my property.” Her whole body shook with rage. Fire burned through every pore of her skin. “If you want something to believe, believe this—there isn’t any man here who can get me to marry!”

A tall, dark-haired man she had never seen before emerged from the crowd and slammed a green check down on the table beside her.

“Ten thousand dollars says you’ll change your mind.”

Jenny stared up at him. He topped her by at least six inches. Then she glanced down at the numbers scrawled on the check. A wave of openmouthed gasps rounded the room, followed by a single resounding, drawn-out whistle.

“What?” she demanded. Was this a joke?

“Ten thousand dollars says that within five weeks you’ll marry me.” Pushing back the brim of his black Stetson, he looked into her eyes with an expression of pure confidence.

“You—you must be out of your mind.”

“I’ve never been more serious.”

“So if I don’t marry you, and I win,” she said, flustered by the way his silver-gray eyes studied her, “I get your ten thousand.”

“Yes.”

“And if you win . . .?”

“I get you.”

Her body lurched with an involuntary start, and she struggled to regain her composure. “What’s your name?”

“Chandler,” he said, never taking his eyes off her. “Nick Chandler.”

“You’re on.”

She accepted his challenge with outward calm, but her stomach twisted into a lasso of knots as Pete laid out the rules.

“The bet ends Saturday, July Thirteenth, at one o’clock in the afternoon. Winner takes home the check. Agreed?”

Jenny hesitated. “Thirteen is an unlucky number.”

“Not for me,” said the man by her side.

Jenny locked eyes with the dark-haired stranger. “Even if you were the most charming man on the face of the earth, there’s no way I’d ever agree to marry anyone in just five weeks.”

“Sometimes,” Chandler said, arching his brow, “five weeks can seem like a lifetime.”

Jenny knew she wouldn’t be able to keep up her bravado much longer. She needed to run away. Fast.

She turned to leave, but a hand on her shoulder spun her around, and she found herself pressed up against her newly acquired opponent instead.

Her first thought was to reach down and draw out her boot knife, but before she could react, his warm lips brushed across her own.

What perverse, mind-warping insanity led her to think she could stop the bets? Here it was, six years since the last time her name was on the chalkboard, and she hadn’t learned her lesson. She was still humiliating herself in front of everyone in this confounded café!

“My money’s on Chandler.” Old Levi MacGowan’s voice rang out as more gasps and guffaws erupted around them.

Jenny pushed away from the brash newcomer and retaliated with a slap. A hard slap. She caught her breath as the left side of his tanned face turned a glorious dark pink.

Chandler didn’t flinch. The hit must have stung like the spines of a devil’s club plant, yet it didn’t stop him from smiling at her or looking at her with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes.

With all the courage she could muster, she held her head high and walked out the door.
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She studied him for half a moment before it dawned on her. “You purposely stole his dance.”

“I did. I saw all the gentlemen circling you earlier, so I knew your dance card was filled. And if it wasn’t filled, I rather doubted that you would take pleasure in scribbling my name—”

“I do not scribble.”

He grinned. Why did he have to have such an infectious smile that begged her to join him?

“I’m sure you don’t. Forgive me, Meredith, but I wanted a moment with you, and I didn’t think you would be likely to meet me in a garden. Not after our last meeting among the roses.”

When he had informed her that he would be asking Lady Anne to marry him. “I thought you should know,” he’d said quietly, as though Meredith cared, as though he knew she’d pinned her hopes on him. When those hopes had come unpinned among the roses, her heart had very nearly shattered. Thank goodness, she was made of stern stuff. She’d taken a good deal of satisfaction in the fact that her voice had not trembled when she’d replied, “I wish you the very best.” Then she had strolled away with such aplomb that she had considered going onto the stage. What a scandal becoming an actress would cause, and the one thing her father could not abide was scandal.

Yet Chetwyn had found himself in the midst of one that still had the ladies wagging their tongues. Lord Tristan was seen as a heroic romantic for claiming his love on the day she was to marry another, and Chetwyn was viewed as that unfortunate Lord Chetwyn. She decided she could be gracious. “I’m sorry that things did not go as you’d planned for yourself and Lady Anne.”

“I’m not sorry at all. I’m happy for her. Do you love him?” he asked, taking her aback with his abrupt question. They were supposed to be talking about him, not her. If he hadn’t been holding her so firmly, she thought she might have flown out of his arms.

“You say that, my lord, as though there is but one him in my life when there are several. My father, my brothers—there are five of them, you know—my uncles, cousins—”

“Litton,” he cut in, obviously not at all enchanted by her little game.

“It seems a rather pointless question. I favor Viscount Litton immensely. I’d not be marrying him otherwise.”

She could not mistake the look of satisfaction that settled into his deep brown eyes, as though she’d revealed something extraordinary. “Favoring is not love.”

“I’ll not discuss my heart with you.” Not when you once came so close to holding it, and then set it aside with so little care.

“I don’t know that you’ll be happy with him.”

She straightened her shoulders, angled her chin. “You’re being quite presumptuous.”

“You require a man of passion, one who can set your heart to hammering. Is he capable of either of those things?” His eyes darkened, simmered, captured hers with an intensity that made it impossible to look away. Her mouth went dry.

Ignoring his question, she released an awkward-sounding laugh. “You think you are?”

“I know I am. Within your gloves, your palms are growing damp.”

Blast it! That was where all the moisture in her mouth had gone. How did he know?

“Your breaths are becoming shorter. Your cheeks are flushed.” He lowered his gaze, and her nipples tightened. Whatever was the matter with her? Then he lifted his eyes back to hers. “Correction. All your skin is flushed.”

“Because I’m dancing. It’s warm in here.”

“It’s the dead of winter. Most women are wearing shawls.”

“Only the wallflowers.”

“And you would never be a wallflower. You are the most exciting woman here. Meet me later. Somewhere private so that we may talk.”

“And what do you call this current movement of the tongue? Singing?”

“It’s too public. We need something more intimate.”

An image flashed of him kissing her. She had often wondered at his flavor, but she would not fall for him again, she would not. “For God’s sake, I am betrothed.”

“As I’m well aware.” She saw a flicker of sadness and regret cross his features. “You should know, Merry, that I am here only because of you.”

“Your flirtation is no longer welcome, Chetwyn. I shall be no man’s second choice.”

“You were always my first.” His eyes held sincerity and something else that fairly took her breath away. An intense longing. Dear God. Even Litton didn’t look at her like that. Chetwyn’s revelation delighted, angered, and hurt at the same time.

She released a bitter laugh. “Well, you had a frightfully funny way of showing it, didn’t you?” She stepped away. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve become quite parched.”

Before he could offer to fetch her a flute of champagne, she was walking away. His words were designed to soften her, but she wouldn’t allow them to breach the wall she’d erected against him. She was betrothed now. Nothing he said would change that.

For Chetwyn, it was too late. Her course was set. She wished that thought didn’t fill her with sorrow.
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“Rex.”

“Hmm.” His warm breath tickled the top of her head. He shifted, and his hands slid over her breasts.

She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. He groaned and squeezed the mounds. Her nipples tightened against his palms.

“I understand this is just us playing a part and getting some mutual pleasure out of it,” she said as she struggled to keep her mind on what she wanted to say.

He stopped. “Playing a part, huh?” The small thrust to her back warned that he cared little for her remark. One broad hand dipped into her bra and cupped a bare breast. “And getting some pleasure?”

He lifted her breasts into the cold air. Before she complained of the chill, he rubbed his palms across the beaded tips. Heat infused her whole body.

“Jack might come back any minute.” She closed her eyes.

“Did you do this with Jack each time you two went on assignment together?”

“No. The missions were more the straightforward type, no pretending to be husband and wife.” Her eyes opened as her temper flared, but that didn’t stop her body from responding to the way he pinched and pulled at the hard nubs.

“No mutual pleasure?” He tossed her words back at her.

“Jack and I don’t feel that way for each other.” She hoped he understood it was the truth, especially when he found out their mistake.

“You know, I’m fucking tired of hearing his name on your lips.”

He tightened his hold on her breasts, squeezing to the edge of pain, as he kissed her neck, the warmth of his breath behind her ear.

“Hey, careful.” She pulled on his wrists. He eased up slightly. His teeth nipped at her lobe, and she caught her breath when he jabbed several times with his hard cock against the small of her back.

“You want it.”

He was right. She wanted him between her legs and pumping, but she had a little pride left. Was he doing this only to prove that he could have her anytime and anyplace?

“Rex. Stop. Please.” Even to her ears, the words were weak.

“You love it. Look me in the eyes and tell me that you want me to stop. Even though I feel your body molding to mine while you say ‘stop.’ ” It was true. She couldn’t stop her body from rubbing against his, her fingers reaching back, digging into his buttocks.

He released her breasts and turned her, pushing her shoulders against the wall, next to a pair of sliding glass doors. She refused to look him in the face, afraid that he would see her need. Then he’d know how much control he had over her. He only had to tell her to strip and she would.

“That’s what I thought.” His smugness was hard to fight. His voice, his touch, and even the heat from his body proved he was right. Another pump against her stomach reinforced how hard and big his cock had grown.

She craved him so badly. Weak. She was weak when it came to Rex.

No! She refused to be used. She wanted him but not yet. Not like he wanted her at the moment. He thought she loved Jack. How wrong could he be? She’d never wanted Jack. It had always been Rex, and she would never let him use her.

“Let me go, you son of a bitch.” She hissed each word beneath her breath.

“You’re beautiful when you’re mad.”
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