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Dragons Never Die

“Holding Up the Whole Damn Line”

First thanks go, as always, to my daughter Morgan. Keep on dreaming and don’t stop dancing. Tanya, my beloved cousin, wine, and cheese in the mountains sounds good soon.  Wendy, Analyn and my good luck girls, Amber and Emily, I know you’re always there to help. Amanda, Dillon and Laurel and the crew at Longriders, I’ll never forget how you encouraged me. To my fellow Captains, Barbossa and Jack, your prayers held me up, and your laughter kept me sane, thank you.

To my cast of heroes; Barry, Craig, Dan, Dustin, Gwen, Liam, Manu, Simon, Todd, and Viva. You all inspire me with your words and works. I’ll never forget your advice and will be forever in your debt. Eternal gratitude to you all. Special thanks to Viva for plugging the series on Patreon, I love you!

A special shout out to the man, the face of the series, Will Taylor. You’re a dear friend and superstar in the making. I can’t wait to see what your future holds.

A huge and unforgettable thank you to everyone who bought a copy, shared a post, or posted a review. Each of those things make such a difference for any author, especially a new one like me.

Last but never least, to the people I wouldn’t have made it through the drama without, my ‘team’: Erin, Heather, Karla, Steff, Lila. Thank you for the ‘red pen’ opinions. 

“Live with Passion, Live with Purpose and Never Lose.”
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CHAPTER 1
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Violetta was unmistakably terrified of the way that the gladiators were staring at her. How could she be so foolish as to forget that the other gladiators trained in the same space as Cassian. She knew that they shared cell space but the sudden reality that they could reach out to touch her just as easily as her lover could was unnerving. The rain fell on her shoulders, a heavy weight on a body already cold and weary, but the light in the doorway was a welcoming beacon in the dark that held the promise of warmth and respite from the downpour.

She leaned into Cassian’s embrace. His arm holding her tight against his chest, the heat radiating from him helping to stop her shivers.

“Come, let me show you the way.” The medicus said with a welcoming smile that eased a touch of her trepidation.

Once they were within the torch lit corridor, she watched Cassian brush a strand of his long sun-streaked hair behind his ear so that it fell over his shoulder and exposed the bruise darkening on his jawline. She could only imagine the pain that he was in and with a glance at the head of the medicus, his jet black hair bound in a single tail down the middle of his back, she decided that she could no longer hold back words simply because she was a woman in the domain of men.

“Medicus? The injury was sustained to his jaw. Vitus Census applied his fist with a violent rage. The son of Felix was utterly bent upon destruction. I pray that the damage is such that you can repair it.”

Waiting for his response filled her mind with concern for Cassian and the weariness of the night started to make itself known throughout her body. The druid turned his head to smile at her he leaned his head to inspect the injury she was explaining, nodding in understanding of her words. It felt as though he understood that she had lived a life in constant fear, hiding in the shadows but now was finding her voice with newfound confidence. 

“We shall see better in greater light. Follow to the infirmary.” He said, turning to unlock the door.

While he tried the key Violetta let her dripping head rest against Cassian’s chest, closing her eyes for a moment. A second arm wrapped around her, holding her tight against him so that they could savor the contact for every second before the next stage in the night’s adventure began.

Cassian led her inside, grinning at his friend for a second before his lips fell in a wince of pain. “Arturo,” His hand gripped the druid’s shoulder as he continued. “Before you break a single word let me say that I stand aware of the need for surgery and that you would say that your drugs are needed to make such a thing happen. You should know that I would prefer you to bring the German with a hammer to knock me the world of dreams.”

The druid laughed and Cassian looked back down at Violetta to murmur through the painful swelling. “Arturo stands the only man who hold a love for blades that rivals my own. Though his are of a different sort I pray you do not develop a similar taste.” His eyes twinkled with laughter despite the pain that he had to be in, making her smile in return.

“I do not think that is a worry you need carry.” She replied, glancing at Arturo who was looking at the tools he must have prepared in anticipation for operating on the man that stood as his dearest friend. The looks passing between them reminded her of that between brothers even more than friends. “Still it does seem like the skills I am intended to learn here, those that Tertius has commanded my efforts towards, are tied to that knowledge. Even if I am not to use them once I am gone from there.” She said, the words carrying a note of sadness that she could not hide.

“I do not intend that you will leave these walls to return there Violetta.” Cassian said, “I do not yet know how I am to achieve it, but I mean for you to stay with me the rest of our days.”

Wordless with relief that his affection for her seemed to have remained constant even upon his time to reflect on the events of the night and her blame in his injury.

“Dominus has instructed that I am to assist you in any way that I am able. I have had no formal training, but I am quick to learn.” Violetta smiled “I am hopeful that you do not find what skills I have to be lacking.”

“I am certain that your skills will be adequate enough for this night.” He said with a warm smile “There is one talent you possess that no one else upon this earth does. I would put it to use and get the needed surgery underway as soon as our patient is prepared properly.”

She watched the look of protest wash across Cassian’s face, but Arturo’s voice and demeanor left no room for it, from either of them.

“What skill is it that you think I have that will aid in the preparing for a surgery that I cannot being to know how to accomplish?” She looked back and forth between the two men, hoping that the medicus did not hold some illusion that she had knowledge of drugs besides the vial he had prepared and sent to her. “Did...did Dominus say that I held knowledge of medicines? Apologies if he did, I do not possess that kind of knowledge.”

“All that Tertius said to me was your name, Violetta.” Arturo said. “The skill I refer to is that of enthralling the god of death and convincing him to let me, pardon, let us use some drugs to send Cassian to sleep so that I can do this surgery the way it needs to be done. If he is awake, you will spend more time soothing him than you will learning.”

He had begun to open vials that were resting upon the table and lighting candles at an alter against the wall. Wrinkling her nose at the smells assaulting her senses Violetta tried to take in what he was saying and what it meant. “Enthralling a god? You wish for me to pray while you work? After convincing him to take your drugs, the same that almost led to his death in the arena the day I was upon the pulvinus?” 

“There will be no drugs and I will not be asleep for hours after this is done.” Cassian growled, shaking his head at the table and its contents. “Arturo, no. You knew my answer before I set foot upon the sand and you would have my woman attempt to convince me otherwise? To think, I told her that you were a wise man. You stand a greater fool than the Romans she left behind in the house of her Dominus.”

Sharing a glance with Cassian Violetta knew that part of his protest was worry for her. He did not want to leave her unprotected against the curiosity of his brothers. Each man had a different story of how they came to be a gladiator; some were prisoners of war some were attempting to work off debt but a great many of them were criminals. Everything from theft to rape and murder was represented on the sands just feet away from where she could be alone in an hour or so. Was she safe or was his concern well founded?

“You will take the drugs and there will be surgery.” Arturo said in a calm voice despite Cassian’s anger. “You need the rest and will need it even more so after the task I must do. You will not be required to train tomorrow or the day after. No matter what the lanista says I am not going to risk you rebreaking bones or having the incision become infected.”

“I said I will not submit and that is where I still stand. Arturo, I told you that day, after the games, that I will not take such again, willingly.” He pushed past both the medic and Violetta, heading towards the door. Near the exit, whether from pain or weariness, Cassian stumbled, losing his balance, and almost upsetting the torch from it’s sconce in the wall. Violetta rushed to his catching him around the torso.

“You have caught the very god I referred to Violetta. I pray enough for any two men, but all my prayers are useless when it comes to the one you now hold.” Arturo chuckled and continued to prepare his instruments.

“Steady self and see reason in words from beloved friend. You fight the inevitable.” Violetta said, easing her champion back to sit upon the table. She attempted to sound firm and resolute like Arturo but internally she was trembling with fear that he would make for the door a second time, forcing her attempt a more intense resistance to his departure. That alternative would surely see one or both to the ground and she wished to avoid that if possible.

The uninjured corner of his mouth tightened downward as she continued despite his protesting glare. “If you wish to take to the sands as you say, to train for the upcoming games in Rome, then this surgery is as critical to that even as any other element of training. There is no avoiding it Cassian.”

He studied her face momentarily then looked away, frustration written on his brow as he battled his training and knowledge against his own wishes. “The games of Romans” His voice was slightly bitter in the tone, trying to hide a fear she could well understand. The break was not lethal, but surgery was always a thing that would carry the risk of death. The gods alone knew what would happen to any man beneath the power of the medicus’ drugs.

Violetta pleaded silently that her words would be enough to persuade him to allow the procedure. This was what she had been brought to the infirmary for instead of the house. Would Tertius rethink his decision if she were not helpful tonight? Sinking dread replaced hope the moment he spoke, his voice made rougher by the pain that must be growing with each word.

“No. I know too much of these poisons and the effects they cause on a man. Their potential for harm is to great, as is the price.” He shook his head, firm in his refusal but still not meeting her eyes. “I stand with my refusal.”

“The price is just as high if you refuse Arturo. Dominus will know. If he thinks you are incapable of fighting he will refuse you your training and withhold you from the games in Rome.” She countered, taking a step towards the door, and closing it. Turning to face him she sighed. “That would remove the purpose of my being here in the eyes of Tertius and Census both. I will be returned to his house as soon as he hears of this.”

Stepping closer she reached to touch his hand “Give voice to fears and see them answered.” Looking at Arturo she hoped that he would join her in trying to convince Cassian to break words regarding what was bothering him about the surgery. She had always thought him to be fearless, but this reaction could not be explained with any other word than fear.

“I have no fear of this or the man that wields the blades.” Cassian said. The anger in his voice startling her. He glanced at the druid behind her then sighed. Reaching to take her hand and thread his fingers through hers, Violetta shivered when his other hand touched her cheek. “If you wish it so then I will allow it. I would not be why you are sent back to that place. I will not be the cause of your return to fear and torment.”

“Gratitude. Gratitude Cassian.” She smiled and brought his hand to her lips to press a kiss to his fingers. “I do not want to leave your side and I swear to stay by you through this. Mine will be the face you see when you wake. I will be here.”

“The girl accomplishes more with a few words and a soft touch than I could with an hour of argument.” Arturo stepped up to them both and clasped his hands around theirs, which felt, to Violetta, like his blessing given to their union. “He may be the gladiator, but you are my personal champion. Help me prepare the wine for this foolish, stubborn, ‘god’ Violetta.”

She smiled and joined him at the table near the wall. “I can follow directions if you are able to explain what is needed.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Cassian watched the man that was as dear as a blood brother to him instruct the woman that held his heart on how to mix the drugs that would put him into a sleep deep enough that they could mend the injury to his jaw. He hated the need for the drug as much as he hated that he would be unable to be here for her on her first night in the ludus he called home. Would she be harassed? Would Tertius truly leave her to sleep in the cell down the hall from the room they now stood in? Perhaps Arturo would return to stay with her after his prayers, but how could he know? How could a sleeping man protect anyone? Especially a woman who was as lovely as a goddess situated among men who, if they were lucky, the women they saw were nothing but whores sent to pleasure them for coin in their master’s palm. Especially a woman who was as lovely as a goddess, here among men who, if they were lucky, saw nothing but cheap whores sent to pleasure them for the coin in their master’s palm.

“Do you two mean to conspire against me in all such matters or will you allow me the allegiance of my woman in some things Arturo?” He said, wincing, wishing that he had not tried to make the joke. The pain was dizzying and the tension from it was starting to cause his entire body to hurt. 

“I assure you that I will not coerce her loyalties unless absolutely needed. She is yours and yours alone.” Arturo said, trying to reassure him with a glance over his shoulder while he guided Violetta’s hands to blend the oils needed for the vial he would consume in moments.

He had faced dozens of men in the arena, he was told it was near a hundred matches, less than five of them had lived and only three of them had defeated him yet he was nervous about the next few hours. Had love made him a coward now?

“You would have my gratitude for this Arturo, but I will wait until this is finished to offer it.” Cassian growled.

Watching Violetta slowly stir the vial made him want to smile. She was so focused and serious that she was not looking at him, but he was mesmerized by the calmness that she had about her. Perhaps this was what she was meant to do? He had never seen a woman medicus before, could Violetta be the first? “What say you Violetta? Are you the loveliest medicus I have ever seen?”

Looking up at him with a smile that sent his blood racing, the vial held out like an offering to the gods instead of to an injured fool of a man too proud to admit the fear of the unknown. 

“I will do my best to learn, to become one.” She said quietly.

Her hands were steady, but he could tell her voice was nervous. Slinging an arm around her waist, pulling her close while taking the vial into grasp. “Then I shall toast to love and friendship and the hope that they are enough to guide me back after this.” Without another word he tipped the clay vessel back, swallowing the sweet brown liquid with a grimace at the unwelcome taste.

She pressed against him and kissed the corner of his mouth before both she and the druid eased him down on the table. Cassian could not help but stare at the steel and copper tools on the tray beside him. Arturo had handcrafted most of them, designing them in tandem with Cirandon to suit the medical needs of the men in the ludus and their, unique injuries. The tools of regular medicine had been declared inadequate by the druid years ago and even now there was still need for more, new tools. He often heard Arturo lament the fact that he was now forbidden to use the works of the blacksmith because of his refusal to acknowledge the lanista as any sort of superior to him, as a man or master.

The drugs were beginning to do their job, Cassian’s vision blurred and his breathing relaxed, he would sleep soon, and no one could know if he would wake later. “Goddess, little priestess, swear to me that you will stay within these walls until I wake. I...it is not safe, there, while I sleep.” He looked to Arturo. “Lock the door brother. Lock it when you go to prayer and I give oath that I will wake, no matter the pleading of the gods for my eternal company.”

He felt Violetta slipping her hand into his “I am here with you and I will stay, at your side. Your hand will be in mine until you awake.” Her voice said, the last thing he heard before falling into oblivion.

*****
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“Put his hand down and wash your own.” Arturo said, his eyes never leaving the tray of instruments he was preparing. There was no time for gentle words or coddling, the length of time since the injury was already increasing the danger and risk of infection. He did not want to comment on the fact that the continued talking between the lovers did nothing except to cause Cassian more pain, more swelling, complicating the surgery that would already be dangerous enough. 

“You will need to listen and do exactly as I instruct. If you deviate or hesitate, it could cause a bleed to worsen or, if you make a grievous error, it could kill him. I will not lie to you and say that this is easy. You do not, really, know what you are doing so if there is any chance that you are unable to do what is needed you must tell me that now. I can find other hands to assist me if required but you were brought here for this purpose.” The druid met her gaze, his dark eyes probing to see if she was afraid or doubting herself. “I know you love him, but can you treat him?”

“I would see him whole once again, able to do what he loves; fighting upon the sands of any arena, standing victorious champion once again in the eyes of all.” Violetta said, with an amusing note of defiance in heir voice. 

Arturo wondered if it was possible that the child did not know who he was in the ludus and in the life of the man on the table before them. “You leave the question unanswered Violetta.” He said, bringing the prepared instruments back to the stand beside his operating table. “I need to know, now, this instant, if you are capable of setting love aside for medicine. If not then go sit down, pray if you hold any faith, and leave me to get my work done.”

The firmness in his tone frightened her, perhaps bringing to the surface some memory of a fearful encounter in her former house. He felt angry for her that this had been her life until this moment, but there was no time for pity if they were to save not only Cassian but the other men under his care. If they were going to be a team and save not only Cassian but the other men that were under his care. There was not a day that did not see someone within the walls in need of aid and she had to be able to handle them without fear and with the confidence of a medicus that would see them calmed and ensure that they did not, always, see her as a beautiful girl but as the one who would mend their injuries.

“Yes medicus.” She said, letting go of Cassian’s hand with a visible reluctance that he could sympathize with but for now he had to be firm. 

When she returned to the table, he handed her the tray of tools. “They are arranged, specifically in the order they are going to be needed. Pay attention and be quick in your response. I will have no delays in this. He means as much to me as he does to you, though in a vastly different way.”

When she looked up at him from the tray, he was almost certain that there were traces of tears in her eyes, though she might be curious at his words it was obvious that her emotions were getting the better of her. “Violetta,” He began washing the injured area to prepare it for the first cuts. “I know that you are scared, just as Cassian is. You need to put that aside for the time being. I can promise you that you will have the time you need to shed tears and pray to your gods for...whatever things a girl like yourself offers prayers for. In this moment, however, you must brush aside tears, thoughts of the night’s events, no matter the pain of them, and ignore your fear. Trust in me as Cassian does, as Tertius and the gladiators do. I am well skilled, and this operation should be a success. I will need your aid, now, for that to happen. Focus on the task and it will be over soon. Hand me the first blade and bring the candle closer but do not tilt it and cause the wax to pour on his flesh.”

She held the candle still, and he watched her eyes flicker between Cassian and himself. “Blade and pay close attention while I find the shift in the jaw that will show us where the break is. If we are blessed by the gods it will not be as bad as it seems. The swelling and bruising can hide many things.” 

He pressed his fingers along the line of the gladiator’s jawbone, whispering prayers that the damage was not the dangerous break he feared. Closing his eyes at the subtle shift beneath his press Arturo took the blade in hand and brought it to the edge of the swelling. “I am going to cut though the swelling to see if the break is complete or if it is merely a fracture partially through the bone. One will require more cutting and the setting of the bone, the other merely a protective covering and a few days rest. Which will be as hard to convince him to do as it was to take the drug needed to examine him.”

He was rewarded with a nod that almost spilled the pooled wax. “Careful girl. I do not want to see him burned.” He said, slicing the delicate flesh slowly, easing it aside to expose the bone. “Look here. Do you see what I see Violetta?”

Arturo thought that she might gag when she saw the red oozing around his fingers. The bone finally showing itself after he sponged away enough blood had a crack across it, he could not tell at this angle how deep the crack went an if it was a break or just a crack.

“I see, Medicus, but what does it mean?” Violetta asked, bringing Arturo from his thoughts of simple medicine and back to the need for teaching this young girl. Explaining how to do what he was about to do and why, ensuring that the man under their joint care was able to wake in the early hours of the morning when the drugs would wear off. 

“It means that there needs to be a deeper cut to discover if the jaw is broken or cracked. The difference could be life and death, it could be the difference between the sands or mines.”

He glanced up at his student, as he suspected she was even paler than she had been when she arrived, but he was thrown by the determination in her eyes. Perhaps there was more to this slip of a girl than he thought. Certainly, there had to be more than her beauty, fear, and the need to be protected to make Cassian want her for more than a night.

“Then hand me the next blade and bring the light closer. We continue. Steady hands and do not look away.” Arturo said, refocusing himself as well as his student with his words.

Executing his commands precisely Violetta responded, “Your words, my will, Medicus.”
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Hours later, Violetta sat holding Cassian’s hand while she prayed that he would wake. The druid had been gone for two hours if his candle time piece was accurate. He had locked the door behind him, whether it was trapping her inside the room or keeping any man in the halls, Roman or gladiator, from being able to enter, she was not sure. Whatever his reason for it she knew that she was safe enough for the moment. While she was safe from further trauma it left her mind to focus upon the disaster that was her participation in the surgery and how she had almost cost the man she loved his life.

It was just after Arturo had made the deeper cut when more blood poured down Cassian’s jaw to the table. She had leaned forward, trying to give him more light and see the damaged bone for herself, but the wax from the candles had dripped onto the druid’s hand. She had screamed in horror as the blade in his hand had slipped to cut downwards. 

There had been no time then for apologies, it was a rushed, instinctual, reaction to the cut. He had sworn in a language she did not understand, barking commands for cloth and stitching, heated blades to stop the bleeding and prayers that it had not been too deep. She had been terrified that Cassian was going to bleed to death in front of her and it would have been her fault. 

There had been tears on her cheeks when, at last, Arturo looked up at her. “I told you not to lean the candle, I told you that was going to happen.” His tone had made her jump, when he stood up setting down the blade and pointing at the other tools. “You will cease tears and do as you are told, handing me tools. If you cannot do that then go weep in a corner and be useless to me for the rest of the night. I will have a guard take you to your cell when I am done.”

His voice was so full of anger that she had almost burst into tears once again. Glancing down at Cassian, laying on the table with his life in the balance Violetta dug deep to find the courage to face the angry druid. “My apologies Medicus. Which do you need next?” Setting the candle down next to her lover’s head while Arturo ignored her words and stitched the new wound closed. The druid seemed to be muttering to himself, whether in prayer or annoyance she could not tell, so she gathered several more candles from around the room so that the light was concentrated in the area around the surgery. “Perhaps this shall eliminate the need for my hands to be occupied with anything other than fulfilling your commands.”

Her words and the increased light made the dark-haired man raise his eyes to meet hers with a little less anger than had been there before. “A wise idea woman. Now, hand me both those tools near your left hand and then tilt his head towards you, slightly. Move him gently so as not to jar him or the injury.” 

His voice was calmer, gentler, with the new light. She hoped that, perhaps, she was going to be forgiven for the accident now that she had corrected it without needing him to tell her how. Perhaps he was like Meridius, the body slave of her proper master who was like a father to her, and respected actions more than words. Doing as she was told, with a slow, calm, pace they finished the surgery as a team. When it was done Violetta attempted to start a conversation once again.

“Apologies one again medicus. I do not, I did not, know how to stop the bleeding. I did not intend to burn your hand.” She looked down at the risen blister on his hand “Can I tend that for you? I may not know much of surgery but burns I know. The son of my Dominus enjoyed burning some slaves. I have much more experience with injuries born of abuse than I do with weapons of the sands.”

“There is no need to offer more apology Violetta.” Arturo replied. Holding out his hand to her “You treat a burn with...what?” He asked as she applied a wash of cool water to clean the blood of surgery away and expose the burn.

“I am treating you with cool water to cleanse, and then I will apply the juice from inside this plant.” She brought a small plant in a clay pot from the bag of things she had packed in the final minutes in her former house. “I do not know if you are familiar with it but there was a slave from a region of Africa where the skin of man is as black as night, he used this, the juice inside the leaves, to treat the burns of a brand.” 

She carefully sliced the tip of a leaf and squeezed a few drops of the greenish glossy fluid onto the burn, coating the entire area before looking up at him for his reaction.

“What is it that your friend calls it?” Arturo asked, picking up the pot with his other, still bloodied hand.

“He is no longer of this world. Aloe Vera is what he called, though.” She smiled at him “The juice can be drunk as well as used on many other injuries.” Looking around the room at the windows. “I could grow it here, in this room. By the windows would be good. Do you think it would be allowed? Would you allow it?”

His face was dishearteningly neutral, the dark brows even and brown eyes staring at her as though she were mute. His full lips twitching to one side were the only indication that he had even heard her.

“Arturo? Do I have your permission to grow more aloe?” Violetta asked again, with a clear voice. Would he be able to see the use of the plant or was he going to ignore it because he had little faith in her use inside his structured world of the infirmary?

“I grow most of my herbs, the ones that I can, in the sanctuary garden I use for my prayers.” Before she could ask to see it he held up a hand to silence her “I will not allow another in my garden, so I will allow you to grow it here, as long as you are an infirmary attendant. Keep it out of my way and do not let it distract from your learning what I am commanded to teach by the fool upstairs.” He said then turned to finish washing the unburned hand free of blood.

“Gratitude Arturo.” She replied, almost to herself since he did not seem to care for her presence. His tone at the mention of the lanista’s orders worried her more than she wanted to admit. Cassian had said that he would welcome her, for his sake at least, but it seemed as though he already begrudged her the space in his work. Even though she was to assist him with the heavy workload Tertius had said that he carried the druid did not seem to want help. Perhaps he feared that she would not be able to face the other gladiators, making her less useful than he needed her to be. Remembering the looks from the men in the yard she wondered if perhaps he was right.

“I respect that this is your world medicus. You did not want an assistant and, I am sure that after tonight’s mistake, you certainly do not want it to be me.” Her voice was not as confident as she wanted it to be. “Cassian trusts you, so that means that I am supposed to trust you. For that to happen, sir, I need you to be honest with me, even if it is unpleasant, even if you hate me. I need to know who to trust.”

“I would have to know you if I was going to hate you Violetta.” Arturo said with shake of his head. “You can trust that I would keep you safe from the dangers of the ludus even without the request of Cassian. You can trust that I will do what I can to teach you what you need so that you can stay close to him. He cares about you. I think he loves you more than he has loved anyone in his life. Those things do not equate to trust for either of us.”

He was dodging the answer to her question. He was a decent man was all that his words said. “What would it matter to you if I trust you? Your actions say that you do not want me here and I caused an accident that. I will find a way to be helpful to you, I will learn to do what you need from me.”

“If you are to learn, if you are to become a medicus, then you will need to trust me.” He made his way to the door, unlocked it before stepping out into the hall that was now as dark as the midnight sky outside the window beside her. “Perhaps in the morning we will find a way to start building towards that. He should wake soon. Give him water when he does.”

She had no chance to answer before he left her with Cassian and her thoughts with the door locked between her and the rest of the house filled with men that would see her as prey to their desires, at least until the man asleep on the table was able to establish his protection over her, if he still wanted to.

Looking around the room Violetta sighed in relief to see a tray of food being kept warm beside the fire. She could not remember the last time she had eaten and standing up from beside the table she felt faint, near to falling. Sitting back down on the hearth she turned to keep her eyes on Cassian in case he moved or woke from the drugged sleep, she forced herself to eat slowly, savoring the simple fare in the quiet peace of the infirmary.

With all the candles still beside the operating table most of the light was concentrated there but the glow was enough to finally give her a chance to take in her surroundings. There were shelves along two of the walls. The looked as though they were carved right into stone. Once her meal was finished, Violetta rose to her feet to inspect the contents of the shelves and the herbs that were hanging from the rafters. 

“So many different things. How does he use these for medicine when they’re cooking herbs?” She asked the sleeping gladiator, knowing that he would not answer. 

Taking a candle with her to glance over the shelves she was immediately frustrated to find that not only was every bottle labeled in writing instead of symbols. She was fairly certain that it was the language that the druid used in his homeland. It was unlike anything she had seen before.

She put the bottle back on the shelf, twisting it so the label was visible. She could not read in her own language, or even that of Greece where her mother had been from. It was an impossible thing to even consider reading in such a strange tongue. Walking around the edge of the room further it was a surprise to find an alter in the darkest corner.

The top was a mess of former offerings and ashes from candles and incense. “No wonder there was a mistake in the surgery. The gods must be displeased because of the state of their alter.

Setting down the candle and taking a few more from beside Cassian Violetta drew more hot water from the pot by the fire. Washing the surface of the alter and each icon and idol carefully before putting them down in the proper places, not knocked over or backwards. Once she had all the pieces, including candles, properly in place to honor the gods of medicine in any country, she prayed and lit the incense to go along with the words. She hoped that though the druid’s gods were different from her own, that Cassian’s gods were different than her own, that they were hear her plea regardless.

Prayers offered and the alter restored Violetta made her way back to her lover’s side and sat, determined to be with him when he woke, so that he saw her face as soon as his eyes opened. Her persistence was no match for the weariness of the night in the house of Census, added to the stress of the day combined with the surgery. In a matter of minutes her head was upon the table and her eyes were closed in the deep dream filled sleep of a mind at ease.
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CHAPTER 4
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Deep in the ludus Argus sat, staring through the bars at the empty cell beside him, the one that should be occupied by Cassian. It had stood empty for weeks while Cassian was gone. He had thought that the man had been sold or died, Cirandon had not told him if either was true. Whether it was due to lack of knowledge or instruction from their Dominus the German had not been willing to speculate. Now the man had returned, with what was either a child or a small woman pressed to his side, but his cell remained empty though it was well past midnight.

All the other men were asleep, he had seen the druid pass by on his way to pray to the gods of his homeland in the villa garden where herbs and vegetables were grown for the house and infirmary, even the lights of the villa had been extinguished for the night. Still Cassian did not appear. Had the man died in the infirmary or been removed to the villa once again?

Since that girl had been ‘gifted’ to him months ago his friend, his brother in arms, had not been the same. He had been a more driven force in the arena but at night, when they were face to face with each other in their cells there was less talk, less banter regarding the other gladiators and the Romans commanding them all. He had talked about the girl; things she had said, things he had said and what she mean to him.

Argus was almost certain that the woman would lead Cassian to his death or at least cost him the newly regained title. If the small being pressed to his said was Violetta, then the world of the ludus was about to change. Would the champion of the house be distracted by the knowledge that his woman was within the villa? Would it lead to his injury or make him fight harder? How in Hades the Celt had managed it he was afraid to ask. The woman did not belong in this house, in the ludus or anywhere near gladiators. Someone like that would be nothing but a distraction to anyone attracted to her. He thanked the gods that he did not suffer such from such. just then he heard bare footfalls coming down the hallway.

“Who comes?” He called, his voice a dangerous growl.

“You would if there were not bars between us gladiator.” Replied a soft but masculine voice in the shadows.

“Jovian?” He said, almost laughing at the response. “How is it that you come here? Did Dominus forget you before locking the gate?” Argus wondered if the youth were afraid of the other gladiators and that was why Jovian had come looking for him, safe in the knowledge that he would be as safe as possible here.

Stepping into the light of the nearest torch Jovian’s dark eyes met his own and Argus could not help the smile that spread across his lips at the welcome sight. “I stand more than glad to see you boy. Do you risk the wrath of Dominus by being here?”

He watched the answering smile falter and knew that Jovian was thinking the same thing that he was the anger of the lanista was a thing to be feared by even the great among the gladiators. It did not take more than the wrong look or word and the whim of the Roman to see a man sent from the house to the fighting pits in the heart of the city’s underbelly. If Tertius were particularly offended the slave in question might be sent to the mines west of the city.

Coming to his feet Argus considered briefly if that was what had happened to his training partner. Had Cassian been sent somewhere for displeasing Tertius? Was that why he had been gone and had returned with an injury that had taken him...to the medicus. The realization hit him hard. The champion, wherever he had been sent, had been injured. The way he held the girl with a protective tenderness and the way that she jumped, flinched, and cringed at every loud noise spoke to a lifetime of abuse. Cassian, a man who was always aware of his surroundings, had become even more vigilant. He watched every man, even his own brothers-in-arms, as though they were a threat to the woman he so obviously cherished.

He was still without the man that would help him get to the greater part of the games, without the training he needed to stay alive because of that girl. If she were anything more than a child, she would have to answer to him and more than a few others among the brotherhood. The Celt was well liked, and the woman was disposable, they all were. Every woman in the bed of a gladiator was just like the one before, nothing special. Not like the wild-eyed youth in front of him.

“Jovian? You stare with wild eyes but speak no words. Are you in danger by being here or are you here because you are in danger from someone else?” He asked, suddenly needing to know the answer immediately, before anything else was said.

“I am in no danger from Dominus tonight. He is in bed with his wife.” 

His lips curled at the last word making Argus wonder if Jovian felt the same way about women as he did? “What sent him there with such certainty that he will not be looking for you? I do not want you to be hunted and hurt because you are here with me. Why are you here so late with bars between us?”

“I took Dominus’ robes when he joined Domina in their bed. I do not think he realized that he left one of his sets of keys linked on his belt.” The boy had a wicked grin on his face when he added. “With
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