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 Prologue

 Ten days before Saturnalia. 

 City of Rome, Circus Maximus. 

"I find what you are telling me very troubling, Majordomo," the lord of the treasury said. “The Roman people must know that their emperor is ruthless, not a simple boy in love." 

"A good emperor, I'm sure you'll agree Julius, is much like a slave-owner: He can only succeed if no one doubts his ability to be decisive and without mercy. I'd say it is a requirement for the position. Don't you think?" 

For an instant he tore his eyes away from the action in the arena and shot the Majordomo a dark stare. "What does it tell Rome's enemies, when they hear that Commodus has grown soft; that he has developed feelings for some slave woman? A married slave at that!" 

Julius, Lord Majordomo to Emperor Commodus, nodded thoughtfully. 

Perhaps he shouldn't have agreed to meeting here, in the Colosseum. Too many prying eyes and curious ears. He glanced sideways at the people seated nearby. How many of them were on Aviscena's payroll?  Maybe all?  Julius sighed and tried to commit their faces to memory. It never hurt to know at least some of his companion's spies. Lord Aviscena had to have made sure that only trusted minions could be seated within earshot. It simply wouldn't do that their treasonous words fell upon the inquisitive ears of an imperial snitch. 

The Majordomo sipped on his wine and feigned interest in the gladiatorial combat down in the arena. 

"At first, I considered it simple lust, Milord," said the Majordomo leaning into Aviscena's personal space, "but recently it has started to look like our young master has developed a serious affection for the little slut. He takes her everywhere he goes, even on inspection of the border garrisons. Most troubling of all — he is planning to spend the entire festival of Saturnalia ensconced with the little bitch in a mountain villa. No matter the rumors of barbarian hordes prowling in the north or the terrible situation with this year's lost harvest. Not to mention," he scoffed, "the fact that she is indeed married after all…" He shook his head in disgust. 

Truth be told, Majordomo Julius couldn't care less about any of the emperor's so-called sins. He even liked Myra. After all, he was the one that

had brought her to the emperor's attention in the first place. 

Whether he had done it out of respect for her recently deceased father, or whether because he knew that Myra would never be able to pay him back the debts her family now owed, he wasn't sure. However he did know one thing, the Emperor of Rome always paid his debts, and if she was accepted into the imperial household as a concubine, Julius wouldn't have to worry about collecting. 

His plan had worked out better than expected — the emperor had fallen head over heals for the little beauty. The Majordomo had almost felt good about himself. Not only had he secured the outstanding debts that were owed to him, but he had done the unimaginable — an actual good deed. Myra's future was secure — her estate, her sickly brother as well as her young husband would all now be generously provided for. 

As far as the Majordomo was concerned all was perfect. 

Except that soon after Myra's arrival in Rome, the Majordomo had started hearing rumors. 

His elaborate network of spies indicated that Aviscena, the powerful Lord of the Treasury, second only to the emperor, had developed a strong dislike toward young Commodus. The Majordomo suspected it had little to do with any faults of the latter and a lot to do with the financial needs of the former. It appeared that the emperor had somehow come up with novel and meddlesome ideas of reform, and worst of all — had started acting on them. 

As a result, he was now being watched keenly and closely by men of power and ancient connections. Apparently some of them had even concluded that the time had come for young Commodus to be removed from power. 

When, a short time later, the Majordomo learned that general Varus, the famous conqueror of Syria, first cousin to Emperor Commodus and his hated rival, was on his way back to Rome with four entire legions, Julius knew that he had to act. Bitter personal experience had taught the Majordomo that if one didn't get ahead of events, one almost certainly got trampled by them. 

In hindsight, the Majordomo later remembered, it had all been a rather straightforward decision —he hadn't really had a choice. 

"I'm not sure you're aware, Lord Julius," smiled Aviscena, "but I too didn't grow up rich. In fact I was born in a run-down and forgotten neighborhood of faraway Egypt. In Alexandria to be precise. My childhood was replete with immigrants and scoundrels from all parts of the known and even unknown world. I happen to recall a story that some of my Jewish

neighbors once told me. I'm not sure of the exact details. It was about a famous warrior called Samson and a beautiful seductress by the name of Delilah. All I remember is that by the end of the tale, the all-powerful Samson was betrayed and robbed of his strength and fame, while the beautiful concubine was blamed for his downfall." 

Aviscena stood up and offered the Majordomo his outstretched hand. 

"We shall meet again. We have so much to talk about." 

Julius remained immobile for some time after Aviscena departed. He gazed without seeing upon the gladiatorial combat beneath his stand. One thing he knew for certain was that he had to find someone that could explain to him the details of that Samson and Delilah tale. 


*****

From where he was seated, at the other end of the colosseum, general Petronius couldn't hope to make out the topic of their discussion. Between the Imperial Majordomo and the Lord of the Treasury lay centuries of rivalry. It was rare indeed for them to be seen together, let alone engaged in what appeared to be a friendly conversation. It could only mean intrigue and trouble. 

The good general couldn't help but notice the strain in each man's posture and the furtive glances they both cast about. A keen instinct for self-preservation led him to conclude that whatever it was they were talking about, it was secret and important. So much so, that he made himself a mental note to record it in his diary later that evening. 

 Chapter One

 SCULPTOR

 Two days before Saturnalia. Imperial Palace, City of Rome

"Whereas other senators may have been millionaires, the Emperor was a billionaire." 

Ray Laurence

"Roman Passions, A History of Pleasure in Imperial Rome" 

Myra sat and silently observed as the sculptor worked on the statue. He would look at Commodus, his eyes squinting as if mesmerized by the very presence of the emperor, and just when it seemed like the silence couldn't possibly drag on any longer, his arm would swing and deliver a practiced blow to the slab of stone causing a cloud of dust and flakes to chip away. 

Myra could see the chest and shoulders of the sculpture peek out from amidst the rough rock. 

It was as if he had always been there, ensconced within the marble, waiting for the sculptor to liberate him from the confines of the stone. It was beautiful. 

“I'm getting tired, Arianus," the emperor growled. "I'm not sure I will have the time or patience for you to finish the entire project. Not unless you speed things up. Or you'll just need to find a stand-in. I can always come back when you get to the head." 

"I'm so very sorry, your excellence…," the sculptor bowed deeply. 

 Such a pity.  Myra hated the thought of a model standing in for the emperor's superb body. It would never be the same. Commodus exuded a sense of raw power that she had not seen in any other man before. More than the relief of the muscles or the form of his massive shoulders, or the sinews of the knees — there was something ominous and stately in his proportions. 

It was as if his very posture proclaimed him to be a ruler. No majestic toga, or embroidered garments were required for anyone to see that the man before

them owned the world. 

Myra gazed at his semi-naked splendor, a white silken cloth haphazardly cast about his waist. She felt the room grow warm. How she missed him. It was almost ten days and nights now since they had last been together. 

"It is best we not meet again until the festival," Commodus had said. A cruel little smile curling his exquisite lips. 

"Festival? What festival," she had blurted incredulous, almost offended. 

"Saturnalia, the celebration of the winter solstice," he had explained. "It is in ten days. It would perhaps be best not to offend the gods..." he smiled and his dark brown eyes flicked to the disordered bed. 

"Good," Myra had then replied, her voice tight, controlled. She knew it had surprised him. He'd probably expected at least some protest from the little peasant girl, anything but cool detachment. Well, she could at least act like she didn't care. 

Myra looked up and realized that the afternoon sculpting seance had ended. She could clearly see his muscles ripple as he stood to look closer at the artist's work. Why did it feel so wrong that she craved to personally explore the delectable birthmark she could clearly see peaking from underneath the toga casually draped around his middle. 

 Snap out of it, girl! 

"That will have to do, at least for now until I return,” the emperor told the artist, "I expect to be back approximately ten days from now." 

Then he turned around and for the first time in ten days locked eyes with Myra. His hand let go of his toga and as he stepped forward, it fell away revealing him in all his svelte glory. Myra reminded herself to close her gaping mouth. He walked over to where she stood and hugged her around the waist. 

"Happy last afternoon before Saturnalia, my little slave," he whispered. 

She gasped and felt herself grow week. 

"You can always say no to me, remember that, Myra," he whispered in her ear. "In here, with me, you are what you were always born to be — a free woman of Rome." 

His icy stare bore into her as his arm tightened around her waist. "I can barely wait to have you, I cannot resist your pull. I will not stop unless you tell me to... Do you still want to do this; be here with me?" 

Images from their last encounter came flooding back. 

 She had gasped with pleasure as he had picked her up in his arms and laid her gently onto the plush carpet. Her thighs had opened of their own accord, her body taking complete control over her mind. The thought that she was at his mercy, that he wanted her, that he owned her, intoxicated her beyond anything that the strongest wine ever could. She had felt herself moisten. He had bitten her collar bone gently first and then sucked in the delicate skin of her throat... It had hurt so good. 

Myra shook her head clearing her memory. She saw him looking at her. 

An expression of bemused bewilderment playing across his features. Gods, had he asked her a question? 

"What happened, did the cat get your tongue?" he asked clearly vexed. 

"I at the very least expect you to answer my questions." 

Seeing her blush deepen but her lips remain sealed, the emperor turned to a servant. 

"Valius?" 

"Yes, Master," the man stepped forward. 

"Find me that cat that was here just a minute ago. Bring it so that we can check if it happens to have eaten sweet Myra's tongue." 

"Yes, Master," the servant made to leave. 

"No," Myra couldn't help but giggle. She looked to the servant. "Don't kill the cat." 

"Ah, she speaks," Commodus' eyes twinkled. "So will you answer my question?" 

"Yes," she looked up at him and this time squared her shoulders, bringing her lithe little form to full attention. 

She smiled into his eyes. 

"The answer is yes. You asked me, if I still want to be here, with you. 

The answer is yes." 

He bent forward and his lips found hers, he claimed her mouth, slipping his tongue deep. She relaxed, her mind a blank, but her body instinctively stepping in, seeking relief. Suddenly he broke away and pulled back. 

"It is not Saturnalia yet," that mischievous smile again. Myra grunted and looked up at him, this time not bothering to shield him from the furnace of her anger. 

"Sana informed me that during the festival, it is accepted practice for a master to exchange places with his slave? Is that true?" she asked her jet-black eyes suddenly narrow. 

"It is. Why do you ask?" the emperor said. 

"In that case, prepare to suffer, Master," she replied and suppressed a giggle as she turned and swiftly left him, his mouth agape. "I think you need to learn what it takes to be a good slave." 

He almost laughed when he heard the thud of the door as it slammed shut behind her back. 

Since he had met Myra, Commodus had discovered it was increasingly difficult to control his thoughts. Especially in the girl's presence. The effect she had on him surprised him deeply. He had never before met a woman that was capable of casting such a spell. What made it all especially vexing was that it all appeared to be completely unintentional. 

Almost two months before, she had agreed to come to Rome to be his concubine for one year just so that her young husband and younger brother had a roof over their heads and a bite to eat. Being with him was simply her way out of the gutter. No more, no less. 

In fact, rather than relishing the opportunity to live in the imperial palace, to be the emperor's consort, Myra had at first actually appeared to despise herself and the life she had chosen. And yet, recently, he had noticed her blushing more, especially when she happened to see him. Often times, he'd look at her and notice she had been staring at him all along. Something had changed. He caught himself wondering whether she had developed feelings for him too. 

Was it more than lust? He smiled to himself. There was absolutely nothing Emperor Commodus relished more than a good challenge in life. 

And by Jupiter, had he found one. He had to find a way to kindle her fires. 

 Chapter Two

 THE VILLA

 Imperial Villa, Northern Italy

It was almost dark when they arrived at the gates to the imperial retreat. 

It was truly beautiful. Built so wide that it straddled both banks of a river, it had three levels oriented under an angle that allowed simultaneous views of the sea as well as the distant snow-capped mountain peaks on the horizon. It had taken Myra and her companion Sana, hand in hand, more than an hour to explore the entire estate. 

Myra was no stranger to the finer aspects of imperial decadence.  When she was little her father would frequently take her to some of the more exquisite construction sites that he supervised. These visits had rapidly ingrained the young girl with a deep appreciation for the beauty and complexity involved in good architecture. 

Myra easily recognized the exquisite craftsmanship and ingenuity that had been devoted to building this particular home. Nestled in the river gorge, she could tell that parts of the house were sheltered from even the worst weather, whereas others appeared to be designed for use in fine weather only. 

There were views of the valley but also views of the meadows and mountains inland. She could tell by the positioning that some rooms were set up to get the morning sun and others — the evening rays. There was even a roofed bathhouse which adjoined the gymnasium and the dining rooms. 

The only thing missing, Myra observed, were fountains of running water but this shortcoming was more than compensated by the presence of at least three wells by which she could see arranged in neat stacks rows of amphoras waiting to be filled at a master's request. 

When they had first stepped through the high arched portico of the first level, Myra and Sana had both gasped as they heard the powerful thunder of the mountain river as it tumbled and cascaded bellow their feet. They could feel it thunder and vibrate through the heavy granite rocks of the floor sending vibrations of energy through to their very core. It wasn't until they reached the third level of the structure, however, that the sheer beauty of the villa rendered them speechless. The staircase ended at a wide corridor of black polished marble with yellow veins of what appeared to be shimmering

gold that contrasted nicely with the purple and black thread of the oriental rugs that covered the expanse end to end. Images of nubile water nymphs adorned the walls while a massive bronze statue of an unknown god sporting a disproportionately large phallus all coalesced into one ebullient sensual experience that at first rendered the two young women lightheaded. 

Myra filled her lungs with the smell of fresh mountain roses and blooming citrus trees. How different this place was from her own life. It didn't take long to discover that they were just down the hall from the Imperial suite itself. Their own room wasn't big — just the right size that allowed a singsong echo of their voices to resonate from the gilded beams that supported the high ceiling. Up here the sound of the powerful river bellow was but a gentle murmur. 

"My lady shouldn't act so surprised. Luxury is expected when one gives thanks to the Gods for their blessings," Sana said quietly as she combed Myra's long hair. "After all, when it comes to celebrating the winter solstice, Emperor Commodus is hardly the most extravagant of Rome's rulers.  He doesn't even come close." Myra swirled in her chair to stare at the lovely black woman behind her. She loved listening to Sana's guttural singsong accent when she spoke. 

"Really? Not the most extravagant, huh?" said Myra. 

"No, my lady. I've been told Emperor Nero had once turned the center of Rome into a lake. In it he had a boat full of nude women and men float around offering themselves to anyone that wished to partake of their charms," 

the black servant said a mischievous smile fluttering across her lips. 

"And how is it you know so much about old Roman history, little Sana?" Myra asked playfully. 

"Well, uhm…," the girl stammered. 

 Oh Fortuna, no! He told her. The little slut!  And then Myra felt her stomach constrict with guilt. Who was she to be feeling jealous? Feelings were not part of the deal. Especially not feelings of jealousy! 

"Uhm, I was requested... Last night... He told me," Sana bowed her head. 

"Oh..." Myra hated the sad desperation that somehow found itself into her voice. 

"It was nothing. Really…,” Sana said. "Just a moment of passion." 

"Nothing…" Myra repeated her voice hollow. 

Sometimes she really couldn't stand her own whininess. Unlike most of

her childhood girlfriends, her voice still retained a good measure of its girlish sound and intonation. Myra knew that all too often she sounded like a young girl. During times of passion, her husband Silvanus often told her how much he loved her voice's girlish impishness. It made him hard, he said; and that made her happy. 

But sometimes she hated her voice. Myra especially disliked it when it melded so well with her natural desire to please and make those around her happy. Being evil might be bad, but she suspected that being overly nice actually hurt. 

Her father's good heart and leniency towards transgressors and competition, coupled with his trusting nature had quickly conspired to turn their estate unprofitable and generated a mountain of debt. When he died less than two months ago, Myra had quickly concluded that safe for a miracle, nothing would be able to prevent her little family from sliding into poverty and then most probably servitude. Such was the Roman way — perhaps crime did not pay, but goodness actually seemed to cost. 

Sana put her palms on either side of Myra's face and slowly turned her to face her. 

"Milady, he told me of your history because he knows I would tell you. 

He misses you and that is why he asked for me... " Sana gently kissed Myra's eyes. First the right, then the left. "It is the way it is, Milady. He pines for you..." 

Myra so wanted to believe the woman. But  why would it be true?  How could it be true? He was the emperor of Rome. The most powerful man in the world —  the king of kings.  What did she have to offer him? She never considered herself attractive. Maybe pretty, but beautiful, gorgeous — these words had never crossed her mind when thinking of herself. Small, wispy little thing, her father had called her. How could the emperor pine for her? 

 What does he see in me?  Myra knew all too well that when it came to picking women, the emperor of Rome never suffered a drought. She still couldn't believe how she had ended up here.  A miracle! 

Or a curse… The emperor's Majordomo, had materialized one early morning with a proposal. The offer was so simple and so compelling that Myra hadn't been able to refuse it. She still felt gooseflesh rise along her arms when she remembered its terms. 

All debts would be forgiven, all property claimed by the creditors would be restored, her sick brother would be provided for and her husband wouldn't

have to risk his life by joining the military. Only one thing had been asked in return — that she spend one year as his Imperial Majesty's personal concubine. 

A shiver ran down Myra's spine when she remembered that first day of service — her  training they had called it. She closed her eyes as a lonely tear escaped from beneath her long eyelashes. She took a deep breath. It all seemed so remote, as if her old life on her father's estate was but a dream, a fairytale she had once heard. It had all happened to another Myra, someone else, not her, not the woman who walked in her shoes today. She had passed through a door she would never be able to go through again. This first day of training had been the very best morning of her life and also her very worst…

And then she threw up. One instant, Sana was hugging her, caressing her cheeks, consoling her, the next she was running for the carafe of water and the washbasin. 

"Oh, my Gods, Milady, did you eat spoiled meat!" Sana was up and by her side in an instant, applying a cold compress to her forehead as Myra bent over and retched. 

 Chapter Three

 ROMAN PASSIONS

 The eve of Saturnalia. 

 Imperial Villa, Northern Italy

The hot mineral water tumbled out of the golden spout into the effervescent depths of the pool. It smelled of honey and roses. Myra disrobed and stepped in. She had decided to spend the final moments before the onset of the festival enjoying the ornate bathhouse of the estate. Tiny bubbles attached themselves to the fine hairs of her olive skin causing playful tickles that sent ripples of sensation coursing up and down her naked skin. 

A deep sigh of contentment escaped her lips and echoed across the deserted spa. She smiled to herself and relaxed. The small waves lapping against her body sent her consciousness wandering and she drifted off into a gentle nap. 

Luckily her earlier discomfort had passed. Probably something bad to eat, had been Sana's conclusion and Myra hoped she was right. But now as she lounged in the hot mineral waters of the pool she felt a different kind of discomfort. She felt lonely. The emperor, as well as everyone else, had disappeared. Where to, Myra didn't know. Maybe off to race horses at the private hippodrome she had spied earlier when they had first arrived. 

Myra imagined Commodus, semi-nude, a sheen of sweat glistening along his muscles as he rode a gilded carriage led by a team of twelve enormous black stallions galloping across the sands of the race-track. The echoes of hooves reverberating from the mountain slopes. 


*****

The emperor reached and carefully drew back the curtain to the spa. A big smile crossed his lips. He could see her. Asleep. Her body gently drifted along the edge of the pool, its nakedness barely covered by the bubbly water. 

He stepped into the bath and took a long moment to inhale the purifying fragrance of roses as it mingled with the roiling clouds of steam. His heartbeat increased to that of a racing stallion as his eyes zeroed in on the petite naked form ahead. She was truly beautiful, a thin veil of tiny bubbles

doing precious little to hide her figure. He felt himself begin to harden as he stepped forward, then knelt at the edge of the pool and guided the palm of his hand down and into the water. 

As his hand brushed her silky smooth rib cage, her doe dark eyes slowly fluttered open and their gazes connected. She smiled, her lips gentle and swollen with desire. 

"Master," she quietly said, "I was dreaming of you." 

"Milady," he replied, upon his lips a flicker of mischievousness, “I'm here to serve you." 

Myra's eyes fluttered wider and she sat up, "It is time then?" 

"Indeed, Milady, the time is nigh," he replied barely concealing the eagerness from his voice. 

During her solitude these last ten days Myra had learned a lot about the ancient festival of Saturnalia. It was a four day and night celebration of Saturn — the powerful sun-god, patron of Rome —  Sol Invictus. One thing in particular, had excited her fertile imagination and sent her heart racing in fevered anticipation. Sana had told her that it was accepted custom that during the four days and nights of Saturnalia, slave and master would exchange places. The owner would dote and wait upon his slave while the latter would take the opportunity to indulge every whim her heart desired. 

She opened her mouth to respond, but no sound came as she gazed with longing upon her emperor. She gingerly lifted a hand and proffered it to him. 

Commodus took it and guided it around the thick muscles of his neck. Then he reached into the water and pulled her wet body out from the tub allowing her to wrap her legs around his waist until he gently put her down to stand beside him with the effortless movements of someone who spent all of his adult life either in battle or in the arena. 

"You are my slave now," she whispered. 

“Yes, Milady," he replied, his face a study of stony solemnity. "For another four days and nights." 

"I seem to remember that I promised you something," she was discovering a side to herself she never knew existed. "Do you remember what it was exactly that I said?" She grinned. 

"You promised to punish me," he said, the first sign of discomfort finding its way into his voice. 

"Indeed," Myra said as she turned her naked back to him smiling is she pictured his thoughts while he followed. 

"Come with me… And while you do — strip. I want you naked for the rest of the night." She grinned with wicked pleasure. She heard him unbuttoning his belt and then his toga and one by one she heard them all fall to the ground. She turned to look at him and liked what she saw. 

"The sandals too" she wiggled her forefinger at him and beckoned him forward. When he was about four paces away she motioned him to stop. As he froze in place she clapped her hands twice. Myra smiled at Commodus. He was just so darn cute with this  puzzled expression of his. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Sana come into the room holding the item she had sent for a few hours ago. 

"Tell me, my beautiful slave," Myra said as she stepped closer and traced her fingertip along the emperor's chin, "why is it you think I need to punish you?" 

"You are my Master, Mistress I mean," he corrected himself, "and I am your slave. It is natural for the one to discipline the other. No reason is needed, Mistress." Commodus bowed his head submissively and Myra saw how excited he had become.  He actually likes being dominated! How fun! 

"Perhaps," she agreed "but in your case, I actually have a reason. Can you guess what it is?" 

She almost laughed when she saw his puzzlement. She placed both her hands at his chest and with a sudden movement grabbed hold of his nipples and viciously sunk her nails in them as she twisted. She saw his face contort with the surprise of the sudden pain. 

"No… Mistress, I can't…" 

"You scorned and avoided my cravings consistently for the last ten days!" she whispered as she rose on tip toes to his ear. "Slave." 

"That is why you deserve to be punished. Wouldn't you agree?" she inquired savoring her new power. She let go of his nipples and he inhaled deeply. 

"Yes, Milady, I do deserve to be punished," he whispered, his voice raspy with tension. His shoulders had slumped and his chest had lost some of its normal panache. But his manhood was hard.  I have never seen him that hard before.  Myra smiled. 

"You know, before I came here to be your  slave," she said the last word with such profound disdain that it crunched up her features as if she had

bitten off a sour lemon, "I was a free woman of Rome myself. In fact, there was a time my family was rich. Maybe not as rich as any of you people here in the capital, but rich enough that I knew a bit about the proper treatment of slaves." 

She motioned for Sana to approach and took from her a wide leather strap with a buckle at the end. 

"A little something that I learned back then was that often times humiliation can be much more effective a punishment than pain.” She giggled when she saw his eyes widen with apprehension. 

"So here is my punishment for you," she held up the leather collar, 

"First, for the next twelve hours, until sunrise — you are to ware this collar around your neck as a reminder of who is your mistress. And second," she stepped forward on tip toes and kissed him deeply, devouring those pouty lips of his. 

"Second," her voice grew husky, "I want you and me to go in there, in the hot room, in the sauna, and I want you to pleasure me, as only you are pleasured by your slaves." At this she reached up and deftly slipped the collar around his neck firmly locking it in place. She saw him swallow with apprehension at the foreign sensations of the thick black leather. Myra decided then that she truly wouldn't mind celebrating Saturnalia for more than the meager four days proscribed by tradition.  Maybe an entire year would be perfect.  Her smile broadened. 

Just as they reached the small enclosure of the hot house, the emperor found his hunger for this woman overpowering and his mouth fell upon her soft parted lips devouring them in a spasm of wild abandon. A shudder contorted her, and she heard herself whimper in anguish as the sensations exploding inside her body wiped all thought from her mind. She had never felt anything like it before. Her belly was fluttering as if an animal within had suddenly awoken and taken control of her body. 

He slipped a muscled arm around her waist and lifted her to sit on the massage-couch. 

"Put your hands behind, Milady, and prepare yourself to be serviced,” he said, his eyes, only inches from hers, his voice making it clear it was an order. 

Myra's hands flew to her back and she touched her wrists to the cleft of her butt. Perched on the edge of her couch, Myra kept her concentration centered on keeping her knees open and toes pointed up as Sana had taught

her. 

Commodus bent and retrieved a set of metal clamps from a dresser by the door. The clamps had small golden teeth and were joined with a heavy gold chain. After rummaging some more, he produced a couple of thin leather strings that he used to quickly secure her wrists. He noticed her testing the knots glad to see her disappointment as she discovered the security of the restraints. 

“Look this way," he pointed at the wall to his left. In the instant she did as instructed, he leaned in and kissed her neck. A gentle peck of his lips was followed by a sloppy kiss which was then followed by sucking on her skin. 

He held it between his teeth and gently but deliberately squeezed until he felt it bruise. Myra gasped, part with anguish and part with ecstasy. 

"Good," he said simply and kissed her forehead. Even without touching her, Commodus saw in her eyes the invisible waves of lust coursing through her body. 

"I will serve you now, as I wish to be served later," the emperor growled. "If you have anything to say, better voice your protests now." He stood back and using one of the flaming cedar torches at the entrance to the hot room, lit a multitude of candles that she hadn't noticed until now. Dozens if not hundreds of the tiny wax things had been artfully arranged around the edge of the room. 

Shimmering light danced off the polished marble walls and glinted off the chiseled muscles and narrow waist of the emperor. Myra felt her nipples tighten almost in pain and her thighs spread of their own accord. Her eyes scanned his godlike perfection as he moved this way and that, arranging the fragrant candles. As if Adonis himself had come down from Mount Olympus, he was pure glory, from the thick black curls of his hair to the muscled calves of his legs. She noticed a sheen of perspiration had broken all over him. He had barely even touched her yet. The thought of the effect she was obviously having upon him without so much as even brushing his skin sent shivers of pleasure and apprehension up and down her spine. 

"Here we go, Myra," he bent forward, caught her bound wrists and angled them up behind her back. His eyes found and locked in on hers. At the moment her pupils narrowed from the first hint of pain he stopped and connected her hands to a hook behind her back she never knew was there. 

Her arms were pointed almost straight up causing her upper torso to

angle forward at the waist thus making her large breasts to dangle straight down. He knelt and kissed every toe first on her left foot and then the right. 

Then he used his tongue and laved the soles of her feet taking an extra long time to wiggle between her toes that he then lovingly suckled on. 

And then, out of nowhere, her first orgasm hit. 

Mesmerized by the sensation at her feet, Myra never even felt it approach. Like a surprise midsummer-storm, it engulfed her out of nowhere, crunching up her body, causing her to ooomphth a gasp as if an invisible hand had reached and grasped her belly. Commodus felt her shudder with ecstasy and discovered that her exquisite pleasure caused his own manhood to grow and expand further than ever before. 

With care, he used her trance to secure one foot and then the other to the respective sides of the couch where her trembling form how sat. Then he relaxed back on his haunches and patiently waited for her to come down from her ecstasy. 

As the last of her tremors subsided he stood up and reached for a bottle of fragrant lavender oil that he poured generously on his palm and then along her neck from where it trickled down finding its way to her engorged nipples from where it started dripping down to the floor as if milk from a swollen mammary. He wrapped both his hands around her flesh and gently kneaded her breasts sending bolts of energy through her core. He sensed her try to collect her thighs together, realizing for the first time she couldn't close them all the way as the leather bindings tugged back at her ankles. Not too tight to hurt but just tight enough to restrain. She looked up at him casting a pleading stare. 

"No! It's not over, Myra. Trust me. In fact, we've only just began," he whispered.  Oh, Gods, no!  

She couldn't possibly come again! She was done! At least for the night. 

She had never, ever come more than once at a time before in her life. 

Amazingly, as his fingers continued administering his tender attentions to her breasts, she felt a stirring of warmth begin to return. Tiny tingles of excitement started emanating from her core, cascading out across her stomach and legs. She giggled softly as she felt her nether lips moisten again. 

She felt him put a finger to her chin so he could stare into her eyes. 

"This time, Milady, you will not come until I tell you to." Again he spoke quietly, and again Myra felt a deep desire to please him build within her. 

She nodded rapidly, wanting nothing more than to be given permission to release the bubble of pleasure within. 

He spent many minutes massaging the thick fragrant oil into her breasts. 

Satisfied with his work, he next picked up what looked like an ornate white seashell with symmetrical ridges along its back. Myra gasped when she felt him position its razor-sharp edge at the base of her left breast. He took hold of her nipple in one hand, and with the other, started carefully scraping off the oil from her flesh. He moved with deliberate pressure under an angle up from her ribs to her nipple almost as if holding a blade and shaving her skin. 

A rivulet of oil collected along the edge of the shell and dripped to the ground. Myra's squeal echoed in the tiny cell as she felt a bubble of tension bloom in her very center. Every successive motion of his expert hands made her desire grow. For some unknown reason instead of being afraid of the sharp object at her breast, she was actually scared she might lose control and come before he granted her permission. The slight pain of the scraping was the perfect backdrop to the deep waves of pleasure she was beginning to experience yet again in her belly. Myra bit down hard on her bottom lip in an attempt to keep her body in check as he first scraped her left breast on all sides and then did the same on the right, all the time squeezing her nipples so as to securely hold her flesh in place. Her lip hurt, but she didn't dare release it. 

When he was done he stood back up.  The flickering candlelight illuminated his mischievous smile that grew as she saw him get something metallic from the floor. He stepped toward her, his erection bouncing not two inches from her mouth. He met her stare and held up the object so she could see it. 

It had two steel clamps at each end. What made her skin tingle however, weren't the serrated and sharp teeth of the clamps but the massive gold chain that linked them — it was  heavy. She gasped when she realized his intentions. He reached out and touched her dangling breast, gently dragging his fingertips along the curvature of its flesh up to her cleavage. 

"When I put this on you, you may come once. No more.  Do you understand? Milady?" his last word dripped with the false sweetness of honey over a sour cherry. 

Myra nodded earnestly, eager to relieve the growing bubble of pleasure

within, no matter the cost. The emperor slowly, methodically pinched one clip, holding it steady in one hand between forefinger and thumb, its golden serrated teeth yawning open like a hungry little mouth. And then he opened the other. Myra found herself holding her breath, her chest steady, looking down as the two clips engulfed her areolae. The emperor slowly released the two springs shut upon the engorged nipples. 

As they snapped in place chewing into her flesh, tugging her breasts, Myra's bubble of need popped and she heard herself scream with ecstatic pain as it radiated from her the tips of her breasts to shatter into her brain as she lost herself into delectable oblivion. Her insides vibrated with bliss as her pussy clenched and relaxed. 

Amazingly to her, Myra's second orgasm was more powerful than the first. When she opened her eyes, she saw Commodus standing calmly in front of her, his dark eyes — two bottomless orbs of lust. 

He reached behind her panting form and one by one released her wrists and then her ankles helping her lay her exhausted form back across the soft couch. For the next two hours he devoted himself to giving every inch of her body the exquisite treatment he had subjected her glowing breasts a few moments earlier. 

First he lathered on the fragrant oil. Then he massaged it in with deep loving motions. Finally he scraped her skin clean with the white seashell, gentle to apply just the right amount of pressure, careful not to damage, but severe enough to make her shiver with fright. His attention to detail never wavered and Myra caught herself wondering if she could ever leave him, leave this creature of lust.  Would he let me go? Would I want to leave? 

Finally, in the small hours of the morning, his ministrations upon her all but complete, a delectable sheen of sweat covering them both, the young concubine turned around on her back and feasted her eyes upon the naked form of her emperor. She put out a thin hand and wrapped her tiny fist as best she could around his manhood. 

She sat up, kissed it, and then laved it front to back. 

"I believe we're done with your punishment, at least for now,” she said and took him into her throat. 

 Chapter Four

 HER MASTER

 Two weeks later. 

Gods! How he wanted to wrap his hands around the throats of his enemies! Feeding them to the lions would be mercy indeed! They hadn't even had the courage to send assassins; instead they had chosen that most cowardly of weapons — poison. No! They would be begging for the lions by the time he was done with them. But first he had to figure out exactly who they truly were — these faceless men who had sought out to destroy him. His suspicions were too broad and too vague. He knew it wouldn't do to hurry and act without knowing for sure. 

His counselors had advised him that he would be safest on his galley, out at sea, surrounded by his trusted praetorian guards. Commodus only agreed with their cowardly reasoning because he knew he needed time. Even now he could imagine his shadowy  enemies hiding, waiting, conspiring. The emperor knew his life would never be the same. The honeymoon of the fresh-faced young leader was over. It was time to show the world who was its true master. 

He had left with nary a word to anyone, even Myra. 

He closed his eyes and pictured her again as she lay in his bed, by the pool. Her naked body had curled up instinctively searching out the warm place he had just left. He knew he had done the right thing — she would be safer at the palace, away from him, from where he had to go, from what he had to do. 

He would not take his revenge in the immediate visceral way he knew was expected. Instead he too would wait, act hesitant and timid — give them all the reasons they needed to marshal their shadowy forces. 

Commodus didn't think of revenge in the general sense, but in a very particular way. The people who had poisoned most of his slaves and nearly killed him and Myra were powerful. He probably knew most by name and worked with them daily in the senate. Rage wouldn't bring him the revenge

he required. In fact they probably hoped that he would do something stupid and rash. No. For him revenge meant a permanent and complete destruction of his foes. Not one would be allowed to survive. 

First, he would learn their identities. Then, he would make them feel safe, confident in his feigned weakness. Only after that, when they felt certain in their triumph, he would come for them swift as an eagle falling upon a snake. He would rip their lives away bit by bit. He would make them experience fear such as they never thought existed. Many would run, he knew, and it would be a long time indeed before they all met their just fate. 

But he also knew that an example had to be made. An example that would shine through the ages and deter anyone from ever testing his resolve again. 

Yes, when the time came, they would all be begging for the mercy of the lions. 

But the end was far and the road to success arduous and fraught with danger. Commodus suspected that they would come for him again, probably soon. He wasn't safe. He was bait. Myra couldn't be here. She had to be away safe and ignorant of the peril. At least for now. 

Gods how he missed her! 

His little Myra, his concubine, his lover. He wondered where she was now. Was she safe? What was she doing? Was the Majordomo taking good care of her like he had promised? Perhaps it would be best if she was allowed to return to her estate; to the peaceful country life she knew so well. But Commodus immediately knew that could never be. He needed to see her. If not now, then at least soon. He needed her to be there when he returned. To be with him when he savored his triumph. He couldn't imagine himself without her. Without Myra by his side, the emperor knew, victory would be meaningless. 

Commodus stepped out on the deck of the military galley and allowed the brisk chill of the early morning to wake him. The scent of rain felt heavy in the air. He looked on as a group of guards were readying a boat. The change of their shift. 

 It was time.  His hand squeezed the pommel of his sword making his knuckles grow white. 

"Centurion!" he bellowed. 

"Master," the gruff voice of Vergilius, his trusted guard came from the

deck behind. 

"You'll be leaving too. I have a message for you to deliver." 

"You'll be left alone without any armed guards, Master," the giant protested. "The next shift of praetorians aren't coming back until tonight." 

"Let me worry about that. The message is important. You are to guard it with your life and make sure it reaches the destination at all cost! Do you understand?" Commodus looked the man squarely in the eyes. 

"Yes, Master. I will die before I allow anyone else to see it." 

"Good. Thank you, Vergilius. You are one of the very few people I can trust." 


*****

Myra shot out of bed, her heart racing, sweat moistening her sheets. She couldn't recall her dream. She didn't have to. Her body hurt with the uncomfortable burn of uncertainty. Why? She knew the answer to that. Ever since Saturnalia, since that hasty return to Rome, Myra's sleep had been completely shaken. She pushed back the covers and padded barefoot across the floor of her small room to look out the palace window. The pale glow of the moon still held sway across the early morning sky. 

Where was he? Was he alive? Was he safe? Was he staring at the same moon right this instant? 

It was almost three weeks now. Ever since that last delectable night at the villa.  The night before he left.  The emperor was gone from the palace, from her life, from her bed. 

Someone had poisoned the water wells at the villa. Many of the servants and guards had not woken that morning. Anyone that had drunk water from the amphoras was dead. Only a couple of the guards, her own companion Sana who had been at a different house, Myra and the emperor had survived. 

If she and Commodus had not spent the night in the bath house, they would surely be dead too. 

The enormity of the event hadn't really registered with her until they were already making their way back into Rome. Who would have done such a hideous thing? Why? More than a hundred servants, helpers and soldiers had been poisoned that night. If Myra hadn't decided to play games with the emperor and "punished" him and made him service her like a slave all through the night at the spa, if they had so much as went back to the villa and

drunk a cup of water, they would both surely be dead by now. 

Now enclosed in the relative safety of the imperial palace, Myra felt utterly alone and left in the dark. Her only source of information were the wild rumors that circulated through the city. Some said the emperor was already dead, murdered by his own guard. Others talked about multitudes of barbarian hordes gathering in the mountains, preparing to pounce upon the defenseless city. Some whispered that the emperor had escaped to Africa and wouldn't return until the barbarians had retreated. 

Myra knew better than to believe any of the gossip. But brooding and time had that annoying ability to shake the resolve of even the strongest believer. And Gods, did she miss him. Even her trusted maid Sana knew precious little about the emperor's whereabouts and wellbeing.  Finally Myra decided she would act. The panic and uncertainty of waiting were simply too much. 

She decided to approach the only person she thought she could trust. A number of futile attempts later, Myra was finally granted admission to the praetorian barracks and after an afternoon of futile waiting and enduring the constant and craven stares of the praetorian legionaries, she caught a glimpse of Josephus walking toward her across the courtyard. 

Even from a distance, she felt the heat of his stare bore through to her very soul. Myra suddenly felt naked as if he had ripped her dress to shreds via an unknown preternatural force of lust. 

She could tell he was angry and judging by the sinister looks of the other soldiers she suddenly realized that she might have endangered them both by coming here. The emperor's favorite concubine had no work at a military barracks. Least of all amongst his personal bodyguards. What reason could there be for a visit like that?  Other than lust, perhaps?  Gods, she felt so stupid sometimes; especially when it came to politics. Spies and the rumors they spouted seemed to ooze out of every cobblestone in Rome. But could she have done anything differently? Probably not. She  had to talk to someone. 

Josephus was the only person she knew that might be able to help her find the emperor. But now that Myra saw him walking across the courtyard, all the memories of that first encounter of theirs came rushing back. Her first training to be an imperial concubine…

"Why are you here, slave?" growled the praetorian even before he was near. His voice carried such quiet power, she wondered if he ever moved his lips. 

"I'm not a slave. I'm a free…" she heard how whiny and pleading her voice sounded and simply stopped herself. 

His stare — an intense beam of cold anger and pitiless resolve sent chills down Myra's spine. A feeling she remembered all too vividly stirred within the depths of her soul. Much to her consternation she felt her nipples harden. 

 Gods! 

He smiled as his eyebrows arched in an unspoken question. 

"I had nowhere else to go...I just wanted to ask... If you knew..." she whispered and then just looked away and hung her head down in futile embarrassment. 

"Well you're right about one thing…, slave," he smiled down at her. "It is true you have nowhere to go. So the best thing you could do right now, is to run back to the palace. Run before I allow my brothers in arms here to beat you to death with their cocks and tear you limb from limb." 

Myra gasped and cried and found herself running as fast as she could from that hellish place and devil of a man. Before she knew it, her legs were already carrying her back into the depths of the imperial palace. 

She had never hated herself as much as that day. She hadn't felt so helpless and weak, not even when she had first accepted the offer to be a concubine in return for imperial favors. 

She had barely made it back to the palace when a message arrived from Josephus. It instructed her to join him and another praetorian in the early morning and follow them to the port of Naples. There they were to board a boat that would take them to the imperial galley docked off the coast. 


*****

The trip was brisk and done mostly in utter silence. At one point, Myra thought she heard one of the sailors complain to another about the bad luck caused when a woman set foot upon a boat.  Silly superstitions!  Myra almost got angry and lashed out at the rough man but decided against it. Anger required energy and she had precious little of it left. 

It was dusk when they finally glimpsed the outline of the imperial

galley. Something about it made Myra think of a lonely animal, a beautiful migratory bird perhaps, left behind by its flock. Lonely and forgotten, it floated amid the mists, the blue-green waves of the bay lapping at its bow. 

Myra was relieved when her little boat finally reached its destination and she could hardly wait for the sailors to lower a gantry before she ran up to the main deck of the ship. 

It was gigantic! For an instant Myra caught herself wondering if they could race chariots up and down the endless wooden expanses of the deck. 

Even though she knew that everything that somehow involved the emperor had to be big, she was still shocked by its sheer size. Somewhere up ahead a sailor waived and she followed him into a dimly lit cabin. 

She had barely cleared the low portico when a strong arm wrapped around her waist and whirled her off her feet. 

"The Gods are merciful, Myra!" she had never seen Commodus smile so broadly before. He brought her gently around to face him. "You have no idea what misery life is without you." 

 He missed me! 

She was about to say something when she found his hungry mouth upon hers, his tongue probing, devouring. Had she been able to talk, she might have told him how much she missed him; how angry she was that he hadn't brought her along, but it felt too good to be back in his arms and for a moment her mind just seized up and she let herself savor the moment. She felt his large hands meet around her waist and push up under her tunic. Myra sucked on his tongue and her lips met his — hungry, greedy and full of desire. 

It no longer mattered where or how their relationship had first started or where it would lead so long as they were together. Myra felt his rising need pressed through their clothes against her thigh. She wanted him inside her. 

She used the railing of the cabin for leverage and pivoted wrapping her own hands around his thick neck as she leapt up and wrapped her legs around his torso. She felt his surprise and smiled careful not to break their kiss. Even between the togas, tunics and belts, she felt their combined heat. 

She giggled into their kiss. "You're so very hard, Master. But you have way too many clothes on…" 

She stepped back down and tugged on his belt. Finally its clasp came undone and she let let it clatter to the floor along with his sword. Need

clouding her universe, Myra grabbed the edge of his pants and as she stood before him, pulled them completely off.  Then she helped him shimmy out of his silken shirt and he, in turn, lifted her embroidered gown and pulled it off over her head. She raised her arms and let him do whatever he wanted. Myra felt him inhale deeply as he undressed her. "You smell tastier than milk and honey ever could," he breathed. She laughed out loud when he jumped with surprise as she wrapped her tiny fist around his engorged manhood. 

She heard a whimper escape her lips. She sounded so much like a kitten. 

He moved fast with confident steps as he swept her up and carried her to his bed. He lay beside her as his hands filled with the weight of her needy breasts. 

"I want to be on top," she said. 

He laughed. "As the lady pleases," and clasped a hand around her butt and pivoted them both around in the tiny cot. He slipped another hand between them both and he used it to gently cup her in front. Myra rode his hand for a couple of minutes until she felt him guide her onto him. She had hoped to retain at least a measure of control but as the angle of their bodies brought him into previously unexplored depths, she found waves of passion start to emanate from her core and forgot all about the world. 


*****

They lay in bed. Her breasts lolling in time to the movement of the waves beneath. Commodus had to force himself to look away. 

"Up here…," Myra laughed as she took his chin and made him look into her eyes, "how many time do I have to tell you, young man, it is polite to look people in the eyes," she giggled. "Why is it that men are so infatuated with women's breasts? I can never quite understand," she feigned a curious expression on her face. 

"Well, they are…" he started but she quickly clasped her palm across his mouth. 

"No, never mind, I'd rather not know," she laughed. Then her eyes grew serious and her expression darkened. 

"Tell me instead, how long will you be out here. Away from Rome…

Away from me?" she asked, "I miss you…" 

"I miss you more, Myra!" he hugged her tight. She felt a sadness make

its way into his voice. He grew tense with thought. Then, suddenly, he reached some decision, and he sat up and turned to look her in the eye. 

"What it all comes down to is — I'm running," he almost smiled when he saw how big her beautiful eyes got. "Yes indeed — the emperor of Rome, the most powerful man of the known world, is on the run." 

"But why, Master? What are you running from?" her eyes searched his face for a clue, "Are the monsters of Hades upon us? Have the Gods forsaken us? Do we all need to hide? Your troubles surely cannot be that bad! You are more powerful than your enemies! I know it!" 

He found himself smiling. He loved her passion. 

"That may be, but I cannot overpower them as long as they remain hidden. For me to catch them, they first have to reveal themselves. I do not believe in throwing the entire crop to the fires just because of a few bad apples. My enemies will come out in the open only when they are certain in my weakness. With me gone I am sure the rumors have already started." 

He kissed her forehead, "That is also why I wanted you far away from me. If they attack me — nothing will stop them from harming you." 

"You are playing the bait and waiting for them to be the mouse," Myra said understanding his plan. 

"Something like that, yes," he smiled and hugged her tighter. She whimpered and breathed deeply as she snuggled into his chest. They lay like that until the motion of the sea lulled them both to a restless sleep. 

 Chapter Five

 TAKEN

 The Bay of Naples

The wind had died down and the surface of the Mediterranean, so tumultuous just hours before, glistened in the moonlight as placid as a mirror. 

A loud clatter almost made Myra jump out of her skin. 

"Sorry, Milady", a disheveled old sailor bared a toothless grin at her and bent over to pick up the tools he had dropped. 

Just Commodus and her. And the great placid sea.  Where had everyone gone? 

"You must be cold," the emperor approached and she felt his warmth as he wrapped his arms around her. 

"Here," he undid his thick cape and bundled her up in it. It was so big! 

Myra giggled when she imagined herself as she probably looked from the side — a massive silken cocoon of purple with her tussled head and a nose peaking out against the starry sky. Then she grew serious again. 

"Did you send your praetorian guards away?" she asked. 

"No. They're changing the guard. Our companion galley escort will be back any moment now with their replacements." 

She leaned back into him enjoying the security of his body. There was no moon tonight, just rows and rows of stars above their heads. Myra felt small, like a leaf cast adrift in a lake. She couldn't help but feel a sense of trepidation and sheer agony when she thought of what Commodus had told her. He would lure the traitors out by tempting them with his own helplessness.  But what about the danger? What if they actually overpowered him, his powerful praetorians notwithstanding?  Myra willed herself to stay calm. 

Somewhere to starboard they heard a splash. And then another. Soon it was a sequence of splashes following each other in rapid succession.  Oars. 

 The galley with the praetorian guards.  Myra felt her own body relax but was surprised to feel the emperor grow tense behind her back. 

"What is wrong, Master? It sounds like our bodyguards have made good time." 

He was silent for a long while. His body facing the direction of the sound. She felt his chest expand as he breathed in the night air. Then

suddenly he spun her around and looked directly into her puzzled dark eyes. 

"These are no praetorians. The boat they left with was only equipped with sails, not oars. These people are approaching much too fast with no lights or drums as is required by the military. You need to run bellow decks, Myra. Now!" he breathed. "Lock the doors and hide yourself, and do not come out. No matter what you hear. Do you understand me?" his voice was a soft whisper, but his intonation, hard and deliberate left her no choice but to obey. 

Myra looked up at him. Her eyes trying to reason with him as she brushed back her curls. 

"What about you? Where will you go? What will you do?" 

"I will be fine. I'm the emperor." he forced a thin smile. "No one will harm me as long as there is a ransom to be head."  Unless someone already paid them for my head on a pike. 

She barely had enough time to hide bellow deck when a soul-splitting crack shattered the silence of the night causing the powerful ship to shudder. 

 Chapter Six

 THE DEPRAVED

 House of Petronius, City of Rome

General Petronius looked on as the nubile dancer followed the rhythm of the drum. She looked pleasing enough: doe-eyed and slim, with small perky breasts and a smile that easily went from shy to insolent to wicked. He motioned for a slave to pour him more wine. Old age was such a bore. There had been a time when it often took more than four women to tire him out. 

Now, at sixty-seven, gratifying a woman even once required lengthy setups and imaginative displays. 

Petronius smiled and for the first time that evening felt a welcome twitch. The girl had missed a step in her dance, her concentration broken by the blond Apollo that had ascended the stage by her. Karl, the master of the general's harem. The boy had turned out to be an excellent acquisition. At twenty — almost a youth in the general's eyes, he had matured into a natural dominant. The general sipped on his wine and relaxed back into his seat. Up on the stage Karl passed a hand through his golden hair and tossed it back. It fell back across his sculpted shoulders not unlike a waterfall of languid honey. Petronius signaled the drummer and the music stopped. 

"Stand straight," said Karl as he stepped close to the shivering woman and moved his hands over her body, his exploration — expert and slow. 

Petronius felt a tingle of pride; he had taught him well. 

"Kneel on the floor. Spread your knees," the young man commanded. 

Petronius broke off a cluster of grapes. Why was it, he wondered, that some slaves turned out to be naturals when it came to lovemaking and obedience, and yet others —proved about as sensual as a piece of furniture. 

No matter how many hours of dedication and training he devoted, some slaves simply wouldn't, or rather —  couldn't learn. Like teaching music to a tone-deaf child. 

The general knew it wasn't his technique. It might have been a problem once, long ago, when he had first started dabbling in sexual training of slaves. 

But not now; not after the decades of meticulous practice and dedication he had devoted to his hobby. Now he knew, no man existed that could best him when it came to unravelling the layers of a human soul until the inner petals of raw sexuality lay bare and exposed. He chuckled at the thought: The most

decadent among decadent Romans — that had to count for something. 

Some people considered him callous, heartless — a stone cold butcher on the fields of war. But the general knew these were not weaknesses but strengths. Some people said that he was congenitally incapable of feeling empathy or love. Perhaps they were right. But love was almost as useless on the battlefield as it was amongst civilized Romans. 

Born into middle nobility, general Petronius always made sure he followed the norms and expectations of civil society. He derived no inordinate pleasure from hurting innocents. After all, it wouldn't do for him to be seen as insane by his fellow nobility. But he also knew how to unleash the fires that burned within. His smile broadened —  The Scourge of Thrace, they had once called him. Yes, he definitely knew how to break people and entire nations as well. Pain was a tool, a means to an end, and he did indeed know how to use it to great effect. 

Such a pity he had grown old. Society and his peers now expected him to move aside and make place for young careerists like general Varus…

 Young and rash,  was what Petronius thought of Varus. Ah, old age… Death by a thousand cuts was what it truly was. 

Up on the stage the girl had been positioned on her back and her small whimpers could be heard as Karl crouched between her knees. He had commenced a most delectable exploration of the parts she considered to be her most private. "Yes, master," the girl whispered in reply to a soft command and the general saw her pull her knees and double in two as she tried to collect them up toward her head as far as they would go. He could see a sheen of perspiration break out along her pale skin as she waited, her hands holding her legs splayed wide for the attentions of her master. 

Karl first touched and then pushed into parts of her that she probably never thought could be reached. Long minutes of slow, deliberate motions were punctuated by her moans and squeals of discomfort that added color to the tableau displayed before the general. After perhaps an hour of diligent ministrations, Karl finally pulled out his hand and moved to wipe it in her auburn curls. The general heard her intake of breath as her lungs were at last again able to expand into her previously occupied abdomen. 

"Stand!" came the command and she quickly shimmied out of her prostrate position onto wobbling knees and stood before her tormentor. Karl moved around her, his eyes, ablaze — scanning, appraising. He grasped her throat, squeezed it gently, then released it, trailing across her back, moving to

her front where he gently cupped her breasts, pressing them up and against her body, then letting them suddenly fall as she gasped. 

The general stood up and undid his belt.  He was ready. 

"That will do, Karl. Take her to my bed and position her over you. You can enjoy her, while I will explore her nether regions." 

The old man followed the young couple as Karl hefted the whimpering young woman by the waist, his sculpted triceps rippling as he dragged her to the master's bedroom. Fortunately for her, she was granted a reprieve, for just at the instant when the general was about to honor his promise, a chime sounded throughout the house and a slave hurried to announce the arrival of an imperial messenger. 

For a minute Petronius caught himself weighing the repercussions of personally slaughtering the impertinent messenger that had the bad taste of interrupting him but one look at the giant of a legionary made him forget his initial annoyance. 

The letter the praetorian bore turned out to be simple in words and exceedingly complex in execution. 

 "Dear Petronius, I hope these words find you in the best of health and disposition. Not least because I need your service. It is urgent, as I'm certain you will understand, and therefore I will be brief. Upon receipt of this note you are to assume control of the praetorian legion and arrest general Varus the instant he sets foot in Rome. After that, you shall also assume command of the four legions accompanying him and march to Naples where we shall meet. Decimate any barbarians you may encounter. You can name any reward you wish when we meet." Commodus, Imperator Romini. 

 Post Scriptum: "Vergilius, the bearer of this letter, is captain of my guard. He is yours to do with as you please until we meet again." 

Petronius allowed his eyes to travel up from the letter to the massive frame of the praetorian and then down again. He smiled and licked his dry lips. 

"Are you big everywhere, praetorian?" the general asked. He watched the initial puzzlement quickly wash away replaced by a squinty-eyed look of comprehension and a thin sadistic smile. 

"Most people seem to think so," growled Vergilius. 

"The emperor says you are to serve me for some time until we meet him. 

Will that be fine with you?" asked the general. 

"I do as my emperor orders," came the simple reply. 

"Excellent. We'll be riding out with the remainder of the praetorians in the morning. But first I need you to help me out with something here," 

Petronius turned and looked back at his bedroom. From where he stood he could see the naked calves of the woman as she lay spread-eagle waiting. 

"Undress," he told the soldier and moved toward the bedroom. "You shall mount her from the front while I continue what I had initially started at her back door." He felt himself harden when he heard the young slave's whimpers as saw the giant enter the room. 


*****

Finding and killing the traitor Varus turned out to be much easier than general Petronius had expected. If anything, it happened  too fast. Petronius had only been on his march north for less than a day when his scouts came back to announce they had come upon a disorderly column of mountain clansmen heading their way. 

Two hours and a couple of skirmishes later, Petronius had the chiefs captured and their ragtag gang of followers surrendered en masse. When the general walked over to meet them, he caught himself wandering how it was that such a foul-smelling group had ever hoped to stay hidden from the imperial troops for more than an afternoon. Their poor discipline and abysmal weapons only completed the picture. Petronius found the atmosphere in the enclosed space of the cramped tent where they were being kept more than overpowering. 

"Captain," he snarled, "Unchain these men. And bring them, out in the open." He waited patiently for the surprised chieftains to step out and come over to where he was seated on a small gold-encrusted chair eating grapes and dong his level best to stay upwind from his visitors. 

"Milord," the biggest one of them said when he emerged, his head bowed in submission, "Please show us mercy, Milord." 

The old general cast the ragtag group of barbarian chiefs an appraising look. 

"Who are you, tribesman?" he asked, his voice cold as snow. 

"Rolf son of Gunther, leader of the Longhorns, Milord," replied the

largest of the group who appeared to speak for them all. This simple statement was followed by a long uncomfortable silence during which the general ate a cluster of grapes that he chased down with a generous swallow from his bejeweled cup of wine. 

"Very well,  Rolf son of Gunther," he stood up and walked over to the kneeling clansmen. "Here is what I can offer you and your people: You are free to return whence you came. You can keep the booty from your raids, but any slaves that are Roman citizens, you'll have to release. However, I will also give you a choice: If you join me and show us the way to where Varus the traitor is encamped, I will allow you to add his loot to the one you already have and keep it all for yourselves," he bent forward to offer his cup of wine to the flabbergasted chieftain. 

"So what is your decision?" 

It took the smelly barbarians less than two seconds to switch their allegiance. It turned out that general Varus, during his short time with the clansmen had gone a long way toward alienating and even antagonizing his bearded allies.  Over the time of their campaign against the emperor the mutineers had raided many a Roman town and villages up and down Northern Italy. 

However, much to the annoyance of Rolf and luckily for Petronius, general Varus had kept most of the spoils for himself. The young fool had further antagonized his allies by sending off the barbarian chiefs to mop up and chase down retreating imperial troops rather than allow them time to enjoy the rest and booty they felt they deserved. 

Amazed that general Petronius had not only not crucified them but actually offered them that which Varus had kept for himself, the chiefs' 

choice had turned out to be a foregone conclusion: Rolf volunteered to personally lead Petronius' scouts and show them the fastest way to Varus' 

camp. They marched immediately, the element of surprise being the best weapon in Petronius expert opinion. 

The battle against the mutinous general and his four legions started at day break. Petronius saw no need to give his own troops time to rest from the overnight march and opted instead to thrust them into the trick of Varus' 

camp immediately. By ten that same morning the corpse of General Varus was brought out by one of his personal bodyguards and unceremoniously laid before Petronius. The general sighed. His emperor wouldn't be pleased that they never had the opportunity to question the traitor. 

The mission having been accomplished, Petronius promptly released the vanquished troops from their oath to their mutinous leaders. They could retain their freedom on the sole condition that they swore their allegiance to him instead. 

Later that night, as he lay luxuriating in the embraces of a waifish little thing he had acquired from amongst the slaves of Varus, he wondered about the rapidity of his success those last couple of days. 

Perhaps his earlier thoughts of retirement had been premature. As he plunged into the hapless girl, almost fifty years his junior, it occurred to General Petronius that maybe the gods had always intended for someone more experienced, more decisive and less emotionally attached than Commodus to take control of the state. Someone more like him. 

By the time the old general came, his initial epiphany had progressed to a full-fledged plan and his mind had already commenced to work out the details that were going to be required to wrest control away from the current emperor. 

 Chapter Seven

 THE BEAST

 A prison, somewhere in Italy

 Clang!  Myra's eyes shot wide open. A metallic sound reverberated across the tiny cell. A mouse? She smiled at the thought that a creature actually called this dismal place home. 

She shivered as the memories came flooding back: The thunderous WHACK that had accompanied the soul rendering shriek of the wood as it splintered into a thousand pieces. The pirates had accelerated their boat and rammed it straight into the imperial galley. 

She had willed herself to remain hidden, silent, not to cry. 

But then the water came rushing in through a thousand cracks that had opened in the shattered vessel and her legs propelled her across the tiny cabin, up the flight of steps, onto the misty deck. 

She saw him immediately. They were taking him away. Josephus lay dead at his feet, a pool of crimson surrounded them both and looked to be growing bigger by the instant. Heavy chains wrapped the emperor's wrists. 

Blood trickled down his forehead. She couldn't stop herself. 

"Master!" she screamed. And as everyone turned she saw his sad eyes. 

"Myra!" he mouthed from across the deck. 

And she ran! She dashed around a burly man with a bushy beard, skipped ahead of another that gave chase after her. For an instant, Myra almost imagined that she would make it: Across, the deck, down the sloping gantry, into the boat which had brought her here just the night before. But that thought was rudely interrupted. A hand grabbed her arm and tugged, spinning her in a s circle that ended when a fist slammed into her belly and all became darkness. 

When she first woke up, she thought she was dead — she couldn't see, couldn't hear, couldn't move. But then, she heard the sound of dripping water and that was followed by the searing pain of metal rubbing against her wrists. 

She was alive. 

 Clang!!!  No, not a mouse. Myra suddenly felt movement. Something primal, an instinct buried deep within reared its head and sent a shiver down her spine. There was someone, a human being by the door to her cell. Her

eyes strained to part the darkness, to see anything, something. And then she did! Silently the door had swung open and a shadow head entered. 

She heard a sound, like a horse whinnying. Then she realized it came from her. She trembled. Gruff hands grabbed her wrists where they were locked into the manacles of the chains. The man slipped something metal into the lock. A grunt, a twist and the man tugged on the chairs, and they came away. He was setting her free! If not a friend, then an ally perhaps! 

"Thank you..." Myra started to say. 

"Shhh, woman, be quiet!" A voice whispered from the darkness, "Don't make me hurt you." 

Immediately she twisted herself away and crawled to the other side of the tiny cell. 

"A fighter," the shadow chuckled. "I like that. But don't you dare make any noise. I want you to myself. First." 

He walked over and knelt in front of her. Slowly he put out a thick muscled arm and like a python devouring a quivering rabbit, his huge palm enveloped her breast. She gasped as it swallowed it and squeezed making her flesh contort and disappear. Pain lanced through her but she didn't scream. 

Instead, her eyes cast about the tiny cell. The darkness seemed to have lifted a bit. And then she saw it:  The door was ajar. 

Out of nowhere, a calm came over Myra. Somewhere within her soul, a gate had opened and allowed another person through. Hard and determined, that being now took control of Myra. 

"Please...," she whispered. "Be gentle," and wrapped her arms around his neck. 

She felt him smile, and then she saw him sit back, undo his belt and slip off his clothes. All she needed was hope and this beast had delivered it to her. 

As he approached once again, the shadows parting to reveal a hungry face, Myra focussed her entire being into the rock she felt under her. Small, and round, probably intended to put meager prison rations upon, it was also oval and hard and fit oh-so-perfectly in her palm. She collected her feet, reached for the rock and with one breath propelled her entire body's strength into the point where her fingers clutched the object as she brought it up from bellow in an ark of blurry motion that swung to connect with the burly man's temple. 

He lost his balance, tipped sideways and then crumbled not unlike an aqueduct during an earthquake. She didn't know if he was dead. Perhaps not. 

So she took a deep breath, crouched by him, wrapped her skinny arms around

his neck once again, and squeezed. She started counting. At twenty, his entire body started flapping like a fish, by fifty his convulsions had died off and by one-hundred — so had he. She squeezed until her count got to one-hundred and twenty before she released her hold and lay down on the cold floor panting. 

A couple of moments later she turned him over and found his gaoler's keys and a knife. She had to run! What if his companions were already looking for him? She didn't know what time of day it was or where they had taken her. The only thing Myra knew for certain was that the lingering darkness was her only friend right now and the sooner she made a run for it

— the greater her hope for success. So gingerly she stepped out of her cell and groping the damp rocks of the dark corridor she came up to a door, big and hard that she then pushed open. 

The sight of a forest meadow, silver with the first rays of morning twilight, greeted her. She counted to three, took a deep breath and ran for the shelter of the trees beyond. 

 Chapter Eight

 GENERAL'S PET

 House of Petronius, City of Rome

 One week later

"You have to help him!" she implored. 

"I don't have to do anything," he growled. He turned toward the guards, 

"Who is this woman anyway? And why is she in my presence?" 

The praetorians cast uneasy glances at one another. "She was with the emperor, on his ship, general. This is Myra — his favorite concubine," 

explained Vergilius, his thick heavy voice echoing from the walls. 

"Really?" Petronius stood and walked over to where she stood, flanked by the two enormous legionaries on either side. She could see his dark eyes narrow into a thin gaze as he looked down on her. "Favorite concubine to the emperor? Indeed?” 

She felt his skinny hand grab hold of her chin as his long talon-like fingers dug into her cheek. She tried to step away but his fingers squeezed as his face drew nearer. He moved her head this way and that, like a vulture appraising a catch. 

"So tell me, Myra-favorite-concubine-of-the-emperor, what is it that he sees in you? What makes you so special? Is it something you can do? Are you good in bed?" he hissed. 

"Did you not hear what I just said?" she yelled back as she pushed herself out of his grasp and tripped back a couple of steps. The force of her won move almost sent her reeling all the way to the floor were it not for the bulk of Vergilius into whom she collided. "Your emperor needs you, general. 

He needs you and his praetorians to march on Naples where he was abducted by pirates." 

"So say you," the general spat back, a thin vale of mockery in his voice. 

"How do we know you aren't luring us into a trap. Perhaps you're someone else's favorite now. Isn't that what women of your, shall we say, profession are known to do: hop from one man's bed to the next?" Petronius bared his teeth in a wolfish smile. 

"Of my... profession?" Myra gaped "I'm a free woman of Rome, how

dare you?" she heard snickers around the room. Myra did her best to gather herself. "Anyway, what is most important now, is that you ride out to help your emperor. He is in trouble. They may kill him, if you don't, assist him," 

she almost wanted to curl up into a ball and cry out the hopelessness she felt. 

"Why don't you people believe me?" 

"I'll tell you why," the general resumed his seat and leisurely leaned back. "We don't have to believe you. Let me correct that: In fact, you see, I do believe you. But here is the problem," Petronius chuckled, "You say Commodus got himself caught by pirates. Well, he should have known better.  He's the emperor. If he cannot figure out how to protect himself, what good is he as a leader? Perhaps, we're all better off if he's dead." 

Myra gasped. She couldn't believe it, not after all she had endured to get here, to escape the odious pirates, to find a way to get to where she knew Petronius and the imperial troops were stationed, to warn them. 

"Traitors!" she spat back. "You betray your emperor when he needs you most. You spineless monsters!" She would have continued but the storm of anger she saw gathering in the general's face sent shivers down her spine. She saw him nod at one of the legionaries behind her. 

Strong hands grabbed her wrists and lifted her arms above her head. She was petrified. She stood there, her mind in frozen disbelief as a praetorian grabbed the collar of her tunic and suddenly ripped it right off her body. She would have tried to cover herself were it not for the strong arms that held her hands like in a vice above her head. Cold beads of sweat formed and started meandering slowly down her naked form. 

"There is no need for me to keep pretending, sweet girl," the general laughed. "Now that I have done what the emperor asked me — killed or captured all his enemies, imprisoned that traitorous son of a dog Aviscena, I realized that I might as well rid Rome of its emperor as well. I never believed in half measures. I'm certain even you'll agree I'm the more effective commander, the better leader." 

A gentle cough interrupted him and everybody turned to look at the back of the room. The curtains parted and revealed the massive whale-like figure of the smiling Majordomo who strode across and the plush rugs. 

"You started the fun without me I see," the Majordomo wagged a finger at Petronius in mock admonition. 

"Milord, not at all," replied the general laughing. "On the contrary —

just preparing the girl for your pleasures. Something tells me you two have

already met. I'm sure you'll be truly delighted." 

The two men embraced and then kissed one another on the cheeks. 

Myra's eyes became big as saucers. For a minute she had to remind herself to breathe. Majordomo Julius, her oldest acquaintance in Rome, the emperor's trusted ally, her father's best friend, had changed sides too! 

"Traitor! You dog, how could you..." Her voice was cut off when a guard slammed a beefy hand across her face. It sent her ears ringing. 

"Careful, slave!" A legionary growled. "Know your place." 

Myra felt the soldier's grip tighten around her arm. And then she felt her hands grow numb. 

The two men hardly acknowledged her from the other side of the the room. The general moved over to a table upon which little figurines of men and horses represented the positions of the armies as they lay situated around Rome. The Majordomo made a tsk-tsk sound with his tongue, as if complimenting a plate of delicious food. 

"Exemplary work, my general," the fat man smiled. 

"Or perhaps I must start getting used to calling you, Your Grace?" 

"You flatter me, Majordomo," the general nodded. "Rest assured your position in Rome is secure." He put his arm up on the taller fat man's shoulder. 

The Majordomo nodded slowly as if in humble submission. Then without so much as averting his stare from the figurines on the table, he moved like a lightning; he wrapped one bejeweled sausage-like hand around the scrawny general's forehead and with the other rapidly sliced across his exposed neck. 

Even from the opposite end of the hall where she was still held naked by the hearth, Myra could see the glint of steel in the Majordomo's fingers. 

Slowly, like in a dream, the general looked first down at the rivers of blood as they cascaded from the deep slits in his throat onto his formerly immaculate toga. Then he looked up in silent incomprehension at the sparkling eyes of the Majordomo. 

"The emperor sends his best. May you rot in hell, general!" and the fat man wiggled with surprising dexterity out and away from the limp arm that general Petronius still had draped across his shoulder. The body slithered down and crumpled into a heap by his feet. 

The Majordomo turned and for the first time met Myra's wide open eyes. 

"Vergilius, release the girl, and make sure she gets some decent clothes to wear," he bellowed. 

"Yes, Milord," replied the praetorian. 

Myra found pressing herself back against the hearth, her heart in her throat as she began to understand. 

The bulky man walked over, undid the thick mantle from around his shoulders and gently laid it across the girl's naked form as her legs gave way and she slid to the ground. 

"Get some rest, child. The emperor is on his way back," the Majordomo smiled. 

 Epilogue

 Three days later. 

 City of Rome. Imperial Palace. 

"You took your sweet time, Majordomo Julius," the emperor said as they made their way back from the plaza in front of the palace. Behind their backs, upon a cross, firmly embedded in the dry ground, writhed in grotesque agony the pale body of Aviscena, former Lord of the Treasury. Around that single cross upon heaps of parched wood and timber, were erected beams of wood, to which stood chained dozens of co-conspirators, their moans and supplications joining those of their leader in a chorus of agony as one by one their pyres were set ablaze. 

"For a moment there, I almost believed you betrayed me for real," the emperor stopped and stared at his Majordomo, his eyes scanning across the old man's fat cheeks. 

"My humblest apologies, Master," the Majordomo bowed his head in genuine submission. Behind him stood the silent form of the giant praetorian guard Vergilius. "I'm loathe to admit that this last little surprise that general Petronius sprung on us, really caught me unprepared. Before I confronted him, I had to make sure the praetorians still held their allegiance to us." 

"We almost lost the girl, Julius," growled the emperor. "You're lucky you interceded in time. If she had been harmed in any way..." his voice trailed off. "Let us just say, I would have hated to lose such an adept ally as yourself, Majordomo." 

In the background a particularly wicked scream echoed off of the stone walls. The Majordomo fell to his knees and grotesquely started kissing the emperor's feet. 

"Thank you, Milord, thank you... You are too generous," the Majordomo said. 

"Get up, Julius," the emperor grabbed the man by the shoulder and tugged him up to his feet. "You're a good Roman, Julius. We thank you," he smiled. The Majordomo used the sleeve of his toga to wipe off the tears and sweat that caked his face. 

"May I ask you a question, Milord?" 

"Go on." 

"How did you know that he would turn on you like that, the general?" 

the Majordomo asked. 

"I happened to remember what my dad had taught me of human nature," 

Commodus said. "That I can't trust anyone and should account for every possible treachery. But I was also lucky, lucky to have trusted friends in the right places." The emperor looked at Vergilius who bowed imperceptibly in the darkness of the room. 


*****

Gods, she could feel him. 

His hands — enormous, warm, their skin rough from daily use of his heavy sword pulled her across the silken bed covers until her breasts flattened against the solid muscle of his chest. Her heart threatened to explode out of her ribcage. They were naked — gone were the togas, the belts, the shirts and the sandals. Nothing but skin rubbing against skin. Heat and muscle sliding against softness and sweat. He stroked her temple, her chin, then gently he pressed her head to his chest. She whimpered. 

His size excited her. She was tiny — a little morsel of energy, her father used to call her. But the emperor was huge, enormous, towering even above some of his own guards. His muscles pillowed her cheek and rippled beneath her body as she lay herself atop him. She felt his other arm flex across her back, holding her, soothing her. He smelled of cleanliness and soap, of fresh mountain lavender and something else that she guessed was just him. 

Myra didn't know what surprised her more — that the most powerful man in the world loved her, or that she had stopped worrying. She felt at home. And yet she knew, there was still something she needed to tell him. 

She looked up from his chest. 

"Master, I have to..." His mouth captured hers with a soft, strong heat and Myra felt herself surrender to his kiss. She never had a chance to protest, the slow, long, confident, devastating motion of his tongue robbed her mind of the ability to think. He tasted of wine and promise, of power and strength, of tenderness she had never thought possible in a man of such power. She felt him angle his head and heard herself make a small sound in the back of her

throat. It surprised her, she had never made a cry like that before, it sounded like a plea. Her hands found his ribs and brushed along his corded muscles, mesmerized by their angles and hardness. 

She couldn't stop herself. She let her body go. Her arms slid around his back and she found herself holding him as much as he was holding her. He turned and now he was on top, sliding his fingertips over her hair, her temples, her neck. And then lower... 

Myra closed her eyes as he kissed the bared hollow of her throat, inhaling deeply the lavender and jasmine lingering there from her morning bath. 

He felt his breath catch in his throat. Had any chief, any emperor ever possessed such a treasure? The sweet innocence of her voice, the heat of her fires that blazed under her skin which pale as snow was more intoxicating than wine, more invigorating than cold mountain air. 

He lifted himself up on his elbows and gazed upon this treasure of treasures that lay in such exquisite bliss by him. His Myra. She was not beautiful — she was glorious. Her breasts lolled before him, full and taught, dusk aureolas moving into hardness before his own eyes. He could see the shimmer of her sweat break across her sultry skin. 

He longed to have her, to taste her, to lose himself as he suckled on those proud peaks, to hear her gasps and cries of pleasure. 

In his mind's eye he saw the areola glistening with the fiery reflection of the warm fire in the hearth. The curve of her smile told him she found pleasure in his gaze. He felt his manhood rigid and painful as it brushed her soft thigh. 

He placed his fingertip on her chin and slowly traced it down her center across her throat, her chest, crossed her navel and stopped at the spot where her lips met. 

Her response was low whinny like a filly in the spring. He answered with a low growl as he let his hands roam and explore her tenderness. He kissed her ear and gently nibbled on her lobe before he slid down, almost too fast, hungry, insatiable, until his mouth found her soft petals bellow, parting them, finding her wet and welcoming with anticipation. 

She made little broken cries that almost made him come as he touched her. He settled between her thighs, his hands tipping her up and forward, granting him sweet access. He kissed her and his tongue slipped within her intimate recesses. She tasted like milk and honey, warm with life and alive

with tension. She shivered but her sweat told him she wasn't cold. Her little twitches came slow at first and then harder and faster, in time with her broken moans of desire. 

Neither one of them was sure exactly how many times she came beneath his tongue. But just when he thought she was tired out and almost about to fall asleep he felt her hand move grasp his engorged manhood. 

"I need you, Master," she whispered, her voice raspy with tension. 

He moved his back and she slowly adjusted him to her entrance. With her legs spread and her folds moist beneath his body as he hovered poised at her entrance, he rounded a hand in between them both and cupped her mound. 

She started gyrating again and when he felt her rhythm carry her close to the breaking point he let himself go and plunged, their angle and her excitement brought depth and triggered of sensations within Myra's center she never even thought possible. Her muscles welcomed him within her and squeezed him in time with his own movements. 

Too tired to guide him or even herself Myra accepted her own surrender and he felt her grow soft and delicate beneath him. He accepted her choice and took control for them both, guiding his hips, gently caressing her legs all the way from her toes to her buttocks, a force of nature which she allowed to overwhelm her until their very world started to spiral and then broke in a tidal wave of ecstasy that took them to the very gates of life. 

He lightly kissed her forehead, her hair, her temples as she lay spent next to him, her head nestled upon his arm, his hand upon her belly. A log cracked and split, its fiery ambers flying up into the chimney. She fit him, his body, his soul so perfectly. She sighed and when he looked up he saw the two twinkling orbs staring back at him. 

"So tell me, Master, there is one thing I cannot understand," she asked, her voice a tired whisper. 

"Yes, my dove," he said. 

"How were you able to get away from the pirates? I was so worried for you. Did you kill them all?" her brow furrowed in quiet incomprehension. 

He suppressed a smile, and shimmied out of bed to kneel by her side. He took her hand in his and looked her in the eyes. He could see her frown deepen. 

"You don't have to tell me. You're emperor and I don't have to know everything…," she whispered. 

"Shh..., I will tell you everything. I  want to tell you everything." She could see concern and worry fold his features. "But first, I want to you to know that not a moment goes by without me cursing myself for allowing you to come in harm's way the way you did. I will never forgive myself for that…" 

Myra shook her head. "But how could you have stopped them? You were a prisoner yourself…," she stopped when she saw him shaking his head. 

"I was no prisoner, Myra. It was all a ruse," he looked at her with concern as her eyes grew wide. "I had to make as if I was weak so my enemies would feel bold enough to reveal themselves." 

"But, they kidnapped me..." she whispered now and sat up in her bed. 

"They had me in a dungeon...” 

"I know, Myra. All these people, the evil ones that meant you harm, they are punished now. Believe me. You were never meant to come see me at the galley. Josephus was a conspirator and had you believe I had sent for you. I think he hoped to dispose of us both at once that way," Commodus shook his head in disappointment. 

"You had him killed..." she whispered as she started to understand. 

"Yes, I did," he replied. 

"But why didn't you tell me? I worried so much for you." 

"I decided you were safer if you knew less… The pirates were my allies but even most of the simple warriors in their midst didn't know their chiefs were on my side. If my enemies suspected that it all was a trap, we might all be dead by now." 

Commodus held on to Myra's hands and knelt by the bed, at her feet. He looked her straight  in the eyes and she could see tears trickle down his cheeks. 

"Myra," he said. "I cannot imagine myself without you. It is better you don't know how many nights I lay in my bed, woken by nightmares of you kidnapped, tortured, lost…" His body convulsed with thoughts too hard to bear. 

"I love you, Myra. Please forgive me, for exposing you to danger, my dove, my all," she looked at him and in his eyes she saw his sincerity and passion. 

And she smiled. Here he was — the emperor of Rome, at her feet, begging, crying, demanding her forgiveness.  Her forgiveness — the forgiveness of a peasant girl from a small farm to the North of Rome! She so

wanted to be angry with him, to not be in love… She bit her lip and nodded. 

She saw him, relax just a little. 

Myra put her hand on his cheek and wiped away a tear.  Why, oh why did life have to be so complicated?  She bent forward until their foreheads met. 

"I too have a secret to share," she said and saw puzzlement cross his features. 

"I am pregnant… with your child, Master." 

The End
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