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Chapter One

"Now, slave, your training can truly begin," and with that Josephus had simply stood up and left. He hadn't even bothered to finish what he had started. He had left her there standing with her legs apart, hands at her back, naked, willing, waiting — a being of pure feeling. Judging by the look of wild hunger he had cast upon her naked form, Myra knew he not only wanted her, but rather — needed her body. But somehow, he had made himself leave, his massive form of supple muscles, a scarred being of raw animal hunger, he had slipped out the door, allowing the finality of the lock falling into place to seal her solitude. 

She waited, keeping the position he had ordered wondering if perhaps it was a test of some sort. But as time went by she realized that he wouldn’t be coming back. At least not now. Myra huddled back into her bed, tucked herself naked under the covers, shivering and afraid to so much as get up and plead for someone, anyone to bring her breakfast. 

Cold and miserable, it took Myra quite some time to fall back into a troubled restless sleep that brought to agonizing life the dark form of a tall handsome soldier, old wounds criss-crossing his velvet skin. He looked at her, an expression filled with languid misery, in his eyes -- reflections of invisible demons engaged in unfathomable struggle. 

In her dream, Myra realized he wasn’t alone. Together with him there was yet another man, one of pure and utter darkness, one whose presence she felt only by the void of light he left, rather than the reflections he cast. It was as if his form sucked the sun rays out from the space around him. She felt that creature of darkness lift a hand and suddenly grab a hold of her. She started screaming, a small yelp of frightened astonishment that fast blossomed into a wail of utter desperation. 

Her eyes flew open and she saw the most beautiful creature she had ever witnessed looking down at her, an expression of genuine concern painted upon her exotic features. A Nubian girl, or woman rather, stark naked except for a gold chain of delicate metal links hanging around her proportionate abdomen was standing by her bed. In her arms she held a tray

of exquisite fruits, and a bowl from which the most delicious aroma rose to make Myra's empty stomach lurch in despair. 

' Hello," Myra ventured. She smiled a cautious greeting and then conscious of her own lack of clothing, she pivoted her legs around and stood out of the tiny bed. 

Myra felt the black girl tower over her. Why did everyone she met here, in Rome, make her feel so small, so vulnerable? The girl was beautiful. Myra watched as she walked over to the corner of the room and deposited the tray on the small table there. She couldn't help but stare at her muscled form as it swayed with mesmerizing regularity. The girl turned, and Myra blushed to the very tips of her toes. The black girl smiled the most sparkling smile she had ever seen. Myra straightened to try and make up for her small height. 

Myra felt her eyes drawn to slave’s body as she arranged the plates of delicious food. Her tummy grumbled and she blushed. 

"You are hungry, milady. You should eat." Her melodious voice was heavily accented. Myra didn't answer or say a thing, her mind torn between the animal hunger for the steaming plate of food and the raw desire that the naked woman's presence elicited in her. The woman drew closer and carried up a smaller plate with tiny morsels of meat that were still simmering. She picked up one and unflinchingly brought it to Myra's lips. Somehow her skin wasn't affected by the temperature of the sizzling morsel even as she held it in her fingers and brought it to Myra's quivering lips. 

"Blow on it; it's hot, milady." Myra blew to cool the meet, worried that if she didn't hurry the woman’s skin would scar, and somehow she would be to blame. It tasted even better than she had expected, whether it was a result of the skill of the cook or the touch of the woman who took it upon herself to silently hand-feed her all the remaining pieces from the plate, Myra didn't know. She stood mesmerized, the experience of being fed like a small child

— a decadence beyond compare. At one point the slave stopped and retrieved a goblet of wine that she offered and Myra drank down gratefully. 

"What is your name?" Myra asked. 

"Sana," the young woman replied. 

"I'm Myra," she said. 

Myra didn't know how or why but she found it impossible to tear her eyes away from the woman's deep brown irises. Her eyes were so large and deep, she felt she might soon get lost in them. The woman’s raw sensuality kept tugging on Myra’s subconscious, the acute knowledge of its sinfulness

only doubling and tripling her desire. Myra had never felt so embarrassed of herself. Something new, something odd and disturbing was coursing through her body. Sana's figure was perfect in her eyes, and yes, she now understood she wanted her, the same way she had wanted Silvanus her husband. Her own emotions scared Myra and petrified her. The slave had finished feeding her and by now had put away the plates and come back to stand by her. Myra felt she was being scrutinized, the slave’s eyes roaming over her body causing Myra to quiver in response. She was so near Myra could sense her, feel her, taste her scent on her tongue. Her heart pounded in her chest as she came to the realization that she wanted to kiss her. 

Then the most remarkable thing happened, Sana bent forward, her eyes acquiring a dreamy look and she sheepishly smiled and kissed Myra's neck making little pecks with her soft and hot pouty lips. 

"You taste like an empress, milady," Sana said as her hands went around Myra’s waist clasping each other at the  small of her back. 

"Don’t," whispered Myra, her voice raspy and low. 

"Milady, the man that just left, he will not be coming back," Myra felt the woman’s eyes caress her body. It was as if she knew of her pent up tension, her desire.  But I have a husband — Silvanus, it is for him I am here, allowing myself to be trained, to be handled by Josephus, to serve the emperor, for my family, not for me, this lust is wrong, sinful, unwanted…

Gently, slowly, Myra turned around, leaning back, feeling Sana's large nipples dig into her back. She took the woman's larger hands and guided them up to where her body wanted them to go. 

 Oh Saturn, oh Jupiter, help me be strong, help me resist this temptation, this sin…

 But what is there to lose? 

Where did that thought come from? What impish creature had breathed it into her mind? 

 Who would know; you deserve some pleasure…

 I would know, and I’d never forget, not if I allow myself to feel the joy. 

 But you did like it, you did enjoy being with Josephus only hours ago. 

 Let yourself go, release your restraints! 

 Shut up, voice, go away! Unggghhhh…

Sana was still kissing her neck, a trail of soft pecks nibbling her way up to her earlobe. Breathing into it she said: "You are truly beautiful, milady." 

Sana's hands cupped Myra’s breasts stroking them lightly, massaging and

clasping them into her forefingers which she then rolled. 

Myra sighed shallowly, one breath after the next, her excitement growing immeasurably with every twirl of Sana's expert fingers. She turned, anxious and apprehensive, tears forming in her eyes. 

"Shhh...," the black woman whispered, the sound of her voice barely audible above Myra's own heartbeat. "You’ll like it, I promise…" 

Myra turned to face her. Sana took Myra's face in her hands and making deliberate eye contact she led her lips down until they brushed ever so gently with Myra’s. And then their tongues met and they kissed passionately. Their mouths seeking out each other, breaking for an instant, then delving in again, lips kissing, mouths and tongues seeking, finding and sucking in pure joy. 

Time slowed down and then stopped. 

Myra found that even though her body was moving, grasping, panting in feverish activity, her mind had found an inner tranquility, a place of peace where it basked in pure happiness. Suddenly Myra saw herself take control, she jumped up and wrapped her legs around Sana's wide hips. They pivoted and tumbled back into the tiny cot. 

At this moment both of them started losing themselves, Myra on her back, her breasts flattening out and lolling sideways, Sana on top, gorging herself upon the luscious orbs. After awhile of allowing herself to be suckled and nibbled on, Myra suddenly pushed herself and in a move not unlike that of a practiced wrestler came up on top of Sana, who squealed in surprise and delight. Myra slid down the bigger girl’s body until her lips found what they had been seeking. She wrapped them around her pray and took the slave’s smaller black breast in her mouth and sucked hard, as hard as she could. Sana gasped and looked down and watched as Myra took the orb into her mouth, all of it, until teeth found her chest, tongue washing over and around the nipples and the nubbin of a breast. 

Not relinquishing her mouth's prize, Myra allowed her mound to seek out and find Sana's, one knee on each side as she straddled the beautiful woman. They both started grinding and gyrating their bellies and mounds together, a belly dance of raw emotion, sweat trailing down between their breasts, dripping, drenching the bedsheets. And then Myra sensed Sana's body tense as she prepared to delve into a mind-bending orgasm. 

"I'll put my mouth on you, Sana, down there…," it was a statement, not a question. 

"Oh, milady, oh..." she nodded weekly, surprised, all of a sudden

surrendering, accepting the younger woman’s lead, her firsts tight, knuckles digging into the small bed's covers wet with their sweat. 

Myra lifted herself slightly as she slid her hand down between their tummies. She kept looking up, her eyes fixed on the African woman's stare, both of them panting for air. As she reached the other woman's pubic hair she was surprised at its satin silkiness. Myra almost felt catatonic, the closeness, the ultimate nakedness, the forbidden fruit — almost too much, the emotions overwhelming her young mind. She saw Sana's eyes widen even more. 

Then she allowed her mouth to follow the wanton beacon of the woman's love lubricant, a delightfully musky aroma sending bolts of ecstasy through to her brain. 

Her lips found Sana's labia gently open, the skin of her pussy naked and soft. She was surprised by its smoothness, she ran her hands along the woman's inner thighs, caressing, feeling them. The large muscular thighs with the tendons barely stretched felt beautifully flawless under her palms and fingers. 

Myra wanted to be cautious, afraid to inexpertly ruin a delectable moment that she wanted to last forever. Sana groaned and started noticeably shaking, so Myra took that as an encouragement and ran her lips and tongue up and down her labia. Then she unfolded the inner lips and delved all the way and inside her, her tongue surrounded by the muscular pussy walls. 

"Oh in the name of the gods, milady, yes, yes, oh…" Myra loved the sensation of the delectable juices streaming down her face as her tongue thrust in and out. 

"Make me come, milady… Please… Arggghhh…" Sana begged, her voice breathless. 

Myra wasn't sure what she ought to do but her body commanded her as if of its own accord and as she slid her face back down, her lips unsheathed the little bead of the woman's clit. She touched it with her lips, then ran her tongue across, then she sucked it all in, scrapping her teeth across it. 

That was when an exquisite contortion spasmed through Sana’s body, slamming her into one orgasm after another. 

Sana was breathless and Myra wiggled up to her, kissing her full on the lips, holding her, idly stroking her engorged nipples. 

"Milady?" asked Sana. "I really would want to do the same for you... 

Please?" 

Myra smiled and nodded gently. Sana rolled her onto the side and

delicately caressed her lolling breasts. They kissed, slowly at first, but then with increasing passion and lust. Then she moved down and her mouth found Myra's engorged nipples. She gently teased them but then her mouth started taking turns, first kissing, sucking, suckling, one nipple, then the next, the slurping wet sounds making Myra's body glow with inexperienced lust. As if on springs, her legs shot apart and Sana trailed her mouth down and away from her breasts, onto her bellybutton that she circled and then washed with her tongue. 

Sana moved her head still lower until her breath fell upon Myra's splayed labia. She pushed her face in to get to her pussy and Myra squealed. 

Sana kissed the top gently, too lightly for Myra's feverish desire, she was arching her buttocks up and tried to grasp Sana's head with her hands to lead her in. But just then she felt the shock of Sana's tongue as she sucked in her clit between her lips, her tongue squashed out, sawing back and forth, over and around it. 

Myra relinquished any control her body still clung to and let out a deep guttural moan, "Uunghh, arghh, Sana… yes!" 

The black girl let go of her clit and forced her prodigiously long and wide tongue all the way into Myra's pussy, sinking as deep as it would reach, sending the inexperienced girl into a cascade of shallow breaths as she readied herself to explode into an orgasm. Sana snuck in a long brown finger and as she started fingering Myra with one hand, she used her other to gently squeeze a hold of one of her nipples while her tongue searched out and revealed yet again Myra's clitoris. 

This time she sucked it in like a morsel of food and as she held it between her lips, she started flicking her tongue over it in ever increasing rapidity. 

In a wail of incredible intensity Myra let her body enter the maelstrom of the most violent orgasm she had ever experienced. She nearly passed out, her mind grasping to consciousness as her fingers and toes curled and grasped at the sheets. Slowly it began coming to a halt as her series of orgasms finally subsided. 

They nuzzled and cuddled for a long while after. At one point Sana offered to go get something to eat or drink, but Myra declined. She needed to nuzzle into Sana and refused to let her leave under any circumstances. The way Josephus had excited her earlier that morning and left without finishing what he had started, Myra had needed the release like nothing in else in a

long time. Now her body relaxed into Sana and there she found the much needed comfort she had sought for so long. They slowly drifted asleep. 

Chapter Two

When Commodus agreed to meet Petronius, the great general who was known the world over as the brilliant leader who had cut down the accursed Persians at the Helespont, he did so with some trepidation. For his reputation preceded him, and it was fearsome indeed. Already advanced in age, he had served with Caligula and then with Trajan and had established himself as a tactician of great prudence and wisdom, a leader, who the legions gladly followed wherever he might lead them. The young emperor knew well that meeting a man of such import carried with itself a certain potential for embarrassment and ridicule which in Rome could all too easily lead to serious consequences. 

That was why Commodus chose that they should first meet in the gladiatorial gymnasium where gladiators would normally practice and warm up before battle. If there was one thing the emperor didn't doubt, it was his own prowess with a sword. He always felt most comfortable in an arena. It was therefore with some surprise when the young emperor decked out it in the ancient war armor of the gladiators — boiled leather and chain mail, witnessed the old general walk over to him and kneel. 

"Sire, please accept my humblest homage and grant your servant your benevolent good will." 

The emperor was truly impressed with the general's humility and after the polite banter required by protocol, they quickly found common topics of conversation that piqued his interest. The general presented him with a sword made with such exquisite craftsmanship, of a shine so brilliant and pure, Commodus could almost hear its glimmer sing in his ears. 

"The only sword better than this one, Sire, would be a magical one dipped in the flames of the Eastern wizards. It bends like no other and yet does not break," with that the old general leaned on it making it almost double in two. 

"Why don't we have our own swordsmiths make swords of that quality for our legionaries and praetorians?" asked the emperor suddenly concerned for the safety of his empire lest warriors armed with such steel chose to fall

upon it. 

"The metal is extremely rare, sire. This sword, I got from a swordsmith in Damascus but the steel it was made out of, I was told it comes from the east, over the horizon, over the great deserts of Arabia. I have inquired about procuring it and have been told that the traders will only exchange it for an equal weight of pure gold or female slaves of unrivaled beauty." 

"Well, then, we better start procuring us some beautiful wenches as we are sure out of gold," Commodus chuckled. And with that the emperor suddenly chucked the sword into the arena. He motioned for one of the gladiators to use it and thus demonstrate the blade’s true quality in battle.  In two minutes the warrior that took it had dispatched one gladiator and fatally injured another, thus proving the blade to be an instrument of true value in the emperor's eyes. 

The evening moved on and the conversation gradually slid into progressively more carnal topics until Commodus discovered with some delight that besides being a warrior of considerable prowess and an expert of swords and war, the old general was also a proud owner of a veritable stable of female slaves that he took with himself wherever he went. 

"I train them myself, Sire," the old soldier said as he was about to chase a palm full of raisins down with some wine. "I've found that for one to attain perfect pleasure from a slave, she must be precisely honed to suit a master’s exact demands and nature. It simply wouldn't do to use a slave without having them first properly broken in, and then built up." 

Taking note of the emperor's curiosity, the general then delved into the many ways of properly training a slave. "It turns out that depending on the future requirements of a master, the training should proceed along vastly different paths." 

"A certain degree of planning is required. For example, if you will be using a slave primarily as a typical bed partner, I have found that having them deprived of sexual stimulation of any sort for at least one full year can work miracles toward increasing their responsiveness and obedience later. Very unconventional, I know... Most owners would do the exact opposite — beat and rape the poor thing until she is broken and defeated that she has lost the will or ability to resist. My opinion is that the real goal of a slave trainer should be to teach the slave to actively search for ways to properly gratify themselves. The true challenge is to make it so that the cravings of the slave correspond to those of the master." 

The two men kept talking well into the night and then into the early hours of the morning by which time the first rays of the Mediterranean sun were already peeking through the purple curtains that lined the immense dining hall... 

Chapter Three

When he first saw her, the emperor had been on his way back from the palace gymnasium. A morning of jousting with a couple of experienced gladiators had set his blood coursing. It had turned out to be just the right thing to wake him up and make him feel alive. He had removed his armor and then his tunic contenting himself to walk back through the imperial gardens barefoot only in a pair of breeches. The rough edginess of the sand and gravel felt exquisite as it dug into his toes. 

It was a beautiful morning. Commodus felt as he used to feel when as a child his father would take him down to the market on hot summer days to mingle with the people of Rome. They would don the simple clothes of the gentry and shed their jewelry and rings, the only vestige of their imperial status being the two severe praetorians armed to the teeth that carefully watched over them from afar. 

Commodus had planned to walk over to the imperial chancellery where he intended to berate the lord of the exchequer. Commodus had long ago set his mind on dealing with the corrupt aristocrat who through his minions had been allowed to do his larcenous bidding for way too long. The emperor knew that if they weren't stopped, they would in time strangle not only the Eternal City but the Empire itself. 

He never reached the chancellery that day. Down the alley from the imperial gymnasium, tucked away in an orange grove was a little marble pool decorated with frescoes full with colorful fish and beside it a small portico with fluted Grecian columns that supported its marble arches high in the blue summer sky. Commodus had often strolled by accustomed to the studied solitude of the place but today there were two girls there. One — a black Nubian, a voluptuous slave his own body remembered well, her scantily clad form facing in his direction while beside her, with her back to him, busy picking fruit from a branch barely within her reach was another woman. She appeared to still be in her teens, yet her full womanliness was plainly obvious. She wore a threadbare little dress of rough cloth from which her tiny but well proportioned body appeared to be on the verge of bursting out at any

moment. Not seeing the semi-naked man watching her, she giggled and plucked the ripe fruit from its refuge. 

Suddenly the girl paused, startled, her eyes having caught the taught stillness of the black woman by her. She turned. 

Her dress did a rather poor job of covering her front where its rough cloth opened in a fairly immodest fashion over her breast. Around her neck Commodus saw a necklace made of little colored stones he had often seen before. Though commonplace, the color and shape of the stones perfectly matched those of her olive skin and oval features. She was scared and Commodus saw her holding her breath in petrified attention as she succumbed to his stare. 

Her head rose proud on a neck as exquisite as that of an ivory tower. 

She stood there on her toes, a fawn ready to run. To him she looked as if she was all made out of ovals — the contour of her face, the curve of her eyes, the swell of her bosom. Her skin was an exquisite dark cream and when he saw her eyes, Commodus almost took a step back. He couldn't tell if they were dark brown or black, two enormous pools with long heavy lashes adorning her lovely face. She stood frozen, a creature not of this world, an apparition that made the Emperor think of the dawn, her skin lustrous like the moon, her mouth rich like a fruit. He caught himself wondering what her smile looked like.  Would it be radiant like the sun?  He found himself standing there, heart pounding in his chest, his head suddenly dizzy. 


*****

Commodus lost all sense of time. His heart was pounding, his blood surging through his body making his extremities tingle. He had never realized how fragrant the palace gardens were. Orange blossoms, lemon, herbs, flowers, all came in rushing on the wind and assaulted his senses. For a moment he felt as if his soul had sprung out of his body. And then he heard the old Majordomo speak, his voice like a blade upon a whetting stone:

"This one is the one I was telling you about, Sire. Her name is Myra. 

The little whore is almost ready for you. If you want, I can have her brought over to your chambers so you can spread her legs whenever you want…" 

Commodus was pleased the fat man had approached him from his back and thus not witnessed the flush of his skin, the panic in his eyes. He wasn't pleased with his lack of control over his own emotions. It was as if he had

suddenly shed any lingering notion of his status and become just another boy thunderstruck by a girl. 

How could that happen to  him — the Emperor; Commodus — the tyrant, the Breaker of People? This had never before happened to him. It was nothing like the adolescent crushes for the daughters of his father’s senators, it was far from the lust he'd had for the multitude of concubines, a craven desire borne out of his thirst for their womanly charms. This was an overpowering will for possession, an unbearable sculpting of the girl's face on his mind, where, he was certain, it would now haunt him till the end of his days. He had to break the spell, reclaim his control.  He had to possess her, to satiate himself and cleanse his body from this horrendous obsession. In this instant his entire existence became utterly simple, brought onto the tip of a single spear, everything else — the state, the looming war, the palace intrigues, himself even, had just become unworthy of even a moment's attention. 

When he had spoken with the craven Majordomo about finding a woman to coerce her to become yet another palace concubine, he had envisioned just another girl, another subject rapt for his carnivorous lust. He had not expected this creature, this priestess of sensuality whose own apparent obliviousness only doubled and tripled her already blinding charm. 

Had the old, lecherous bastard not seen that in her? Was he completely blind to her presence? Her rarity? What kind of ignorant uncivilized monster could the Majordomo be, to even have the temerity to contemplate ensnaring this pure creature? 

Commodus swung on his heals, his face suddenly an inch from the fat folds of the Majordomo. He gave him a stare of pure ice. This was the first time Lord Julius had suffered the cold imperial glare. The emperor's ashen look, his gaunt features, the anger that fell off of him like waves of smoke over a lake of ice quickly sobered up the old Majordomo and he bowed deeply. 

Glad with the intended effect, Commodus looked to one of his guards:

"Get that woman out here, to me. Now." 


*****

A couple of moments later a guard brought the petite girl out from under the little orange grove. She stood almost two full feet smaller than the

towering Scandinavian legionary by her side. She trembled like a little bird in winter, her shoulders together, she seemed to almost dissipate and vanish before his eyes. The emperor approached her with great gentleness. 

"I know who you are, Myra. I hope I don't scare you." 

For a fraction of an instant she raised her eyes to him and he saw her shake her head in submission. Her breath was fast and shallow, as if she had just ran a long distance. But it was the loneliness he saw in her eyes that almost made him want to cry. The Majordomo, who had somehow by now composed himself grumbled icily:

"Speak, slave. This is the one true living God among men on Earth, our Emperor, who is standing before you woman." 

Commodus saw her face, already ashen grow deathly pale but her long eyelashes remained downcast like feathers upon her eyes. 

"You are so small, so thin..." He said quietly. 

Myra shivered as he looked her over, his eyes devouring her like a pair of starving wolves. She felt like a trapped lamb, just waiting for him to strike. 

Why was she petrified like that? Why didn't she bow and curtsy like she knew he expected? Why didn't she speak when he talked to her? She knew why. She was truly afraid, scared like she had never been. Even that one time, in the winter, when as a child she had seen a hungry lone wolf staring at her on a path in the forest, it hadn't caused such an immobilizing sense of utter helplessness. 

She felt him reach out and brush a jet curl that had fallen across her face. Myra hiccuped. She hated herself. He quickly withdrew his hand, as if singed. When she was nervous she tended to do one of two things — she would either play with one of her springy curls, or her breath would catch in her throat causing her to make a sound that most people thought was a hiccup.  It had always been that way and she couldn't help it. 

His dangerous menacing appearance almost made her gasp. He was so big. Enormous shoulders filled her sight as he looked down on her. He wasn't handsome in the same way like her husband. It was more like he was a god of war, to Silvanus' god of love. Commodus had the brutal features of a street fighter, his face too sharp, his complexion marred by a large scar that ran from his right ear, to his chin. She could feel his heat even a foot away and it made her body tense and her nipples tighten. 

"You are afraid," she saw his beautiful lips curve down in concentration, "Don't fear, little one, I'm your friend, not your enemy." She

realized her entire being had suddenly filled with irrepressible emotion. 

"Does my presence trouble you, Myra?" She permitted herself the slightest nod and felt him motion something to the men surrounding her. 

They retreated and she felt her lungs relax and she could breathe easier. Myra steeled herself and fought back the tears that threatened to burst upon her eyes. She finally looked up and gazed into his dark eyes, getting her first good look at him. She felt mesmerized, intrigued even as her body relaxed a tiny bit. There was a sadness about him that made her instinctively want to care for him; inexplicably he seemed strong yet fragile, like a beautiful clay figurine of an ancient god of war. He took a step forward and her body tensed again. For a moment, she noticed a fleeting smile cross his dark eyes. 

"I know you are here because of a promise that was made," she saw repugnance wash over his features. "The Majordomo offered to help out your family, in return for one year of service." He looked at her, his sadness returning. "You are worried about your little brother... About the cough, that keeps him up at night; you don’t think he’ll make it through the winter..." 

His gaze bore into her. She felt him searching, probing. She was stunned by his words, he knew so much, he knew everything... 

As if reading her mind, he said: "One day, soon, you shall have no secrets from me." 

He circled her and she felt her own hand search out to a string of springy curls by her ear. 

"He will be fine, your brother. I can promise you that. He will not die, not now, not like your father..." he sighed. She couldn't explain it but his sadness made her heart heavy as well. It was as if his proximity caused her soul to meld with his and her empathy for him grew. 

"There is something else I sense, however," he said. "I can see that there is a hesitation in you. Your heart has not accepted what your mind commands your body to do." 

He stood in front of her for a long time as he allowed the silence to build. The drumming in her chest subsided, her vision opened up, the perfumes of the orchard filled her. She could see his temples move as his mind was clearly deliberating something. 

"The promise that was made to you, you have until tonight to decide whether you stay or you go. You shall join me for dinner tonight. At the end, after we have dined, you will tell me of your decision. Not before. You came here to be my slave, this will not change. However, if you choose to stay, you

will only be a slave in the privacy of my chambers. Otherwise you will be who you truly are — a free woman of Rome. For one full year you will live with me here in the palace. You will wine, dine and enjoy your heart's desires. However, when I call, you shall come." 

He made to leave but stopped and turned. "One last thing — other than the Majordomo and myself, no one is to know. I forbid you from telling anyone of our arrangement. If you do," his features  clouded over, "you will deeply regret it.  To everyone you know or meet, you will simply be a visiting friend of the Majordomo. You will fast learn that I accept no excuses." 

Chapter Four

All this time until now, growing up, Myra had always been focussed only on herself, her own pleasures, her own wants and cravings. She had never even stopped to consider how with every passing day of extravagant lifestyle and spending, her father had brought them closer and closer to the beggars' lot. With him dead, the bill was now due and it was her that would be paying it. 

Her brief afternoon siesta ended when she was awoken by a nondescript house-servant or slave, she wasn’t exactly sure which, who mutely offered her a beautiful toga embroidered with a shimmering sequence of red and black silken threads followed by a pair of exquisite black leather sandals with a slightly raised heel. She had never seen anything like them before. The sandals fit her small feet perfectly allowing a tantalizing peek of her toes but strapping her ankles in place with a small silver buckle that attached to a beautiful gilded clasp fashioned in the form of a lion's jaw at the back. 

The servant raised five fingers which Myra assumed to mean she had five minutes to get ready and quietly left to allow her to don the items he had brought. The dress felt as if it had been tailored specifically for her, its satin belt cinching her waist so that she couldn't help but observe the perfect hourglass of her shadow in the late afternoon sun. But when she donned the strappy sandals, she couldn't help but gasp. The odd heels had added almost two inches to her height and even though she found walking in them a tad difficult, the unbelievable softness of the insole made her feet want to sing with joy and more than made up for the initial clumsiness of her gate. Now that her vantage point had been elevated she found herself squaring her shoulders and standing erect. 

Normally Myra didn't seek out mirrors, afraid of what she might see in them but this time she walked over to one massive floor to ceiling mirror and looked at her reflection. Even though tighter around the waist than her natural modesty would have initially allowed, she found the garment a thing of unparalleled beauty. The shape and design of the toga added significantly to what she suspected most men already found charming in her appearance. The

black and red of the shimmering embroidery worked miracles in bringing out her naturally olive complexion. The hourglass cut  accentuated her body's natural appeal which coupled to her new height almost made Myra wonder if she was still that same girl who just a couple of days ago had left her farm estate and come to the capital of the world. 

Someone at the door cleared his throat and for a petrifying moment Myra teetered precariously on her high heels until her long legs took into consideration the odd height of her footwear. 

"You are ravishing, milady."  The Emperor! 

For a moment her heart almost missed a beat. He was smiling, the most beautiful, carefree smile she had ever seen upon an adult man. And what a man! His attire was simple for a man supposed to be a the ruler of the known world. But it was the quality of the purple silk, the classy design of the epaulettes, the perfect length of his toga ending as it did just above his muscled knees thus allowing an exquisite glimpse of his sculpted shins that screamed his status to anyone that cared to look. The way his body filled the clothes, the way he stood with the relaxed, almost dismissive confidence of a born ruler of men — all that conspired on Myra and for a moment she found it necessary to remind her body to breathe. 

"Don't be late, milady" the emperor smiled, "we don't want to give the senators any unnecessary excuses to gossip behind our backs." He stretched out his hand and she almost swooned.  Why, oh why do you have to make everything so deliciously complicated, oh why? Tell me, oh Fate?  He kept saying "us" and "we" when he refereed to Myra and himself. She needed wine, the more — the better, and fast. Or she might just grab him by his weighty shoulders and kiss those expressive lips of his. 

Myra entered the dining hall with the certainty of someone who had already made up her mind. In point of fact her decision had been an easy one. 

She felt that to a large extent, it had been made for her. Whether by the fates, or the emperor himself, she couldn’t tell, but she knew what she had to do. If she didn't accept the emperor's offer, she would be sent back to her farm where, unable to pay back her father's debts, she would be forced out to live on the streets together with Silvanus and her sick brother Marius. They would be dead in a fortnight at most. She was determined not to let that happen. 

The first thing that struck Myra was the ease with which the gaggle of six senators acted and behaved around Commodus. Not a hint of tension, the deference and hesitation she would have expected from subjects toward their

ruler were completely absent. These were powerful men, she decided. 

Dinner was pleasant enough. Except for two things, that really threatened Myra's composure. And after they both occurred, in close succession, for the first time in her life Myra discovered she possessed emotions that until that instant, she only suspected to be the province of men. 

"I don't understand these people, the equestrians," one of the senators was saying. "No one forbids them to go and amass riches. After all most of us were equestrians before we led legions and earned our riches that we then multiplied and used to buy our influence in Rome…" 

"Oh, shut up Gracchus," another senator said from across the table, he laughed merrily as he poured himself a generous serving of red wine. "You, my friend, have never led any legions and we all know that. Don't try and exaggerate your accomplishments for the benefit of the beautiful lady at the table," he winked at Myra and she willed herself not to blush. 

"It doesn't take away from the point I'm trying to make — the equestrian idea of a middle class of free Romans is a thing of the past. 

Beautiful and romantic, I’ll grant you that, but, useless in our new Republic. 

The choices are: either be rich or be a slave, and whatever you choose, don't go around blaming others for your own decision. After all free men are free to be successful," a burp interrupted the senatorial diatribe and soon they had all laughingly moved on to other topics. 

It was just as good. For it was perhaps the effects of the wine that had just almost brought Myra to the verge of breaking her own resolution. She had been perilously close to jumping on the fat senator’s topic and declaring it for what it truly was — complete and utter nonsense. It was one thing to be free and extravagantly-rich like perhaps the senators were, but something else entirely to be a simple equestrian dogged by debts and endless work trying to scrape by like she was now and her father had been before. She was completely and utterly not free. At least not in the care-free sense the senator had meant. If she was truly free, she would never be here, penniless, groveling for imperial mercy to save her estate, her husband from military service, her brother from hunger. 

She would have blurted it all out if it wasn't for Commodus. Myra almost jumped when she had suddenly felt him take her hand in his and smile. His eyes were so sad again. It was as if he knew her exact thoughts and felt for her in the deepest possible way. The emperor was powerful but only that much. He couldn't change the political order of Rome. He couldn't even

change the minds of a couple glutenous senators. 

Now Myra felt sad for him — the most powerful man in the world and yet, he was hiding a profound disappointment of his own. He was free to wage war, to wallow in debauchery but in the end, when all was said and done and he was gone, nothing would be truly different. And then she felt a sorrow for herself. What was she but a glorified concubine — a formerly rich free woman, acting the part of an imperial slave for one year while simultaneously pretending to still be rich and affluent. 

An elderly servant came over and as Myra looked at her as she went about collecting the empty plates, in some strange way Myra realized that she envied the woman. She might be a servant or even a slave but at least she had the consolation of knowing that she had never had any real choice in her life. 

She averted her eyes when the woman looked up at her. Myra had chosen to be a slave out of her own free will, no one had forced her to be where she was now. 

Dinner with the old senators had actually turned out fine. The wine, the music, and the lively conversation about horses, races and senatorial politics had served well to take Myra's mind off her immediate predicament. On the way out they came across yet another wonder that Myra never knew even existed — the emperor's caged lion. 

"Poor thing," escaped her lips before she could think to stop herself. 

"Why?" Commodus asked. 

"It wants to be free," Myra said quietly.  Like me.  

Commodus looked at the cage and the lion sleeping there. 

"A few years back my father, he was emperor then, took me on campaign to Africa. That was when we were fighting against Carthage. 

Anyway, while there, one night there was a lot of noise just outside our camp. 

Our scouts had reported the enemy to be far away so no one was particularly worried of an ambush. The noise was not unlike what you'd hear in the worst thunderstorm. So curious, we all went out to see what it was all about. It turned out to be a group of lions. They were in the process of slowly killing one of their own pride. It looked like an older female lion. She was badly injured, probably in a hunt, and doing her best to stand her ground but they just kept coming at her, one nip, one bite at a time. It went on for hours. We finally went to bed…" She saw one lonely tear trickle down the crevice of the scar as it cascaded down his cheek. 

"In the morning, we found her carcass being picked over by hyaenas. 

I’m still not sure why the other lions killed her. Maybe she was slowing them down, I will never know. Nothing like that will ever happen to this lion. I will not allow it. When the time comes, he will receive a painless honorable death." 

Myra looked at the emperor and knew that he was speaking about himself. He wouldn't allow himself to become that pitiful old beast, slowly devoured  by his own subjects. Somehow she knew he wanted her to know that about him. It made her feel warm inside and for the first time she realized that there was more to this scary and powerful beast of a man than could ever meet the eye. 

In one abrupt movement he turned to her. His eyes like those of a boy, not unlike the stare of her brother when he was little. 

"Perhaps, now is the best time for you to tell me. Will you stay?" he whispered. She looked at him and felt both sorry and afraid of what she saw. 

"I will, Sire," she whispered, surprised by the resolute sound of her own voice, "I will stay with you." 

Chapter Five

"Let's walk," the emperor said simply. And so, they walked on, making their way back through the gardens. The night was young and full of sounds. 

The moon was up and so the praetorian guards held back, holding flaming torches in their arms. When they arrived by the little orchard, where they had truly met for the first time, they lingered for a while and she noticed in his hands a box. Not too big, it looked heavy, and she guessed — made out of red cherry wood. He handed it to her without a word and she tried to open it. 

She had never seen something like it in her life and for a moment felt dumbfounded at her own inability to spring its latch. But after a couple of tries, that she noticed brought out a silent laugh from him, she got it open on instinct alone and gazed inside. 

There, laid upon a soft cushion of red velvet lay a heavy gold chain that she guessed was meant to be worn around the neck. With trembling fingers she raised the heavy chain out of the box and gazed at the glinting gold as it shimmered in the pale moonlight. 

And then she got up on her toes, bent forward and kissed his scarred burly cheek. "Thank you," she said. And then added: "Master." 

Part of her was afraid he might become angry at her insolence. But he just stood there, immobile, as if petrified, staring back at her. He stayed silent and having returned the necklace to its box, they walked on down the path to his chambers. 

At one place, just before they had to climb the marble stairs leading into the palace, Myra tripped and fell against him so that Commodus found his hands move up to hold her, so curvy and lithe and at the same time hard and alive that it caused a deep wave of emotions to wash over his body. 

And then he picked her up. She sensed his muscular body as she draped an arm around his neck and allowed him to carry her in. He walked so fast, that for a moment she thought he was running but his breath was slow and measured, his gate determined and deliberate. When they reached the third floor of the cavernously empty palace they soon arrived by a room where a single large bed occupied the center. It looked scary and beautiful at the same

time. 

The bedroom itself had to be larger than the her entire house back home. Severe dark furniture was tastefully spread around the interior: a massive desk with oodles of papers, and the sculpture of a lion on the edge. A thick, plush carpet with silken designs of people in strange headgear chasing after big tusked animals she had never seen before, dominated its center. 

Commodus laughed, a beautiful deep sound that gave an outlet to some internal source of amusement. She shot him a glare and before she could check her disrespectful frown, he noticed it. Instead of getting angry, Commodus actually made as if cowering in feigned shame. A small smile illuminated his beautiful lips. 

"You look like you have never been in a house," he smiled more broadly and took off his sandals of polished military leather. 

"I have never been in a house  such as this," she said softly as she stepped forward and allowed her toes to sink into the rug. "It's beautiful," she whispered, "the carpet, the furniture, the..."  The bed…

"Not as beautiful as you", he almost said but stopped himself in time. 

Instead he reached and took the box with the necklace that she was still clasping in her hand. He opened it and gently held out the heavy gold chain. 

Then he carefully took her by the shoulder and turned her so that she now had her back to him. She whimpered, a velvety soft sound so youthful and so shy, that it sent the emperor's ears ringing. Careful, so as not to touch her skin lest he completely lose control, he slowly and deliberately brushed her long black curls that cascaded down her back to the side. This revealed her neck, its form gracefully flowing to her back. He kept his eyes fixed on the gold links in his hands because looking at her delicate skin, so close to his touch, a sheen of perspiration making it glisten in the shimmering candlelight, confused him so much. He passed the chain around her neck and attached the two ends together firmly clasping it in place. The chain itself wasn't long and once in place, it looked more like an extravagant collar than a sumptuous necklace. He loved it. 

Myra's entire body felt the cold metal as it went around her neck and clicked into place. She hiccuped and as if out of nowhere despair and loneliness welled up inside her, and she just couldn't breathe, couldn't think. 

Here she was, in the room of a man she hardly knew, by a bed not her own, at the threshold of an unknown path that could easily lead to perdition. 

For an instant she felt feint and lightheaded. It was either do what she had to, 

sleep with the emperor, be his concubine, or face a life of poverty, brutish and short, witness her husband join the legions and go away to fight and probably die in some unknown faraway place, see her brother perish from hunger and sickness and witness herself — destitute on the streets. 

 She had never had a choice! 

She caught herself. No — she did have one choice; she could either choose to go on, resigned to her fate and simply follow along the path set forth with no enjoyment, afraid of her own feelings, guarding against her own pleasure. 

Or she could set her mind free to taste the fruits along the way; live the life laid before her to its fullest, let go of the guilt. That was her true choice to make. She cast one last look at her emperor and she knew she had made her decision. 

Commodus allowed the girl to cry. He owed her that much at least. He knew she would eventually come around but somehow also realized that she needed a few moments to come to terms with her own decision. He stepped away and took a few long moments to get himself a glass of wine. He emptied the vessel in slow, deliberate gulps that sent the godlike substance cascading down his parched throat. 

Then, he felt her turn to face him and so he did the same and allowed her to come to him. It seems she understood his intention and so she took one small step forward, and then another, and another, until she was barely an arm’s length away. With an untrembling hand she undid the strings that closed the dress over her chest, slipped it from her body like a tunic and stood naked before him.  A slave before her Master.  

Commodus found his own body inching forward toward hers until they almost touched, feeling her warmth and a gentle scent of lavender. She had taken off her sandals, her head now barely at the height of his chest. He looked down and allowed himself one last foretaste before they touched. His eyes roamed her body starting at her feet, which lay almost engulfed in the thick rug, up her ankles, her legs -- chiseled and taught from work in the fields, her joints casting soft shadows that begged for his touch. He murmured something and he grabbed her in his arms and they fell together upon the enormous bed and she started removing his clothing. And then she kissed him, peppering his powerful neck with butterfly kisses of long eyelashes and fragrant lips. 

"Oh, Gods!" he moaned. 

Slowly, carefully, he put one hand on her shoulder and pressed her gently back so that he could touch her breast, firm and large, her nipples taught, and then like a lightning she was in his arms so fast that their bodies came together in one instant — a bolt of silk, writhing moving and then he finally had his arms around her, kissing her warm mouth fully, crushing her breasts against his own chest and then rolling atop her. For the first time in his life Commodus felt an indescribable sensation of life and energy, his whole body transcending itself and he just let himself go. 

Myra took charge. With tiny nibbles in one instant she would abruptly slow her passion and tease his lips, until — in the next moment — she would delve again into the depths of his mouth, her tongue washing over his. It was as if she was fascinated by him, as if she was kissing for the first time in her life, and so he applied pressure to the back of her head, his hand enmeshed in her tangles and he dove further into her sweet depths. 

And then somehow her lithe little form pivoted and came on top of him and the girl wrapped herself around him and lavished hot sweetnesses upon his shoulders, his chest, her tongue lingering there, nibbling on his nipples, and then she would move lower still until she buried her mouth in his silk. 

His body became one single searing eye of sensation and his world ceased. 

Finally, they lay, how long, they didn't know, her by his side, a tiny hand continuing its exploration of his body as she nuzzled into her emperor, her master, her god among mortals. 

Chapter Six

Time slowed to a trickle and Commodus felt her slowly relax; her breathing evened out and he felt her sigh deeply as she fell asleep. He didn't. 

Her face was too lovely in repose, a perfect face he had before only seen upon frescoes and statues of ancient goddesses of fertility. Even after long hours of complete possession, he could not stop himself from marveling at her beauty as she slept. 

His sigh turned to a gasp and then a smile. A woman like this could not be owned or simply had. She had too much to offer to be sullied by a master's wishes. No, she had to be allowed to find her true path. His father had once taught him that many young men often started down a false path to their true identity. Time, good luck and fate, usually set them straight. Commodus now knew that this also included women as well. 

And then he smiled because he knew exactly what his next step with Myra would be. 


*****

"Saturnalia?" she blurted out, Her face a mask of confusion. 

"Saturnalia," he affirmed. 

"But, isn't this an ancient festival where the ancients celebrated the return of the sun," she yawned and looked up at him. "I didn't realize people still observe that ancient rite." 

"They do," he smiled a touch of mischievousness trickling onto his serious dark eyes. "But there is a great deal more you should know about this particular festival," he let his index finger adorned with the massive gold ring of imperial power trace circles around her left areola as he watched her dusky nipple come to life. 

"I'm up here, you know", she put her own finger under his chin and lifted his face to meet her eyes. His lips twisted in a smirk. Moist with tiny beads of sweat, his lips were beautiful, clearly outlined against the chiseled features of his nose and chin. She couldn't help herself as she moved in closer

and kissed him, their tongues found each other and washed over in cascades of power. He pulled back and much to Myra's dismay started to make his way out of the massive imperial bed. 

"Besides, Saturnalia is only three days away, it is best we don't meet again until then," he was now completely out of bed and donning his cloak and sandals. Then he suddenly stopped and shot Myra a narrow stare. "I will have the black Nubian slave explain to you what is expected. I hear you two have found a soft spot for each other. Or perhaps I should say, more than one soft spots." 

Myra blushed furiously and rather than reply chose to pull the blankets over her tussled head. He laughed and with that he left. 

As it turned out he was correct. There was indeed much more to Saturnalia than a simple religious festival. Myra spent the three days leading up to it in the constant company of Sana, listening, absorbing and often practicing for the event. Myra laughed and blushed when she thought of what these practices had often entailed. 

The festival had indeed originated as a commemoration of Saturn, the sun god —  Sol Invictus,  the most powerful of them all,  but after century upon century many more layers had been added to the simple tradition gradually transforming it into one of Rome's most cherished events practiced for many days and nights in the month of December in the city. 

No wonder she knew next to nothing about it, she was a provincial, from an affluent family perhaps but still a peasant girl after all. The best part of the celebration, at least according to Myra, was the tradition which called that for the duration of the festival, master and slave would trade places. 

She couldn't help but smile mischievously when she thought about all the things she planned to do to her emperor Commodus and that beautiful birthmark he had on those sculpted buttocks of his. 
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