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			To my beloved aunt,

			RHODA MCLAUCHLAN

			Because any woman once known as the  Condom Queen of Cowlitz County deserves to have  erotica dedicated to her.

		

	
		
			NOTES:

			Verses used in the story were taken from:

			Ars Amatoria: The Art of Love

			by Ovid, translated by J. Lewis May, 1930

			(copyright not renewed)

			The Hymns of Orpheus

			by anonymous authors, translated by Thomas Taylor, 1792
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			Who is he?” I asked, my hands clenching the window ledge of the storeroom. My eyes devoured the young man dismounting from his horse in the stable yard below, with his shoulder-length brown-gold hair hanging in thick, wind-tangled locks. 

			“Which one?” Terix said at my side, his arm almost pressing against mine as he leaned forward to get a better look at the barbarian strangers crowding the stable yard. We’d been sent to fetch an empty chest from the storeroom; a fortunate thing, since it was the only place in the enormous country villa where one could see into the stable yard. Terix’s glossy black curls obscured my view for a moment, and I craned around him, trying to keep the young man in my sight. I would have pushed Terix aside, but I wasn’t allowed to touch anyone; nor was anyone allowed to touch me.

			The man’s narrow hips drew my gaze, bound in a leather belt decorated with a mosaic of gold and garnets, with an equally ornate short sword and scabbard at his side. For a brief moment as he swung his leg over the saddle, the blue tunic he wore rode up his thighs, revealing short breeches pulled tight across the firm mounds of his buttocks. I felt heat rising across my breast and up my neck. My heart pounded.

			“The only one worth looking at,” I said. Gods, I could gaze upon him all day.

			Tall. Broad shoulders shown exceedingly well by both the close fit of his tunic and the red fur cape held in place at each shoulder with an enormous gold fibula. For all his breadth of shoulder, his body still bore the evidence of youth: he was lithe and nimble, not yet heavy with the muscled girth of a fully mature man. His feet were encased in short leather boots, but between them and the breeches were no clothes at all, just bare muscled legs tanned by the sun.

			Terix slanted a look of feigned innocence at me from his freckled face and wide, hazel eyes. A slave like me, he was full of mischief and spent much of his spare time musing on his own prick and in what inventive way he might use it next. “There are half a dozen I wouldn’t mind seeing more of, like that bull there with the hair coming out the neck of his tunic. I’d give a month’s meat to see Lady Lydia riding atop him, her big soft thighs spread wide, her fingers digging into his pelt while her great jugs bounced up and down like to—”

			“Terix.”

			“I would, Nimia. But I suppose you mean that young wolf with the hungry eyes and the fox-fur cape over his shoulders.”

			The wolf looked up at that moment, his cold blue-gray eyes meeting my own. A wash of awareness went through me, unlike anything I’d felt before. It was an overwhelming premonition of a future both terrifying and ecstatic. This man, something within me said. This man will take my soul. I could feel coils of fate wrapping around me, squeezing the breath from my body. My heart raced, a cold sweat breaking out over my skin.

			Gods, what’s happening? Who is he?

			Below, the young wolf’s expression held neutral, the cold eyes assessing mine. Did he feel it? Did he, too, know? The corner of his mouth quirked in the hint of a smile and he winked at me, broke our gaze, and joined the other men as they passed through the gateway into the living quarters of the villa.

			I drew in a quaking breath, my muscles weak from the power of the premonition, my thoughts disjointed and echoing like lost voices in the fog. The wolf hadn’t felt it. I was no more than another female slave, of no import beyond the possibility of a quick toss in a shadowed corner. 

			A wink, he’d given me. A meager, flirty, thrown-away-on-any-wench wink! 

			Terix was saying something. “What was that?” I asked.

			“I said, don’t let Sygarius see you looking at the wolf pup like that. You know who that belongs to.” Terix pointed at my loins.

			I flushed. “I’m not likely to forget who owns me,” I said, and touched the thick gold torc around my neck. It was crafted in the style of the long-conquered Celts from whom I was partially descended, of a hollow tube of gold as thick as my thumb, encircling my neck and ending with dual caps at the center of my collarbone. Inscribed along its length were the words Touch me not, for Sygarius’s I am. It was meant as a warning to any man who might forget his manners and make use of this particular slave without asking; but it was also meant to remind me that my body was not mine to share.

			“Maybe your head remembers, but I’ll bet your cunny would rather drip on someone else’s cock.”

			“It doesn’t drip on anyone’s, and well you know it. Must you always be so lewd, Terix?”

			“I think I must, yes,” he said, his eyes dancing. “It comes so naturally to me.”

			I laughed. “Better a cock rubber—”

			“—than a pot scrubber,” Terix finished, and grinned. It was our private joke, a reversal of what a scullery maid, jealous of an old gown Lady Lydia had given me, had once sneered. There was a hurt defiance hidden in our joke, a recognition of what we were: slaves who could be used at the will of their master. Better to own and flaunt the truth than to let it corrode our spirits from the inside.

			Though there were times—increasingly frequent—that I wondered if the truth was destroying me, no matter how hard I tried to embrace it.

			“There you are!” Kyrian cried, spotting us. Eleven years old and dressed androgynously in a loose tunic, with his glossy black hair worn to his shoulders, Kyrian was a slave treated as a pretty pet, neither male nor female. If he was lucky, he’d have a year or two more of such delicate treatment before his voice started to change and spots to mar his skin, at which point his hair would be shorn and he’d go from waiting at table to mucking out the stables. He was already as tall as me, so his time was undoubtedly short. “Lady Lydia is furious with you, Nimia. She says she’ll have your hide.”

			A familiar rush of panic went through me. Ah, gods. What had I done to displease her now? I dashed away to see what she wanted.
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			Lazy, useless girl; you’ve made me late,” Lady Lydia scolded, her mouth pinched tight like an anus.

			“Your pardon, my lady,” I said, curtseying to the ground and bowing my head until it touched my knee. I knew better than to meet her eyes until she had spent her spleen.

			“Not worth the space you take up on the floor. Never at hand when I need you, are you? And precious little good when you are here.”

			I said nothing and held motionless, using my dancer’s strength to hold the awkward pose. Her moods were mercurial, and I’d long ago learned that the quickest way to soften them was to offer the appearance of utter submission. She might be even more quickly mollified if I allowed my muscles to tremble, but pride had its limits. I would not cower. I instead imagined myself to be a painted marble statue, a human shape created to be perfectly, unnaturally still.

			“Gods, girl, get up,” she finally said, and from the corner of my eye I saw the impatient waving of her hand. “Fix my hair. Hermina has made a bird’s nest of it.”

			Safely out of sight behind Lady Lydia’s head, Hermina rolled her eyes and gave me a sour look. She’d been taking care of Lady Lydia since my lady was a baby, and while not intimidated by her tantrums, she was also jealous of her mistress’s care.

			“Yes, my lady,” I said, and rushed to do her bidding. Lady Lydia was Sygarius’s wife, and mother to his two small daughters; he was still waiting for a son. It might be a long wait, given Lady Lydia’s reluctance to admit her husband to her bed; her affections were completely taken by her daughters, and she didn’t much care for men to begin with. “So . . . crude,” she often complained. “Their bodies have none of the soft beauty of a woman’s.”

			Arranging Lady Lydia’s hair was as close as I ever came to physical human contact, and even so I was careful to keep my fingers from her scalp, touching only the hair, the comb, the pins. My nimble fingers quickly undid Hermina’s work—truly, the old nursemaid had little talent for styling hair; a braid looped there? What had she been thinking?—and I combed out Lady Lydia’s dyed red locks. She insisted on the color, though it did not flatter her skin and the dyes left her hair dull and dry. Perhaps it was part of her plan to keep Sygarius at bay.

			“No need to go too fancy,” she said. “And use one of my lesser diadems. It’s not as if I need to impress barbarians. Why Sygarius insists I welcome them I do not know. They’re nothing but mercenaries. Entertain them in our home? Why? We’ll have to burn the linens when they leave. And you!” Lady Lydia turned on her seat, the abrupt movement pulling the braid I’d been working on out of my hand. “Given the chance, they’d have you bent over a couch for each to take their turn, with no thought for destruction of our property. Which would be a great pity; Sygarius has so been looking forward to your initiation.” Her gaze drifted down to my breasts, unbound beneath the yellow linen gown. “As have I.”

			She suddenly reached up and fondled my breast. Startled, I gasped and jerked back. 

			“Shh,” Lady Lydia cooed, and gently pinched my nipple two, three, four times, until it hardened between her fingertips and I felt an answering, unwelcome tingle in my sex. She slid her palm over the fullness of my breast, and then cupped it from beneath, weighing it in her hand. “Your last menses, when did they finish?”

			“A few days ago,” I said, my voice gone hoarse in shock at her touch, both because it was forbidden and because I’d never thought she wanted me that way. I’d heard stories of her predilections among the servants, of course, but she’d never shown any sexual interest me. I had thought she was content to leave my body to her husband.

			She gave my breast a final caress and released it. “You haven’t grown for five months?”

			“My sixth and final measuring is to be at the full moon.” Sygarius had sworn not to touch me—not so much as a hand upon my cheek—until I was a woman full grown, who had gone a half-year without gaining in height. I had once thought this a testament to his gentleness, but that was before my growth had slowed and my breasts had bloomed to their full flower, and he had begun to whisper to me of the pleasures we would share. I had realized then that it was not gentleness that made him wait, but an inhuman self-control. He was aroused by the anticipation of our joining, and had been savoring the years of waiting as if they were extended foreplay. 

			And then, two months ago, the “lessons” had started.

			I was yet untouched in body, but my mind: ah, my mind! I had been taught to crave that which previously I had not guessed to exist. 

			At the thought of the lessons, a warm rush of fullness filled my sex. I tightened my thighs, and felt a throb as my nether gates closed on an empty passageway.

			“The full moon is three weeks hence.” Lady Lydia tapped her lower lip with her fingertip. “Hermina! Measure Nimia tonight.”

			“My lady?” I dared to question.

			“The summer solstice is in only two weeks. It would be a pity to wait until after; it is such a propitious night. Of course there are so many arrangements yet to be made . . .”

			“My lady?” Arrangements? What arrangements? If she was speaking of the taking of my virginity, what arrangements could there be other than a bed and Sygarius, cock at the ready? 

			She ignored me, and devoted her attention to selecting bracelets. I cast my eyes to Hermina, only to find her studiously looking elsewhere. So she knew what was going to happen, and was no more willing to speak of it than Lady Lydia.

			Trepidation ran across my skin. I did not like the sound of “arrangements.” It hinted of props and planning and other people. For all the perversities that I had seen in my lessons, I had still assumed that Sygarius would enjoy me privately, in the standard manner. I almost demanded that Lady Lydia tell me more, but my years as a slave caught my tongue before the words could leave my lips. It was clear she did not wish to explain, and insisting would earn me only punishment.

			It’s my life they are deciding, a rebellious spirit inside me complained. I was not born a slave. They should not hold secrets from me about my own body, my own future.

			Dangerous thoughts. My body was not my own.

			I picked up the fallen braid and went back to work on Lady Lydia’s hair, trying to bury my worries . . . and my rebellion.

			“Who are these barbarians who’ve descended upon us?” I asked. Thoughts of the young wolf were an easy distraction from whatever was going to happen on the summer solstice.

			“Franks. One of the tribes of them, anyway. Salians from . . .” Lady Lydia waved her hand in the air. “North or northeast of us. Somewhere beyond the Rhine River. It’s all uncivilized wilds out there. Long hair and beards, and gods only know how they smell, though I suppose we’ll know soon enough.” She shuddered.

			“They’re hired soldiers, you say?”

			“Yes. Lawless mercenaries. But Childeric calls himself a king, and he has his princeling son Clovis with him.”

			The young wolf—it could be no other. I could feel the rightness of that. I conjured his face before me, and the moment when our eyes had locked. A trembling echo of the premonition washed through me again, and I felt my breasts swell, my sex tighten yet again. I knew: this princeling, this Clovis, would have not only my soul, but my body as well.

			Impossible, I told myself. For Sygarius’s I am. The weight of the golden torc lay heavy round my neck. I was his treasure, which he’d been waiting to plunder for the nine years he’d owned me. We were so close, now, to that time of final consummation: he would never give me up, not without taking his full pleasure from me first.

			But again I saw Clovis’s cold, assessing eyes, and the width of his shoulders. His sun-streaked light brown hair, and the short beard he wore, so unlike the clean-shaven faces of Roman men. I imagined Clovis’s narrow hips with those taut buttocks . . . imagined those buttocks beneath my hands, those hips between my thighs, as he took me for my first time. He, barbarian, instead of Sygarius.

			Sygarius, my master. Sygarius, Dux of Soissons, ruler of the last province of the fallen Western Roman Empire. Sygarius, who had groomed me to be his concubine since he took me as a war prize from a vanquished Visigoth foe.

			For years I had imagined being bedded by Sygarius—even before the lessons—and both longed for and dreaded the day. He was woven into all my fantasies of what it was to join one body to another: to be a female, penetrated by a male. To be touched, explored, licked, taken, used. To lie with him sprawled across the sheets, covered in sweat, the wet evidence of our joining smeared across my thigh.

			And yet today, with one gaze, I had seen another in that role.

			How could there be any other?

			The two possible futures stretched in front of my inner gaze, possibilities weaving in and out, crossing and parting like the strands of Lady Lydia’s hair in my hands. One face turned into another; one body, tall, young, and lithe, turned shorter, stronger, darker. My limbs tangled with one man’s, then another’s, our bodies rolling against and over each other like fighting dogs, until I didn’t know who I lay with even in my own imaginings. My breath came in short pants and I struggled for air, feeling those bonds of fate binding round my chest like the arms of a man who would never release that which was his.

			“Splendid, Nimia!” Lady Lydia said, and clapped her hands together. The sharp sound brought me back to myself, and I looked down at my handiwork: an intricate arrangement of braids, false hairpieces, and jeweled diadem in a style I’d never seen before—and would likely never see again, for I had no memory of how I’d achieved it. 

			Lady Lydia held a silver mirror this way and that, taking in the structure atop her head. “Too impressive for barbarians, to be sure.” She made a moue at her reflection. “But perhaps they should know what a true queen looks like. They might not think more of Sygarius for having such a comely wife, but certainly they would think less of him should I appear haggard and slovenly. Not that they could tell the difference; gods only know what their standards of female grooming are, assuming they have any at all.”

			“Do you wish me to attend you to the dining hall?” I asked, and caught myself moving my fingertips in spirals down the outside of my thighs. It was a nervous habit, tracing the tattoos that were hidden by my gown. I wanted to go into the great dining hall and see Clovis again.

			“I can’t think why I should need you,” Lady Lydia said, standing and brushing out her skirts. “I do hope they leave in the morning; I see no reason for them to stay longer.”

			My hands stilled, disappointment a sudden weight upon my shoulders. He might leave without my having seen him again.

			“Hermina,” Lady Lydia said, pausing in the doorway on her way out, and inclining her head toward me. “Measure.”
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			My need to see him proved irresistible. 

			I moved silently through the shadowed garden of the central peristyle courtyard. Dusk had come, turning the sky above to deep blue, while still leaving light enough to see my way. The garden was surrounded on all sides by a colonnade, and beyond the columns were the open doorways of the public rooms of the villa. The largest of these, the richly decorated garden room, spilled yellow lamplight and music into the evening air each time a servant pushed past the heavy curtain over the doorway. 

			As I came closer, the deep notes of male laughter made raucous by drink, and voices slipping from Latin into a Germanic tongue that I felt I could almost understand, stirred up dark memories of a time before Sygarius; a time when my mother and I were prisoners of a band of Visigoths.

			Prisoners, or family members? It depended on your point of view. My mother hadn’t wanted to call herself wife to Groudan; hadn’t wanted to share his bed. But as she’d taught me, you made your choices. Wife to Groudan, or slave to every woman in the band and a pair of open thighs to every man. Choices.

			“Take full advantage of every choice you’re given, Nimia,” she’d told me. “Women get precious few of them in this life. You make your choice and then squeeze everything you can from it.”

			I didn’t know if she had lived through that day when Sygarius’s army had defeated Groudan and several allied Visigoth bands. I liked to believe she had escaped, and had found a hidden enclave of our original people, the Phanne. When I was younger I had pretended to myself that I, too, would escape the Romans and find the Phanne, and that she would be waiting for me among them.

			Those fantasies now felt so very long ago, and my mother almost like a vision from a dream, half remembered. But the guttural, Germanic voices of Childeric’s men brought her back to me. I could see her face half-lit by the fire, her hair a long, smooth fall of onyx like mine, but her eyes darker. She had been one of a hundred stray seeds planted in Burgundy by the prick of Attila the Hun, while my father had been a tall, pale Celt. I had her golden skin and small stature, but my body was riper, more lush; my mouth more full, and my eyes were a strange honey color rimmed in reddish brown. I’d been told that when my passions ran high they turned an unsettling, fiery copper.

			Sygarius had told me it was my eyes that made him pluck me from amid the captured.

			Another burst of laughter came from the garden room and I stopped, my bare feet holding me in place. I knew how drunken men, barbarian warriors especially, could treat a woman they found alone.

			I should not be out here. I should be telling bedtime stories to the little girls, or practicing my dance, or writing a new piece of music. Gods, even helping Hermina with mending. Anything safe and tucked away.

			A stream of servants carrying flagons of wine and platters of food marched like ants from the kitchens to the garden room, their figures appearing and disappearing behind the columns. They reminded me where I was: the country estate of a great dux, and under his full protection. I was not in a clay-floored farmhouse, watching from the smoky shadows as large men grew wild and thoughtless, and any woman who valued her cunny tried to disappear into the walls.

			And these “barbarians” were a king, a prince, and their men, and were given at least the appearance of respect from Sygarius.

			Still, better not to be found alone in a dark garden.

			The servants with their platters and pitchers gave me an idea. I hurried to the kitchens, where Cook put a heavy flagon in my hands and sent me off to the banquet. I sometimes helped serve at table, so no one questioned my pitching in to do so now.

			My heart sped up as I approached the garden room, a flush warming my cheeks in anticipation of seeing Clovis. Would he notice me?

			If he did notice me, what would he think? Would he feel any of what I did? Would he find me beautiful?

			It was only as I set foot over the threshold of the room, my slave-bare feet feeling the warmth of the marble floor that was heated from below, that I remembered that what he would see was a slave. 

			He was a prince. I was a world beneath him.

			I ducked my chin to hide my face, and tipped the flagon to fill the first goblet I saw, held in the hand of one of the older Franks. The man reclined awkwardly on a couch, his napkin forgotten on the floor and a dribble of sauce on his tunic; he looked unfamiliar with the Roman way of dining, and painfully self-conscious. 

			The wine would help with that. I filled his goblet to the brim and earned a brief flash of grateful eyes.

			Three wide couches, each large enough to hold three people half reclining, formed a U around several small tables loaded with foodstuffs. The open end of the U allowed servants to come and go, replacing dishes and filling cups. There were three such triads of couches set up in the garden room tonight, although a quick glance showed that half the Frankish men either stood or sat on the couch edges, wide-eyed and uneasy amid the mosaic-covered walls and Roman nobles.

			Not Clovis.

			His back was to me, but there was no mistaking that hair and form. He lounged with loose limbs at the next triad over, propped on his left elbow as was correct, and I heard the low, melodious tones of his voice as he said something I could not make out to Lady Lydia, lounging opposite. She laughed, too much, and her eyes were shining. She shifted, allowing a view down into her ample cleavage. 

			So much for her hatred of barbarians. Or of men, for that matter.

			A spike of jealousy stabbed through me.

			“Little bird,” I heard a familiar voice say in soft surprise, calling me by his pet name.

			I turned and looked into the deep, dark eyes of Sygarius. He leaned half upright against cushions, at a right angle to the man on the neighboring couch, who must be King Childeric. Although they could not be far apart in age, the contrast between the two men was striking enough to make me wonder how they could ever be allies. Childeric was all that was wild and unrestrained, from his checkered tunic to his florid face and thick belly; from his straggly, uncombed hair to his chest-length beard. Sygarius was all that was controlled and crisply civilized, with his bare face and short black hair, his thickly muscled body, which showed no hint of fat, and the pristine folds of his long tunic and toga, devoid of ornament.

			Sygarius made a slight gesture with his goblet, and I rushed to fill it. As I righted the flagon, I dared to look again into his eyes, and saw the faint question there. Why are you here? he seemed to be asking.

			In a panic that he would guess my reason, I did the only thing I could think of. I softened my gaze on him and then made a subtle kissing motion with my mouth. For you. I’m here for you, my love.

			His eyes crinkled at the corners. Ah, he liked that.

			I felt as much as saw his warm gaze sweep over my body, and as I looked at his muscled body in return and thought of what would soon happen between us, I fretted that there was something wrong with me, that I should look twice at the young Frankish prince. It was insane to risk the regard of a powerful man like Sygarius, especially when the object of my obsession was little more than an unproven boy. 

			It was worse than insane. It was stupid.

			As I moved on with my flagon, I heard Childeric blow out a breath and say, “Where did you find that one?”

			Sygarius chuckled. “Her? A gift from the gods.”

			“I’ve never seen a fig so ripe for the plucking.”

			My master’s reply was gentle, but the more deadly for that. “A harvest that is mine alone. I will tolerate no thieves in my garden.”

			Childeric was silent a moment, but then he, too, chuckled. “Nor would I, my friend. Some fruit is too fine for sharing. But you won’t begrudge me the joy of gazing upon it.”

			“Not at all.”

			A flame of anger kindled to life inside me. So Childeric would gaze upon me as if I were a pretty flower, unthinking and unfeeling, and Sygarius did not mind. I, his favorite, was to be dangled like a honeyed date in front of a hungry man; leered at, salivated over. Why? Did it amuse Sygarius?

			I flashed a look at him, and he beckoned me back with a tilt of his head.

			“Lotus,” he said. It was a one-word command to enact a short play that Terix, I, and a few other slaves had been practicing. My lips parted, my gaze skimming over the two dozen people in the room, and then landing on Clovis. 

			The only thing worse than to be a slave was to be an actress or a prostitute, though the two were assumed to go hand in hand, so what difference did it make?

			“Is there a problem?” Sygarius asked softly.

			I shook my head in quick denial and smiled, large and false. “I shall hunt down Terix, my lord.”

			I fled from the hall.

			Ah, gods. I had thought myself so clever, sneaking into the banquet with my flagon of wine, hoping to catch the eye of Clovis. Hoping he would share a glance with me, and feel an echo of that certainty that had stolen my breath and woken my body. 

			But he had not so much as looked my way.

			And I had gained nothing but the promise of humiliation.
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			Darian blew upon his pipes, and I could sense, even from my hiding spot in the dark colonnade behind a curtain, that the notes of the music I’d written were casting their spell over the gathering. The melody was both calming and subtly strung through with anticipation; the peaceful beauty of the musical phrases ended, more often than not, one note short of where a listener knew they should.

			Kina began to pluck a lyre, which was my cue to go in. 

			Gods above and gods below, I did not want to do this. It had been fun and bawdy, and I’d laughed so hard that I nearly wet myself when Terix and I had acted out the tale of Lotus—but that had been in private, with friendly eyes upon us. Eyes I had no need to impress, and whose owners would not judge me.

			I didn’t understand how that which had delighted me so in one circumstance, threatened so much shame in this.

			And yet Kina plucked on, and I had no choice but to perform.

			Rebellion welled up inside me like a bubble, choking in my throat, and for one dangerous moment I thought I would flee. I’d run across the dark garden, through rooms, up stairs, ending in the quarters I shared with the other female slaves. I’d spend every moment in terror of my punishment for disobeying, and then either tonight or tomorrow, I’d be summoned before Lady Lydia, or Hermina, or perhaps the house steward, and berated, scolded, perhaps beaten. There would be no acceptable excuses I could give. Sygarius would understand the quaking of my pride at performing in front of strangers, but he would not understand how I could believe my pride to be more important than following his command.

			Flee, and salve my pride; or perform, and declare myself no better than a prostitute in front of Clovis.

			“Make your choice,” I heard my mother’s voice saying.

			Dreams, or reality.

			I knew where my body lived, and who held the chain.

			“Fuck them all,” I whispered, and with the harsh words I shoved aside my shame and the curtain and stepped into the room.

			A space had been cleared for the performance, for which the only prop was a small couch. I wore a voluminous, transparent green gown, my heavy black hair loose down to my hips, and a large, fake lotus flower tucked behind one ear. I knew the men’s gazes would be searching through the filmy gown, looking for nipples and cunny; they probably thought they weren’t seeing either. The spiral tattoos over my breasts and loins confused the eye, and in uncertain light made it look as if I wore an ornate breast band and breeches beneath the diaphanous green silk. Neither the Franks nor the Roman nobles had probably ever seen the like, as they were a tradition of my vanished people, the Phanne. It gave me a perverse satisfaction to think that I flaunted my near-naked body in front of them and they did not know.

			Truth be told, it sent a wicked thrill through me, and made my cunny swell.

			I imagined I could feel Clovis’s gaze upon me. Did he know what he was looking at? I told myself he did; that he, of them all, knew that it was not a costume he was seeing, but my own skin.

			It didn’t matter, though, for as Kina plucked the lyre, I became the nymph, Lotus, and the audience faded away. Music, dance, and song always transported me to a place beyond the present—or perhaps it was a place deep inside myself. All I knew was that the world around me disappeared, replaced by one of my imagination.

			The lyre was my voice, expressing my emotions as I wandered through a meadow, picked a flower, and savored the warmth of the sun on my skin. An imaginary butterfly landed on my fingertip, and as it flew away I grasped two thin reeds that had been hidden in my full skirts, one on each side. Their bottom ends were attached to my hem, and when I lifted one reed in each hand, the flowing yards of fabric lifted into the air like butterfly wings. A sigh of delight went through the room, the soft echo of it barely piercing my trance. 

			I danced and spun to the music of the lyre and flute, flicking my wrists and looping my arms to make my fabric wings ripple and flow. As my body followed the choreographed moves that I’d practiced so many times before, my soul began to float free.

			Yes. This is what I sought, this transcendence, this freeing from the bonds of the earth, my body, my thoughts. Though I still saw the meadow in my imagination, new visions began to flicker at its edges: a face I did not know; a stormy sea; a haze of shimmering gold.

			The shimmering gold . . . there was something important about it. I strained toward it, trying to see it more clearly, but the dance was almost at its end. There was one more chance, one more moment when I might see it all.

			I drew a gasp from the audience when I took a great leap into the air, wings outspread, seeming to hover there as if truly I could fly—while in my mind I sought that shimmer of gold only to have it fade away, a mystery still. I landed in a small crouch upon the floor, my wings together above my back, resting with the slightest of trembles like a newborn butterfly drying its wings in the sun.

			One tense note played upon the lyre, plucked again and again.

			The moment stretched, tension rising, and then a burst of music from the pipes—and of laughter from the audience—heralded the arrival of Donkey, played by a servant named Marcelius, in a plaster donkey’s head with laughably large ears and teeth. He lumbered into Lotus’s meadow and tried to eat her wings, his movable jaw champing loudly. Lotus laughed and shooed him away, and then nymph and donkey capered together, playing at chasing one another.

			Then, oh, Lotus grew so sleepy and in need of a nap. And look, here was a lovely couch upon which to lie. I patted Donkey and then gracefully lay down on my back, twisting my lower body slightly onto my side to better show the dip of my waist and the swell of my hip. I lay my arms partially folded above my head, leaving my body open, vulnerable. A feast for the taking. 

			The trance had vanished with the dance, and I was myself again. Panting with exertion, dewed with sweat, and aware of my body on display, I shut my eyes, leaving just enough space that I could spy upon the audience through the thicket of my lashes. 

			Clovis was staring at me with an intensity that said he knew it was my nearly naked body he looked upon; and he knew that my eyes were not shut. His gaze locked with mine.

			My breath caught in my throat, and I felt a flush burn on my cheeks. Excitement and embarrassment washed over me in alternating waves, my body not knowing which it wanted. I could not move to cover myself; I had to keep the shameless pose. His eyes seemed to say he knew it was an offering meant for him.

			Then Clovis’s gaze slipped down to my breasts, lingering there, and his eyes narrowed. His brows drew down, expressing an interest—a contemplation, almost—that went beyond the sexual.

			I didn’t know what it meant.

			Then that smile crooked his mouth, full of flirtatious knowing, and he met my eyes again and winked.

			The casual, careless, cocky flirt! Here I was, arrayed like a luscious haunch of roast pork on a platter, and a meager wink was my reward.

			A wink that was altogether too knowing, too playful, hinting of previous acquaintance (though gods knew we had none beyond a single glance). To show such in front of jealous Sygarius . . . I tried to spot my master, but could not do so without moving my head. He was a watchful man; would he have noted Clovis’s knowing wink?

			On the other hand, hadn’t Sygarius put me on display exactly to make men salivate over my flesh, and reach for it? It pleased him to possess that which other men desired, be it gold, fine horses, land, power, or even a female slave. I’d once heard him say that if you wished to control a man, you need only discover what he desired and offer it to him. Once he had it, you need only threaten to take it away.

			“The dangerous man is the one with nothing to lose and nothing to gain,” Sygarius had said. “He’s also the only honest man you’ll ever meet. So be wary of men who tell you the truth: you can’t control them.” He’d been speaking to one of his captains but I’d stored away the piece of wisdom, taking it out in private moments when I puzzled over why I obeyed orders; why I did not try to escape my slavery, or fight harder against Sygarius’s plans for me.

			There was too much that I feared losing: comfort, safety, my position as a favorite. And for many months now, Sygarius had been carefully building in me a desire for him. I wanted his touch. I wanted the fulfillment of the promise of years of waiting, and these months of training. I wanted to experience for myself the pleasures of a woman’s body. And I wanted that experience at the hands of the man who ruled this province—the entirety of my world for these past nine years—and was second to none in his power.

			No wonder I did not rebel.

			I’d need more than a wink from a handsome Frankish prince to tempt me to it, too, premonitions or no.

			Suddenly frustrated—couldn’t Clovis feel that there was something special about me? That I was more than I seemed?—I shut my eyes fully and listened to the music. The pipes began a jaunty tune, and I knew that Priapus had arrived in the meadow.

			Terix played him, of course; there was no one in the villa better suited to playing a demigod with a prick the size of his thigh who was cursed with the inability to consummate his desires. A guardian of gardens and boundaries, the comic figure of Priapus was a great favorite with the Romans. Terix’s costume had him concealing his enormous member under a hooded cloak, until—

			The audience burst into laughter.

			Yes, until Priapus laid eyes on sleeping Lotus, and the great red cock sprang free of his cloak. The laughter went on in waves as Terix clowned about, stroking his beastly mentula—as the Romans called it—thrusting his hips, and pantomiming the naughty, naughty things he planned to do with sleeping, unsuspecting Lotus. I felt the shadow of the fake cock over my face, accompanied by another roar of laughter.

			Some jokes needed no translation. The Frankish and Roman men were one in their appreciation of a giant penis and a helpless nymph.

			I smothered a smile, knowing how funny Terix could be, his face contorting into exaggerated imitations of lust, scheming, and surprise. He had no shame and thrived on attention; coupled with his quick, raunchy wit and a certain air of vulnerability, his charms were impossible to resist—as many a girl had discovered. Laughter had a way of leading to thighs spread and Terix between them.

			Never my thighs, though. Terix valued his balls too highly to risk having them snipped off by an angry Sygarius. 

			Nor could I think of him as other than a friend; a brother. The boy I’d grown up with, in slavery. I assumed he felt the same way about me, for all that there were moments when his eyes spoke of less innocent desires.

			But that was just Terix. He’d hump a goat if it were handy.

			I felt his weight on the end of the couch.

			We’d come to my favorite part of the pantomime, as it aroused me to a strange degree. I’d never admit that to Terix, of course. 

			Priapus was hoping to take full advantage of Lotus before she woke and his hands carefully lifted the hem of my gown, dragging the sheer fabric slowly up my calves. Inch by inch, my legs were bared. I could feel the held breath of the audience, hoping along with Priapus that he would reach his goal—even though they’d heard this story before, and knew how it ended. But maybe this time . . . 

			Terix tugged on the fabric and I feigned a sigh in my sleep, turning so that my hips were flat on the couch and my legs slightly spread. I felt the give of the couch as he placed his knee carefully between mine, not touching. One hand pulled my skirts farther upward, to my thighs. I could feel the change in air temperature as the cloth neared my loins and cooler air rushed in. A few more inches, and my cunny would be exposed for all to see.

			My inner passage clenched in arousal. I felt swollen, eager, and I slit my eyes open again to gaze upon Clovis. His eyes were locked to my loins, his posture tense and tilted forward, as if halfway to pushing Priapus aside and taking his place. His face was flushed, his lips parted, and though his tunic covered his groin, I thought I detected a sword at the ready.

			Terix’s hand hovered over my waiting sex. Clovis watched; Sygarius, I knew, watched; every soul in the room, male and female, watched; all hoping against hope that Priapus would make it to his goal. As did I. My cunny throbbed with unspent desire, and at that moment I ached for Terix’s hand to complete its journey. Let him touch me; let me know what it was to be petted and stroked and made love to; let me feel the warmth of another body against my own. At that moment, I felt that I’d need no more than the faintest touch against my sex to feel rapture.

			It wasn’t to be.

			“EEE-aa! EEE-aa!” Donkey brayed, and punctuated it with farts, as donkeys are wont to do. “EEE-aa!” fraap frapp. “EEE-aa!” fraap fraap.

			The noise woke Lotus. I opened my eyes. Gasped at the horrific sight of Priapus’s giant red staff looming above me, ready to spear me. 

			The audience howled with laughter. 

			A mad scramble and then Lotus was free, dashing from the couch and the meadow, running off scene through the curtains.

			“EEE-aa!” Donkey said, with satisfaction. Fraap fraap.

			I hid in the shadows of the curtain, smiling at the laughter of the audience, watching as Priapus turned on Donkey in a rage. Grasping the base of his cock as if it were a club, Priapus whacked Donkey over the head with it. Donkey ran, braying, pursued by furious Priapus, penis-club beating the beast until Donkey fell down, rolled onto his back, and expired with a final, lonesome fraap fraap.

			Sygarius led the applause. Donkey leapt up and removed his mask, and I dashed back out to bow with my fellow actors and musicians. I peeked up from under my brows at Clovis . . . 

			Only to find he was gone.
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			Found you.”

			I spun round, holding my filmy Lotus costume up over my bare breasts. I had just taken the gown off in the small room I shared with three other girls; three girls who were off attending to guests.

			Clovis stood in the doorway, one hand holding back the curtain. The flickering light from the lamp in the wall niche reflecting like fire in his pale eyes. My tongue froze in my mouth, and I gaped at him, too surprised to move. 

			“Tell me your name,” he said.

			I stared mutely at him, my mind as frozen as my tongue. He was here. Alone. With me. Talking to me. For all the looks we’d exchanged, and all I’d thought about him these past hours, I hadn’t imagined my fantasies becoming real right now. In months, maybe; sometime in the hazy future, for sure.

			Faced with Clovis in the flesh, I didn’t know what to do.

			“I know your ears work,” he said, stepping into the room and closing the distance between us. He grasped my chin between thumb and forefinger, and pulled down. My lips parted, and he narrowed his eyes at my mouth. “That’s a tongue I see in there. And yet, no words.” He released my chin. “Are you addled?”

			“Momentarily,” I said. It wasn’t how I’d imagined him touching me. He spoke Latin fluently, with an accent—a certain crispness alternating with a lilt—that made me go soft.

			He chuckled. “A passing affliction, then.” He waited a few moments, watching me with his head cocked. “Has it passed yet?”

			No, it hadn’t. If anything, it was getting worse. He was close enough that I could feel the warmth coming off his body. He was taller than I’d realized, too; I came up to somewhere beneath his shoulder, and the sense of his size in the confines of the small room—with me nude and a bed behind me—was doing strange things to my limbs. “You should not be here, talking to me, my lord Clovis,” I finally managed to say.

			“If you know who I am, then you also know that no one tells a prince who he can or cannot talk to.” He bent his head down, bringing his face closer to mine, and lowered his voice. “You should be humbled by my great condescension in speaking with you, a mere actress.” His eyes crinkled at the corners. 

			The words sounded only half in jest. Arrogant prick! I raised my brows and aped the hauteur I’d often seen Lady Lydia do so well. “A man with a princely heart would respect the modesty of even a woman assumed to have none, and would let her put on her clothes.”

			“Where did you get such a strange idea of how princes behave?” His fingertips touched my cheek, then light as a feather brushed down the side of my neck. I shivered, my eyes half shutting. My body had been longing for such a touch from a man. I wanted him to go on; I wanted him to kiss me. To pull my gown from my hands. To push me back on the bed.

			“I’ve only seen these in treasure troves,” he said, touching my torc. “No one wears them anymore.”

			I shut my eyes fully, a shudder of disappointment shaking me as I was reminded of my position. “Is reading part of princely behavior?” I asked, and pulled my hair back to fully expose the front two sides of the torc. I kept my gaze lowered, my usual pride at being specially marked giving way to a sick shame at being owned.

			“Touch me not,” he read, “for Sygarius’s I am. He’s collared you like a dog. You’re a slave?”

			I nodded.

			“And his concubine.”

			“No!” I looked up at him. “Not yet, anyway. Soon.”

			“You mean he’s never touched this?” His fingertips brushed over my shoulder, and then his warm hand spread over my upper arm, moving downward in a slow stroke.

			“N-n-no.” Ah gods, how could a hand upon my arm have such an effect? Shimmers of sensation shot through my body. “He would kill you if he saw you touching me like this,” I managed to say, finding some small fragment of rational thought.

			“More likely he’d kill you. Or sell you to a brothel. He needs my father and me, if he hopes to remain dux of this province.”

			I grasped the gown more tightly to my front, lustful feelings suddenly chased away by cold fear. Gods, he was right. I would bear the brunt of Sygarius’s wrath for this folly, not Clovis.

			I heard voices outside the room: other servants. My eyes went wide, my heart thumping. “Go!”

			“It would hardly serve you to have me step out of your room with witnesses present. Besides, I haven’t gotten what I came for.”

			I laid my hand over my torc. “It would be the death of me!”

			“You are a beautiful little wench, and I won’t deny wanting to push your thighs apart and lick your cunny until you scream—”

			“Wh-what?!”

			“—but what I came here to see,” he said, slipping his hand off my arm and brushing the back of his knuckles against the side of my breast, “is this.” I felt him tug the cloth to the side, and looked down at my chest to where he’d revealed a spiraling swirl of tattoo. “I’ve only seen such a design once before.”

			A flood of emotion went through me. He’d seen my tattoos before. Hope. A fierce longing I’d thought long dead. “Where?” I demanded. “On whom? When?”

			He grinned. “So many questions! And yet you never answered mine.”

			“Yours? What question?”

			“Perhaps you are addled, if you’ve forgotten already.”

			I searched back through the few minutes of our conversation, frantic to find the answer, scared he might saunter from this room without telling me anything. My mother. The Phanne. He’d seen one of my people. I had to know what he knew. “My name, that’s what you want? Nimia. It’s Nimia. When did you see tattoos like mine?”

			The voices of the servants had faded, but suddenly there were quick footsteps outside the room, and then the skittering sound of the metal rings on the rod as the curtain over the doorway was jerked back. I shrieked.

			“Nimia, you—” Terix froze as Clovis slowly turned to look at him. “Jupiter’s prick, Nimia,” Terix whispered. “What in Hades?”

			“Close the curtain, Terix. Gods’ sake!” I said. “Do you want the whole villa to see him here?”

			Terix stepped into the room, letting the curtain fall closed behind him. “The whole villa will. Your absence has been noticed, my lord,” he said to Clovis. “If it had been anyone but me sent to fetch Nimia . . .” He made a face, expressing the dire consequences.

			I grabbed Clovis’s arm before he could turn and leave. “You have to tell me. Where did you see my tattoos?”

			“This apparently isn’t the time to explain.”

			My voice was tight with desperation. “You must tell me.”

			Clovis bent his head toward mine again, and then brushed a slow, barely there kiss across my mouth. It was the lightest of contacts, yet it left my lips on fire. “I’ll be here a few days more. Find somewhere we can talk without being disturbed.”

			I nodded, though I knew what that kiss meant: There would be a cost to the information I sought. “I’ll send Terix to let you know when and where.”

			“Me? I thought I was your friend. Get me my balls cut off, you will.”

			I hardly heard Terix’s grumbling. My eyes were all for Clovis. He was looking down at me with a bemused expression.

			“Do you know, I’ve suddenly had the strangest feeling about you.”

			I warmed inside. He felt it, too; he knew, as I did, that we were meant to be together.

			“I’m convinced you’re going to be critical to achieving my ends. What a useful little slave girl you’re going to be.”

			And with that, he turned and left. The curtain billowed from his passage, and then fell still. I gaped at the empty space, my inner warmth turning cold. Useful little slave girl. 

			“Nimia,” Terix said. His expression was serious for once, which was a measure of how dangerous the situation was.

			“What?” I turned my anger and confusion on him.

			“You can’t meet with him in private. You know you can’t.”

			“We’re just going to talk.” It sounded defensive, even to me; I heard the whine in my voice.

			“Talk is not all you want from him.”

			“It’s all I’ll take. Did you hear him? He thinks I’ll be useful,” I snorted.

			“He wants to get you alone and fuck you. Hades only knows if he’s truly seen your tattoos on anyone else. He’s using that as bait, and will make up some story to keep you begging him.”

			“Did you ever think that maybe I’m the one who’s in control of this? Of course he wants to fuck me,” I said, and flung out my hand in a sweeping gesture toward the rest of the villa. “Half the men in the garden room want to fuck me. I’ve kept myself untouched all these years, though, and that won’t change now for a barbarian princeling who thinks I’ll be useful. And I’ll know if he’s lying.”

			Terix shook his head. “Rant all you want. Your cunny has already decided for you. If you let yourself be alone with him, Nimia, you will give him what he wants.”

			I scowled. “I don’t know what he wants.” Beyond sex; every man wanted sex. There was nothing special about his desire for me . . . but there was something special about mine for him, which seemed grossly unfair at this moment.

			Terix rolled his eyes.

			“Why did you come looking for me?” I asked, changing the topic.

			He grimaced in surprise. “Fuck me up the ass! I forgot: attend Sygarius in the usual place. You’re to have a lesson.”
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			I sat in the wooden chair and shrugged out of the top of my gown, letting it fall to my waist; my bare breasts tightened at the touch of cool air. I flipped my long, heavy hair back over my shoulders, knowing that Sygarius didn’t want it concealing his view of my breasts. I put my arms on the arms of the chair, and my feet over its lion paw feet; I curled my toes, feeling the lumpy shape of the carving under my soles. The position forced my knees apart, and even though my thighs were covered by my skirts, my cunny felt open and exposed. 

			And then I waited.

			I was in Sygarius’s bedchamber, waiting as I had been taught to do during my four previous visits. In front of me was an empty couch, flat except for a rolled arm at one end. On the other side of the couch, another wooden chair faced me, and waited—like me—for Sygarius.

			The first time I’d come here, my stomach had been as unsettled as the wine in a dancing drunkard’s goblet. I hadn’t known what to expect: what might be done to me, what I might be expected to do, what questions I might have to answer. I had been afraid of making a fool of myself, either through my ignorance or by revealing my sexual cravings.

			Although why that last should have the potential to embarrass me, I still hadn’t figured out. I couldn’t bring myself to be as open and cheerful about my lusts as Terix was. Desire seemed such a private thing, meant to be concealed. Revealing too much of it, too honestly, would leave me vulnerable to harm.

			I couldn’t reason with myself otherwise. No matter what wise points I made, or how cleverly I argued that only good would come from showing Sygarius that I was hungry to experience a man’s touch, I wouldn’t listen to myself or be persuaded to be more frank and open.

			That first lesson, I had come into the room to find it empty except for Linnaeus—Sygarius’s scribe, a tall, narrow man with flabby pale flesh, hunched shoulders, and a head that was bald except for a fringe of overlong pale hair that went around the back of his skull, from ear to ear. His eyes and mouth both turned down at the corners, and he had the disturbing habit of curling his tongue over his upper lip while he was thinking. Which was often. And usually of evil things, I’ve no doubt.

			Linnaeus had directed me to my chair, and told me I was to stay in it unless Sygarius told me otherwise. These lessons were demonstrations, he explained; actors in masks and wigs would play them out on the stage of the couch.

			At a signal from Linnaeus, the actors had come in: three men and three women, all lightly clad, all wearing masks over the top halves of their faces, and the women wearing long wigs of different colors: blonde, brunette, red. I’d wondered—and continued to wonder—if I knew them. Was the blonde a servant I’d seen in the laundry? Was that man with the broad shoulders and dusky skin one of the regular villa guards? Or were they from the city of Soissons proper, and not a regular part of the household?

			The actors had stood in the shadows and waited for Linnaeus to direct them; they must have rehearsed beforehand how the lesson would go. Sygarius had entered, taken his seat across from me, and then in his low, steady voice explained to me what it was for a man and a woman to come together.

			What a lesson that first one had been! And they’d only gotten wilder. 

			The first lesson had been on foreplay, starting with kissing, and tender touches of fingertips to the face, the side of the neck, through the hair; moving on to hands smoothing down the length of a back, a thigh; lips caressing a hand, tongue teasing the center of a palm; gentle fondling of breasts, and a nipple surrounded by the warm wet heat of a mouth. Hands on asses, stroking, fondling, teasing, parting. A woman’s hand on the thick rod of a man, sliding up and down, her other hand cupping his weighty balls. Rubbing the damp tip of that rod against her nipples. The tender stroking of a woman’s folds, and a fingertip circling round, pressing at, and then entering her gate.

			It was a night of adoring touch, played out not two feet from my knees by living actors who seemed to have forgotten we were there. I could barely look away, and if I did so, would be reminded to watch.

			Sygarius’s eyes, however, rarely strayed to the actors on the couch: his attention was always on me, watching my reactions. Enjoying my shock. Savoring the blush of desire—or embarrassment—that painted my neck and cheeks. After that first lesson, he’d demanded that I sit with my gown down to my waist, so he could better watch my nipples, my breathing, and the flushing of my skin.

			The second lesson had taught me that mouths could do more than kiss lips and nipples. They could provide sex themselves: a man in a woman’s mouth, thrusting at her as if her lips were a cunny. A man at a woman’s petals, licking and sucking at her, with first his tongue and then his fingers thrusting inside her.

			My face had burned in embarrassment. I’d heard of such things, slyly, from Terix, but my imagination had proved only a faint echo of the reality. As the woman writhed on the couch, her back arching, mewling cries of pleasure torn from her throat, I’d wanted nothing more than to be her, with that man at my loins, my hands gripping his hair as he licked me.

			The third lesson taught me, in slow detail, how a man entered a woman. How she might raise her legs to his hips, his waist, his chest, his shoulders; how she was to move, meeting thrust for thrust, to better increase her lover’s pleasure. How she contracted her inner muscles to bring on his climax.

			Sygarius had made me practice that. He’d coached me through it, his eyes locked with mine, as he told me what I should be feeling in my body, and how to control it.

			My face had burned.

			And yet that night, the dreams I’d had . . . 

			The fourth lesson had been an acrobatic series of sexual positions. Man taking woman from behind while lying down; while the woman is on all fours; over the arm of the couch. Woman astride man as he lies flat. Man and woman sitting on the couch, facing each other. Man in chair, woman sitting on him with her back to him, his thighs between hers, forcing them wide. Man and woman standing, face-to-face, and then from behind.

			The array had been more than I could take in, and there were positions I doubted I had either the strength or flexibility to undertake. At a certain point, the lesson seemed to be more about contortions than pleasure . . . and Sygarius had read that in my expression. 

			A twitch of his eyebrow, and somewhere in the shadows Linnaeus signaled to the actors, and a fresh scene was enacted. Slower. Less dramatic. But no less intense for that: the brunette lay on her back, drew up her knees with her thighs together, and planted her feet on the darker man’s chest. He entered her, slowly, with an expression of pain on his face as if each inch were pulling something vital from his soul. When he at last rested the hilt of his sword against her scabbard, they began to rock together, a gentle motion, their gazes locked. It went on for what felt like both hours and only a moment, until he reached down and thumbed the top of her folds, and together they shuddered their release.

			The sound of movement broke me from the memory of lessons past, and reminded me that Lesson Five was about to begin. What more could there possibly be to learn?

			A well-muscled, loinclothed, masked man carried in a small table and placed it in the empty space between the couch and the arched gallery that opened onto a small garden courtyard—a courtyard obscured now by dark red curtains. Linnaeus followed, masked but recognizable by his shape and short tunic. He carried a closed basket roughly woven from leafless grape vines, and placed it on the table.

			I had never seen the basket before. It looked out of place, and strangely earthy amid the spare, polished luxury of Sygarius’s quarters. 

			I caught Linnaeus looking at me, a tight, anticipatory smile on his thin lips.

			A prick of alarm shot through me, and my eyes flicked back to the basket. What was in it? If Linnaeus was looking forward to seeing me experience whatever was in there, then it had to be something disturbing. Something that would scare me.

			Though I told myself it was my choice to throw myself into my role as the eager-reluctant student in these lessons, part of me knew that it was no choice at all. I didn’t have the choice to shy away, whatever shocks the lessons might hold. I resented being forced to be here, yet at the same time I was grateful I didn’t have to choose. I didn’t have to admit that part of me wanted to experience whatever was in that basket, however outrageous and frightening it might be. 

			The usual three women and three men came in, masked, lightly clothed, their oiled skin softly gleaming in the lamplight. They took their positions at the edge of the shadows, as Linnaeus took his somewhere behind me. I knew better than to turn and look, or ask a question. Someone started playing the lyre—Kina, most likely—thrumming softly from the courtyard.

			I heard the muffled sound of Sygarius’s deep voice in the adjoining room, and my breathing quickened. I straightened my back, putting my breasts on display. In a dim corner of my mind I saw myself as a dog, sitting up and panting at the sound of her master’s arrival; but I could no more help it than the dog could. He was my living god, my source of all pleasure and pain, food and shelter, kindness and the threat of rejection. How could I not sit up and hope that the sight of me pleased him?

			Does he know Clovis came to see me? My eagerness was suddenly chilled by the razor’s edge of fear. Maybe someone had seen Clovis leave my quarters; maybe they’d heard him in there with me, or heard me talking to Terix. There were no secrets in a villa, only agreed-upon silences. And even those were precious few.

			Meeting Clovis in private . . . impossible. Impossible.

			And then Sygarius was there. 
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			Sygarius’s toga and trappings of position had been removed, his hair was slightly mussed, and his shoulders relaxed as he came into the room and saw me. His eyes, warm and deep, met mine. “Nimia,” he said, and in the word was a sigh, a relief. I felt as if I were his escape from the world.

			He never showed this side of himself outside this room, and even here, that softening lasted only in the brief space of time that he transitioned between the public world and this private, erotic one.

			He needs me. He needs this. And it matters that it’s me, Nimia, and not anyone else, who sits in this chair with my breasts exposed, waiting for his attention; waiting to be taught whatever he wishes me to learn.

			And my body was not immune to his appeal. Everything about him was a contrast to Clovis, from his heavier, darker body and the threads of silver at his temples, to his controlled, weary air. He had been harnessed by the responsibility of ruling the last province of the Western Roman Empire, while Clovis ran free, like a wild, unbroken horse. In Sygarius’s strong, battle-scarred body was the promise of experience. Knowledge. I trusted him to know what he was doing, and know how to lead me to where he wished me to go.

			With Clovis, it was distrust and danger. A stepping off the cliff into the void, not knowing if I would be caught. Not knowing if I would fall to my destruction, broken upon the rocks below.

			Maybe that danger was half the excitement.

			Sygarius went to the table and laid his hand on top of the basket, then looked at me. “I’m told you’re fully grown, which means the time of waiting is almost finished.” His eyes crinkled. “I’m almost sorry. It’s been . . . a deep pleasure, this waiting. Remember that, Nimia: the greatest part of any pleasure is found in the anticipation of it. That which is easily taken, is easily discarded.”

			I nodded.

			“You’re wondering what this basket holds. I won’t tell you that; you’ll see yourself what lies within, at your initiation. It holds the essential truth of humanity.” He ran a fingertip of over a woven vine. “It’s fitting that we’re at the country estate for this, surrounded by vineyards. And that the summer solstice is near. The stars have aligned for your initiation: it’s going to be something we’ll both remember for the rest of our lives.”

			“Can’t I open it now?” I was allowed to ask Sygarius questions during these lessons. He seemed to enjoy both my curiosity and the satisfaction of it.

			He shook his head, a brief, sharp negation. “I had it brought in here for you to think about. To wonder, and guess at. To fill your thoughts with imaginings as you lie in bed, drifting off to sleep.”

			“Anticipation,” I said, and stared at the basket as if by doing so I could see into its dark depths. Was there something living in there, like a snake? Maybe it was wine. A mirror? I’d heard whispers of rites where the initiate gazed upon their own reflection in a pitcher, only to see a monster reflected back.

			“Good girl. Anticipation. I do love what a quick learner you are.”

			“Is that tonight’s lesson?”

			“No.” He moved away from the basket, and sat in the chair across the couch from me. He slouched back, his legs spread; he wore only his under-tunic, which ended at his knees. I could see the dark hairs on his legs, and down his bare forearms; I was fascinated by those forearms, strung with muscles that moved beneath his skin with every gesture of his thick wrist. His hands were blunt and wide, the fingers twice as thick as my own. I had wicked thoughts of what those fingers could do to me; the folds and hollows they might invade. Sometimes I imagined him coming up behind me, holding me around the waist with one arm while with his other hand he drew up my skirts, slid his hand between my thighs, and then slowly inserted one of those thick fingers deep inside my core.

			I’d dreamt such scenes, his finger slowly stroking in and out, my folds tingling at the scrape of his palm against them. I’d wake shaken by some unknown paroxysm of my body, a delicious shuddering of my flesh that left me lethargic and oddly yearning. My cunny felt strangely empty after such dreams, as if it had been cheated of what was naturally its right to take in.

			“Your lesson tonight is that, as a woman, you can be aroused by anything. Men aren’t like this; men are aroused by sex in its purest form: a man and a woman. But females, like you . . . you must come to understand your animal nature. As a woman, you are aroused by the least hint of sex, whether it be natural or unnatural, animal or human, by want or by coercion.”

			I made a noise of disbelief.

			Sygarius arched an eyebrow, looking faintly amused. “I promise you, Nimia: even when your mind tells you that you are disgusted, your cunny will grow slick with wanting.”

			“It won’t. Disgust and wanting do not go together.”

			“Not in a man. But in a woman . . . if there’s a prick or a cunny, even if it be a stallion mounting a mare, or you spy a boy bringing himself to pleasure with his own hand, the suggestion of sex is enough to dampen your thighs.”

			I shook my head.

			“You don’t even need to see it. My mentioning such scenes is enough, isn’t it? Tell me what you’re feeling in your petals, in your passage. Are they swollen?”

			I started to shake my head again, but honesty stopped me. Were they? I tried to focus on those tender folds held ever so slightly open by my position in the chair. Maybe they were swelling at the imagined image of a stallion mounting a mare, his hard penis finding its entrance to her, his teeth nipping at her neck.

			But then I imagined Terix holding his rod in his hand, jerking at it, sending a white stream spurting from its head. I’d had the misfortune to witness such a scene—a hard thing to avoid, given the frequency with which he relieved himself. He was too much a friend, too much a brother to me, for me to find it arousing.

			“I don’t think so.”

			A slow smile spread his lips. “I was hoping you would say that.”

			Uh-oh. I squirmed a little on the chair, which only made me aware of the sensitivity of my loins; I had to stop myself from squirming again, just to feel the seat of the chair rub against my sex.

			“A man won’t watch two men having sex,” Sygarius said. “His mentula goes limp. Such a sight does not arouse him—unless he’s one of those whose tastes run in that direction. But a woman will watch women. Even if all she dreams about are men spreading her thighs and impaling her on their rods, she will still grow warm and ready at the sight of one woman touching another. Stroking her. Licking the petals of her cunny.”

			“No,” I whispered. “I won’t.”

			“You need to know this about yourself, Nimia. You need to recognize how vulnerable you are to temptation . . . and how willing to fulfill whatever I might wish of you, no matter how your mind might protest.”

			At some unseen signal from Linnaeus, two of the waiting masked women came to the couch; one of them, in a brunette wig, began to kiss the other, a reluctant blonde. The blonde tried to turn her head aside, but the brunette grasped her chin and held her mouth in place, while her other hand slid down the blonde’s chest, pulling down the loose neckline to expose and fondle a breast. She pinched the light brown nipple, pulled at it, and released it. The blonde’s breast tightened, growing rounder as her nipple hardened.

			The brunette pulled the other shoulder of the gown down, trapping the blonde’s arms in the neckline and exposing both of her breasts. The brunette lowered her mouth to a nipple and took it into her mouth, sucking at it, and then pulling back until only her tongue touched it, licking and swirling over the darkened peak. The blonde turned her face aside as if ashamed to see what was being done to her.

			I told myself that I felt nothing, but could feel a pooling of warmth in my loins. My hands tightened their grip on the arms of the chair.

			The brunette grasped her lover’s hips and forced her onto the couch; the blonde fell back, her arms still trapped at her sides, her hands clenching at the smooth fabric of the couch. Her feet were on the floor, her knees bent. The brunette knelt between her legs and urged the blonde’s hips forward, until her sex was near the edge of the couch.

			The brunette flattened her palms over the girl’s mound, and then pressed upward, toward her belly. The blonde’s sex opened, blooming like a flower at the first rays of the morning light. The petals parted, and her shy stamen showed itself, small and pink.

			The brunette slowly lowered her face, her red tongue darting out its pointed tip to land, in one exquisite point, upon that delicate stamen.

			The blonde flinched and cried out.

			I felt moisture seep from my cunny.

			“Your eyes,” Sygarius said. 

			I looked at him. 

			He was smiling slightly, with a knowing satisfaction. “They’re turning copper.”

			I looked down, embarrassed. “It means nothing.”

			“I do so love it when you challenge me to prove you wrong.”

			The two women got up from the couch and went back to the shadows. In their place came a woman in a red wig carrying a small bowl, and two men carrying a marble statue of a swan, its neck extended forward and beak slightly raised. They placed it at the foot of the couch and returned to the shadows while the redhead dipped her fingers into the bowl. They came up covered in oil, the scent of it both richly floral and musky; the perfume seemed to invade my senses, flooding through me and bringing to wakefulness parts of me long left sleeping. I breathed more deeply, opening my mouth to take more in.

			“I’ve always thought the story of Leda and the swan to be a strange one,” Sygarius said, the vibrations of his voice sinking into me along with the perfume. “Turning into a large bird seems a strange way for Zeus to court a mortal woman. Why should she find such an animal appealing? Its prick is hidden away . . . although its head and neck are . . . suggestive.”

			The redhead smeared the oil over the beak and head of the statue.

			My eyes widened. She wouldn’t . . . No, I was not going to see that.

			“No normal man would find the thought of shoving his prick into a bird arousing. It doesn’t speak to us. The mentula shrinks and hides. But women . . . You do not even need the figure of a man to arouse you. Leda didn’t know it was the greatest of the gods who approached her in the honking, flapping form of a swan. So why did she let him do it—however he did do it? Have you seen a swan’s prick, Nimia? It’s twisted in a spiral. Perhaps, when it emerged, she couldn’t help herself. She wanted such a strange, ribbed thing thrust inside her; she was female, after all.”

			“More likely she wasn’t given a choice,” I said.

			He tilted his head in a half nod of acknowledgment. “Or maybe it was the sight of that blunt swan’s head that was more than she could resist.”

			The redhead bent over and put her hands on the end of the couch, her hindquarters pointed toward the swan. 

			“Maybe all Zeus needed to do was nuzzle her once, twice.”

			The redhead moved backward, the oiled swan head sliding between her thighs. She arched her back and sighed, sliding still, until the head emerged from the front of her thighs. Then she reversed.

			I could almost feel the cool, slick marble on my own sex. Feel my lower lips parting, the smooth column easing along my length.

			“It wouldn’t have taken Leda long to consider the possibilities. If the swan was willing . . .”

			The redhead shifted, until the end of the rounded beak was pressed against her gateway. She rocked her hips, and the beak pressed inward; the redhead’s whole body clenched and shivered. Her back arched, and she rocked her hips more firmly against the statue. The entire beak disappeared within her. She paused, the thickest part of the swan head poised at her gate. She reached between her legs to finger her stamen and then, as I watched, she eased back against the swan head, emitting little mewling cries of pleasure. The head stretched her, her flesh tight and shiny around it; it was as big as my fist. It moved tiny bit by tiny bit while her fingertips rubbed and thrummed on her stamen; the eyes on the head sank into her crimson flesh; the broadest point of the head seemed ready to split her in two when she gave a cry and her body shuddered, her thighs clamping tight around the swan’s head.

			I was panting, staring at where the white marble swan’s head sank within the girl’s cunny. I could feel my pulse in my sex, throbbing. 

			“Your eyes are glowing,” Sygarius said, his voice savoring the words. He liked what he was doing to me. “I’ve never seen them so bright.”

			“I’d never, ever want to do anything like that,” I lied, and knew he knew it for a falsehood. What was worse, I knew he thought I lied on purpose, to push him to show me worse things.

			Maybe I did.

			The girl slid off the statue and collapsed forward onto the couch, her face turned toward me. There was a soft smile on her lips. Her muscles looked lax, drained of strength.

			The two men came back and removed the statue, and the girl slowly pushed herself up, moving as if too wrung out to exert herself.

			“Do you deny that you’re excited?”

			I bit my lips, unwilling to admit the truth. Yet it was so foolish of me to continue to lie, when Sygarius plainly saw the state I was in.

			“You would tell me you didn’t enjoy watching our Leda with her swan?” he asked softly. 

			I could feel, in the air between us, his dare that I deny it. He wanted me to deny it.

			“I feel nothing.” I held my breath, and waited for the consequences.
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			I heard the sharp slap of leather against flesh, and a shriek of surprise. My attention snapped to the blonde, who dashed toward the couch with one of the men in pursuit. He gripped a short leather strap in his hand, half raised to strike the girl again. The brunette ran around the back of Sygarius, on a path to meet up with the blonde; safety in numbers, I thought.

			When the two women met up, they grasped each other’s arms—but then the brunette’s hold turned from one of comfort to one of capture. As the blonde fought to get away, the man with the strap came up behind her and thwacked her bottom.

			The blonde yelped. It seemed to be surprise more than real pain that she felt. She froze, seeing the other two men approach, and then erupted into a frenzy of motion, trying to break free of the brunette’s grip on her arms and, now, the strap-wielding man’s arm around her waist.

			Her frantic struggle seemed too real to be pantomime, and I suddenly wondered if she’d known this was coming, or had been told it was some other scene they would be playing out.

			One of the men tore her flimsy bit of clothing from her. The man with the strap lifted the naked blonde off her feet, carried her to the couch, and tossed her faceup over the rolled arm, her head bouncing once against the seat of the couch, her hair a wild tangle spreading out over it. Her hips were higher than her head, her legs dangling down to the floor, which her toes could barely touch. 

			Before she could catch her breath and writhe away, the brunette hopped onto the couch and grabbed both her hands, pulling her arms out straight above her head. Two of the men squatted down and grasped her ankles, pulling her legs wide. The man with the strap took a position between her spread thighs. The blonde’s cunny was exposed before him, vulnerable, her legs parted wide enough that her petals were partly opened.

			He whacked the strap against his own palm once, then a second time, harder—as if testing the sting of it. The blonde whimpered, and tried to raise her head to see what was happening.

			Was he going to . . . No, he couldn’t! Why would he—

			The strap came down with a sharp smack against her mound. 

			The blonde shrieked and jerked, then threw herself into another madly frenzied struggle to escape. Her strength was no match for the three who held her, though, and she quickly exhausted herself, lying supine in their grasps, her breath heaving.

			Smack!

			I gasped and flinched along with the blonde.

			The man was careful in his aim, and made his strikes without great force; he was not damaging her. She’d have no marks tomorrow. But that didn’t mean she didn’t feel pain when that strap came down on her most sensitive flesh.

			Smack!

			I dragged my gaze from the strap and looked at Sygarius. “I don’t understand. Whose pleasure is this? Who could enjoy this? Not her.” I nodded toward the blonde.

			“You’re enjoying it.”

			I shook my head in harsh denial. “It’s too . . . cruel. Can you stop it? Please?”

			Smack!

			“It would deprive us all of too much pleasure,” he said.

			“Not her!”

			“Especially her. This is not a beating, Nimia, with quick slash after slash delivered only to punish. It’s an arousal. The strap stings, yes. The flesh burns. And the flesh also swells between strokes, the blood drawn into it, making her exquisitely aware of every tender petal of her cunny, hiding the stiffening stamen within.”

			Smack!

			I flinched again, and the blonde moaned; I suddenly wasn’t sure if it was a moan of pain she felt, or of pleasure. “It’s wrong,” I said.

			“Wrong because it shocks you?”

			“You’re hurting her.”

			“Some people like to be hurt a little. But let’s pretend she doesn’t like what’s being done, and isn’t going to like what’s going to happen to her next. Let’s pretend she’s not at all willing. None of that will stop you from enjoying watching it be done, and feeling your own sex swell with hunger.”

			I shook my head in denial, and for once I believed myself. Pain, being held down . . . No.

			“Come here.”

			I jerked in surprise. I never moved from the chair during a lesson. Never.

			Sygarius beckoned with his hand.

			It took me a few moments to obey, so stunned was I. I walked around the foot of the couch to him, then stood, waiting, my heart pounding. What was he going to do?

			“Lie down on your stomach, there, at the end of the couch. Facing away from me.”

			My eyebrows rose, so high I could feel my forehead straining. My heart tripped. “L-l-lie down?”

			His eyes narrowed for a moment, a flash of irritation at my questioning. I clenched my hands and turned round, then crawled onto the foot of the couch as the brunette scampered out of the way, taking the blonde’s arms with her. I lay down on my belly, propped up on my elbows.

			“Bend your knees.”

			I did so.

			“Pull your skirts up to your waist.”

			I struggled awkwardly, hiking up the linen until I felt the air on my buttocks.

			“Part your knees.”

			I suddenly knew what he wanted: to see my sex, and see with his own eyes whether I lied or told the truth. The dampness, the contractions of my gate, the swelling . . . how much of it was visible? I didn’t know. I’d never bent down with a mirror to look, although I thought now that that had been singularly stupid of me. Why should I not know how my own body looked, despite being forbidden from touching it in a pleasurable way?

			I slowly parted my knees, dreading what they might reveal.

			“Farther.”

			I hung my head and obeyed, feeling the air on my cunny as my petals parted and revealed my guilt.

			There were several long moments of silence, and everyone in the room seemed to be waiting, breaths caught. Even the blonde, whose head was almost touching my side, seemed suspended in this moment, attending Sygarius’s next decree.

			It must have come as a silent signal, for there was a sudden flurry of movement, drawing my eyes. The man tossed aside his strap and scooped the blonde up into his arms as the others released her. He carried her to the side of the couch I faced, turned her around, and shoved her down on her belly, so that her face was by my knees, while my head was near her buttocks.

			Someone handed him the perfumed oil, which he poured liberally over her ass, then massaged into her crack and down to her cunny. The scent once again assailed my senses, seeping into my awareness and making my eyelids flutter. It seemed to call up distant memories, though of what, I couldn’t say: I only knew that some element—not the whole scent, but some single element or unique combination within it—was irresistible to me.

			The man rubbed the blonde’s buttocks, rolling them in his hands, then gave them a sharp thwack with his palm. She cried out, and he thwacked her again. And again.

			The redhead and brunette grabbed her ankles and pulled her legs wide. One of the men went round to the other side of the couch, put his knees to either side of the blonde’s shoulders, held her face between his hands, and then forced the head of his rod into her mouth.

			I craned over my shoulders to see what was happening, and when I did, I closed my eyes.

			“Watch, Nimia,” Sygarius said.

			I forced my lids open, to see the blonde gripping the man’s legs. I didn’t know if she was doing it to support herself and try to get away, or because she liked it. Her fingernails dug into his thighs.

			Movement at her back end caught my attention, and I turned forward to see the strap-man holding his thick prick in position at her gate. Like the man at the blonde’s head, he’d put his knees to either side of her; her pale flesh looked small and vulnerable between his muscled, black-haired thighs, with that enormous staff poised like a battering ram. He crouched over her, the position awkward but his body more than muscled enough to handle it.

			The head of his prick forced its way inside her. Her body tensed, and then she writhed as if to get away from the great force of it. He gripped her buttocks, hard, and with one long, slow thrust he buried himself within her.

			The blonde whimpered, a cry smothered by the rod that gagged her mouth.

			I watched, wide-eyed, as the strap-man slowly withdrew, then plunged within her again, deeply kneading her buttocks while he did it, and all of it so close to my eyes that I had only to lean and bow my head and my face would be on her tortured ass. She would have bruises to show for this night.

			“Are you enjoying this, Nimia?” Sygarius asked from behind me, only his voice sounded distant, as if trying to find me through thick layers of curtain. My attention was all on that rod, sliding in and out of the beleaguered blonde. Something was happening to me; to me and to my body. I heard a buzzing sound, and as strap-man thrust and plunged, I began to see a shimmering of golden stars. 

			Strap-man held the blonde’s ass cheeks wide, and then thrust one thick finger into her puckered, oiled hole. She groaned, long and hard, and bucked her ass up against his hand.

			The golden stars burst before me into a swarm of golden bees, the buzzing deafening me to all other sounds. I was dimly aware of waves of pleasure going through my body, and a strange moaning sound coming from my throat, but it was the golden swarm that had me, held me, devoured me. They landed on my face, my shoulders, my back . . . 

			And then I saw Clovis’s face near mine, and felt him lift me against his body, his mentula a hard ridge between us. I cried out at the pleasure of it, and the yearning to have it inside me. I needed him in me, in a way that I’d never needed food, water, or life itself.

			Nimia, Clovis whispered, and his hands moved down over my buttocks to my thighs, lifting and parting them.

			“You can hardly deny that,” Sygarius said, his voice edged with a cynical amusement.

			Clovis vanished. The golden swarm took instant flight and disappeared. I blinked, and found myself on the couch, my ass bare, my cunny still clenching at the echoes of pleasure.

			What in Hades had just happened to me?

			Strap-man had pulled out of the blonde, who lay limp beside me.

			“Women’s bodies make the choice, not their minds,” Sygarius said. “It’s why men are so jealous and controlling—they know their women can be led to do anything, no matter the perversion.”

			At some unseen signal, the players gathered themselves together and left the room. Linnaeus, too. I could feel the absence of others in the air; it was a stillness that should have been calming, but it left me aware that I was alone with Sygarius.

			“Stand up.”

			I did, my legs feeling weak. My skirts fell down to cover my betraying loins, the fabric like a curtain that fell too late, concealing nothing.

			Sygarius sat forward and pulled his tunic off, flinging it to the side where it fell in the shadows. I stared at his black-haired chest, the soft rises of his pectoral muscles, the smaller descending mounds of muscles that went down his ribs until the smoother spread of his belly. 

			My eyes continued downward, to the massive, dark, red-purple erection sprouting at his loins like an oak tree from a thicket of black hair. His mentula was as thick as my wrist, the slit at its end shining with the first drop of his desire. I had a sudden, almost overwhelming desire to put my mouth over it, and lick that drop away with the tip of my tongue.

			“Take off your gown.”

			Startled, I looked up at his eyes. Were we going to join now? Not wait for the solstice and the formal initiation?

			His gaze told me nothing. It was dark and intent, as it always was. I untied the belt at my waist and let the garment fall to the floor over my feet.

			“Come here.”

			I stepped closer to his spread thighs, and then when he nodded again, I stepped between them. I could feel the warmth of his legs to either side of mine, but he did not close them against me. My gaze fell again to his mentula, the head of which was now a mere hand’s width from the plucked-bare mound of my cunny. I swayed, some force within me seeking to make contact. I wanted to feel that domed head pushing against my petals, sliding along them, rubbing against the eager stamen of my flower.

			“Part your legs.”

			I did, helpless to do otherwise. I wanted him to tell me to impale myself on that massive rod. I wanted to feel it stretching me. Filling me. Breaking me free of what had begun to feel like a perpetually inviolate state. I wanted to be touched, taken, used. I wanted his hands on my hips, thrusting me down upon him, again and again.

			He moved one of his legs, sliding it between my open thighs. “Wider,” he said.

			I scooted my feet wider apart, the shift lowering my cunny until it was so close to the top of his thigh that I felt the brush of his leg hair against it.

			“Tell me what you want.”

			“You.”

			“How do you want me?”

			“Any way you say. Please,” I begged. Unable to control myself, I lowered my sex upon his leg, rubbing against him in one quick, rough, luscious stroke before he dropped his leg lower, avoiding my touch.

			“Bad girl,” he said, his voice low and uneven.

			I gazed at him in apology. “Punish me by your own hand,” I said, envisioning that masked man’s hand slapping the girl’s mound, and her writhing in helpless submission and desire.

			He chuckled. “And give you exactly what you want? No.”

			“Do we have to wait for the solstice? We could do it now.” I cast a glance over my shoulder at the woven basket. “Whatever’s in there, I could see it now, couldn’t I? The waiting . . . becomes unbearable.”

			“Has this ‘unbearableness’ tempted you to break your oath?”

			He meant my oath not to bring pleasure to myself with my own hands. Not only could no other man or woman touch me, but I was not allowed to, either, beyond the basic necessities of bathing and of plucking hair from my sex. It seemed the cruelest prohibition of all. Many nights I’d lain awake, my sex full and throbbing, and I’d lie on my belly and fight against the urge to rub against the sheet. But always one of the other girls would shift in her bed, reminding me I was not alone, and reminding me that they were all charged with watching that I did not break my promise. So I would lie silent, motionless, hoping to fall asleep and find in dreams the stroking touch and release that I was denied in waking life.

			“I have not broken my oath.”

			“Your body is mine. You’ll feel pleasure when I give it to you.”

			“At the solstice.”

			“That depends upon you. I’ve decided you have to earn my touch.”

			I whimpered. I’d thought myself so close to the long-awaited fulfillment. Now there was the potential for failure?

			“I want you to get close to Childeric—no, you won’t let him touch you,” he said, reading the look of panic on my face. “He wants you, but you aren’t to let him have you. Use his desire for you as bait. Hint to him that you want to escape from me and go back to your barbarian roots. Tell him you hate all that is or was Rome. And from his reaction, find out what his feelings are: does he want Soissons for the Franks, or is he happy for them to serve as our hired army?”

			He wanted me to spy for him. The thought scared me. I hadn’t found Childeric frightening when he was a guest in Sygarius’s house. But to approach him on my own, while pretending to be seeking escape from Sygarius . . . It would put me beyond the bounds of Sygarius’s protection, at least in Childeric’s eyes. And the idea of confronting and attempting to manipulate the barbarian king did frighten me. I was no match for such a one. “Why would he tell me anything?”

			“Because men, my dear Nimia, cease to think in the presence of a desirable woman.”

			“He would see through me in a moment.”

			“You’d think so, wouldn’t you? It’s an old ploy, sending a woman to loosen the tongue of a man; there is no brilliance behind such a scheme, no cunning. Nor does there need to be. He won’t be able to think near you, Nimia. His cock will do the persuading for you; it will silence his suspicions and choose his path.”

			I wet my lips, thinking. I could ask if I could try such a ploy on Clovis, and thus get permission to talk with him in private.

			Sygarius was watching me closely. It occurred to me that he still seemed able to think clearly while his cock was rampant. A man so jealous of my body that he would not allow even my own hand to touch it was a man who might quickly figure out that my interest in a young, handsome prince was not purely for his benefit. He must know himself to be far more sexually attractive than Childeric. He might not come to the same conclusion when comparing himself to Clovis.

			“It’s . . . You . . .” I started, and fumbled over the words, not knowing if I dared ask the half-worrisome, half-hopeful thought that had sprung to life in the back of my mind.

			“I?”

			“For the sake of my spying on him, you wouldn’t really ever give me to Childeric, would you?”

			“If I wanted you to go to him, you would.”

			I chewed my lip, restraining my protest to a murmured noise deep in my throat.

			“But your value to me lies elsewhere, as well you know. You are mine, Nimia, and I will not give you up. I have so much still to teach you.” His gaze shifted to the basket on the table. “You must work to keep my favor, however. Think upon the hidden contents of that basket, and know that it’ll be used to reward you during your initiation, if you’ve pleased me.”

			“And if not?”

			“Punishment, Nimia. Such terrible punishment.”

			By the light in his eyes, I wasn’t sure which he wanted.

			Nor, by the contraction of my sex, did I know which I wanted.
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			Don’t do it, Nimia,” Terix said.

			“How can I not?” I wished I could tell him the whole truth, that this secret meeting with Clovis was partially blessed by Sygarius. Partially, because of course Sygarius did not want me to meet with Clovis. It was a day and a half since Sygarius had given me the command to spy and pry, and I hadn’t yet accomplished anything with Childeric. I’d convinced myself that I could achieve the same ends with Clovis, while also giving myself a good excuse should I be caught with him.

			I wasn’t here because I wanted Clovis. I was here to hear about the Phanne, and I was here to obey Sygarius’s command to gather information.

			Or so I persuaded myself.

			Terix and I were in a half basement of the villa, outside the door to the grape pressing room. It was the one space I could think of where there was no risk of discovery. No one would be going in there until fall, in preparation for the harvest of the vineyards surrounding the villa.

			Terix’s hand hovered over my shoulder, the worry in his eyes making him look older. I felt his fear: it was an echo of my own. This could all go so badly, so quickly. It was stupid, it was reckless, it was impulsive, thoughtless . . . 

			And yet.

			There are moments when you feel your life hanging like a garden spider at the end of a long strand of silk. Above you lies your web: familiar, safe, the place where you know the meaning of every vibration in the many interwoven strands around you. Below is the open air, and winds that would carry you far from all you know, should you lose your hold on your silken strand. That silken strand was your anchor rope. Your tie to all that you knew.

			The gods only knew where the winds might take you, given a chance. To a better place, perhaps: the edge of a meadow filled with sunshine and flying insects—a happy place for a spider. But the winds could be cruel. They might dump you in a raging river and laugh as you sank beneath its roiling surface, your little spider legs flailing until you drowned.

			Knowing the cruel humor of Fate, while you hung on your strand between your web and the unknown, swaying in the breeze as if you had all the time in the world for debating and deciding, a crow would fly up and eat you.

			Such was the fate of hesitant spiders.

			“Clovis won’t care about that warning around your neck,” Terix said. “He won’t care what will happen to you after he’s gone. All he’ll care about is getting his prick inside you.”

			“I can handle him.” A lie, of course. Truth was, he scared me more than Sygarius. With Sygarius, at least I knew what the rules were, and what was expected of me. I knew I wouldn’t be touched. I knew I was safe.

			With Clovis . . . 

			Terix shook his head. “If you’re alone with him, all that will matter is that he’s stronger than you.”

			“He’s not going to rape me.”

			“There’ll be nothing to stop him. The way you’ve been aching for him, though, he won’t have to. And then gods help us all.”

			“I’m not like you; lust never overwhelms me. I’m a woman. We’re different.” Such a lie that was, coming off my last lesson!

			Terix put his hand to his forehead, his mouth a grimace of disbelief and dismay. “That’s what you believe? Oh gods, we really are doomed. Nimia, you have no real experience, you don’t know—”

			“I can’t explain it, Terix,” I interrupted, “but I have to do this. You’re going to have to trust me.” I met his doubt-filled eyes. “Sometimes I know things, yes?”

			He chewed his lips, then nodded. Reluctantly.

			“I can’t promise that trouble won’t come of this, but . . .” I gestured helplessly. “I have to.”

			“I can stand guard, in case someone comes; or in case he—”

			“No! Go somewhere that people can see you. If trouble comes, I won’t have it spilling over onto you; I’ve involved you too much already. And besides,” I said, softening my voice, “your being here won’t change whatever it is that will happen. I know you want to protect me, but . . .”

			“But there’s no protecting you from yourself.”

			That wasn’t quite what I’d meant, but I gave him a rueful smile. Reminding him, without words, that we had no control over one another—not even over ourselves, our lives. I was trying to free him of responsibility. 

			He closed his eyes and shook his head, then sighed. “I’ll go find a pig to fuck. It’ll keep my mind off whatever’s happening here, and all the squealing will give me a good alibi.”

			“Thank you, Terix.” I wished I could hug him. 

			But I hoped he was joking about the pig.

			He left.

			The spider let go of her web, and gave herself to the wind—I pushed open the door and went in. 

			Two large rectangular cement basins dominated the pressing room; they were knee-high, and used for crushing grapes. One basin was for foot stomping, while the second was occupied by a massive cylindrical press with a stone weight and turnstile. After the first juices from the stomping were collected for making the finest wines, the crushed grapes were put in the press for a second pressing. The second pressing gave juice suited to wine for soldiers and common folk.

			The wine that came from the third pressing was fit only for slaves. The thought was as bitter as the wine itself. 

			The room stayed cool all year, embedded down in the earth. I shivered and held my arms across my chest. The windows were just above ground level, and the wood shutters let in the faint blue light of dawn around their edges. I’d chosen the hour: people might question why you were skulking about at night, but no one ever questioned you if you were up and about at an unnaturally early hour. They were too bleared by sleep to care, assuming they were awake at all.

			I paced the room, waiting, the bricks cold and dusty under my feet. And then I couldn’t bear the semidarkness any longer and cracked open the shutters on four of the windows, standing on my tiptoes to reach up and release the latches. When I turned around from the last of them, Clovis was there.

			The man moved as silent as a wolf. And stared at me with the same intensity.

			I gripped my elbows, a smile quavering on my lips, Sygarius’s commands chanting in my head so loudly I was certain they could be read on my face. Spy spy spy, lie lie lie.

			“Clever choice,” he said, nodding at the pressing room, our meeting place.

			“Being a slave doesn’t mean being a simpleton.”

			“Nor does it mean being clever.” He came toward me, and I backed up a step; he veered off to the side, affecting an interest in the massive press with its stone weight.

			Or maybe he really was interested; what did I know? Perhaps he’d never seen the like. He was a barbarian, after all.

			Whatever that meant. So was I.

			Or I had been, before Sygarius got me.

			A sudden longing filled me, for those days before Sygarius; before Groudan; for those days I remembered only in a few precious fragments, when my mother and I had both been free, living amid the Phanne. Our people.

			Clovis was not Phanne. But he was the closest taste to freedom I’d had in years.

			I didn’t know why that taste terrified me so.

			“So what do you know about my tattoos?” I blurted out, desperate to take control of the situation.

			He tilted his head and grinned. “That would be no fun, telling you and being done with it.”

			“You think because I’m slave, I’m here to be toyed with for your amusement?”

			He sat on the wide edge of one of the basins, stretching his long legs out in front of him and crossing his ankles. “I’m not your master. How did you fall into Sygarius’s hands?”

			I briefly summed up the battle of Roman against Visigoth, and his choosing me from amid the captured. “I was separated from my mother during the chaos; I’ve always hoped she escaped and found our people.”

			“The Phanne.”

			I sucked in a breath of surprise, and closed the distance between us. “Yes. You know of them!”

			He flashed a quick smile, revealing nothing. “How did you and your mother end up with the band of Visigoths?”

			“A raid on a village we were visiting during market day. Groudan couldn’t resist stealing my mother, along with the pigs and grain.”

			“And you.”

			I didn’t answer that. I didn’t want to dwell on that vivid memory when, as a small child, I’d seen my mother beg and make promises to a blood-splattered man, if only she could take me with her.

			“What of your father?” he asked.

			“I never knew him, although I’m told he was a Celt.” Another thing I did not want to talk about: my mother had told me that the women of the Phanne made it a ritual to love as adventurously as possible, collecting the seed of men far different from themselves. It was, she had said, where they got their strength.

			There had been no chance for her to explain that mysterious statement further, before we were separated for good.

			“Tell me what you know of the Phanne,” I said, impatient with his questioning. “Please.”

			He patted the space next to him, inviting me to sit.

			I crossed my arms.

			He raised his brows and waited.

			I tossed up my hands and sat beside him on the edge of the basin, a careful couple of feet between us.

			Clovis swung one leg over the basin wall so that he straddled it, his open thighs facing me. His close-fitting tunic rode up, and I couldn’t not glance down at his short breeches, muscled thighs, and the shadows beneath the hem of his tunic that hid the bulge of his sex. One of his knees was now almost touching the side of my thigh; the other leg was stretched out behind me, in the basin.

			“The Phanne,” he said. “It must have been about six years ago. We were on the north coast, and this man was looking for someone to take him across the channel to Britannia.”

			“A man,” I said, disappointed. I’d been hoping beyond hope that Clovis had seen my mother.

			“A young man, maybe twenty or so, with fair, reddish hair. He had spirals like yours, only not over his . . .” Clovis gestured at my breasts. “They were over his shoulders, his elbows, knees, ankles. His neck.”

			“Nowhere else?” I wasn’t sure if this man had been Phanne. I couldn’t remember what the tattoos on our men had been like.

			“I never saw him nude. I was a curious child, though, and asked him about his tattoos. He was a strange fellow . . .” he said, trailing off, his gaze growing distant as he remembered. “Passing strange.”

			My impatience was building again. “How so? What was so odd?”

			“He asked me what I thought the tattoos meant. I said I didn’t know, that’s why I was asking him, and that answer didn’t please him. It didn’t make him angry. It . . . disappointed him. I could see him lose interest in me.

			“So I said maybe they were clan markings. ‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘But what do you think they mean?’

			“I didn’t want to see that look of disappointment again, so I thought about it. I’d seen spirals carved into stone way-markers, and once I saw some outside an ancient tomb. ‘Pathways,’ I said. He didn’t reply, but he looked interested. ‘Death? Mark of the gods. Spinning, going around in circles. Time?’ I was babbling out ideas, wanting to find the answer that would please him.

			“ ‘Why are they where they are on my body?’ he asked. ‘Strength,’ I said. ‘Shouldn’t they be over my muscles, then?’ he asked.

			“But I’d trained enough to know the answer to that. ‘Muscles are nothing without the joints. Maybe the spirals protect them.’

			“Then we started talking about fighting and sword technique, and he offered to spar with me—he was killing time, waiting for his boat to be ready—and so we did, and he fought like no one I’d ever seen. Fluid, graceful, looking as if he expended no energy at all, yet without even seeing his movement or knowing how he managed it, my sword would fly from my hand, or I’d find myself flat on my back.

			“When I was winded and couldn’t lift my sword arm again, he showed me the exercise he did every morning: a long series of moves with the sword that looked like dancing, silent except for the rush of air past steel. Other men gathered to watch, but he didn’t seem to notice or care; his concentration was absolute.

			“He finished and then looked at me, and I was scared, because his eyes seemed an unnaturally bright green in his flushed face. He looked at me and said that it wasn’t an accident that our paths had crossed. ‘Remember me, young Clovis: I am Maerlin of the Phanne. Remember me, and we shall both find what we seek.’ ” Clovis looked at me. 

			I looked back. “What did he mean?”

			He shook his head. “I wasn’t about to ask him, and get another ‘What do you think it means?’ thrown at me. But I remembered him. And then I saw you.”

			A chill ran over me as the meaning of what he said sank in. “This Maerlin, you think he knew somehow that we would meet.”

			Clovis reached out and took my hand. I tried to jerk it away, instinctively, but he held it tight and gave it one hard press to warn me to stop fighting. So I did, and let it rest inside the warmth of his, his calluses from reins and sword feeling both rough and protective against my skin. I was almost too fascinated by the feel of his hand holding mine to attend to his next words.

			“He knew that my remembering him would matter at some point. What point could it be, but this?”

			For a wild moment, I didn’t believe him. I heard Terix in my head, saying how Clovis would make up any story to get what he wanted. It was all a lie, meant to seduce me, meant to let him get close to me.

			Then I remembered the look on his face when I’d danced as Lotus, and he’d seen my tattoos through the gown. That had not been feigned, or planned. Had it? He’d been stunned. Entranced. He’d sought me out immediately afterward, as if seeing the tattoos had forced him to it.

			“Yes, but to what end?” I asked. “How do either you or Maerlin find what you seek—whatever that is—by my hearing about him?”

			“That’s the mystery to be solved.” He scooted closer, until his knee pressed against my thigh and he was leaning forward, his pale blue-gray eyes lit with excitement.

			The contact with my thigh was making it difficult to think; shimmers of sensation and expectation radiated outward from it. “How do we solve it? This is likely the only chance we’ll have to talk privately before you and your father leave. Sygarius owns me; I’m not even allowed to leave the villa without his permission.”

			“I’ll buy you from him.”

			I gaped at him. “Have you as my master?”

			“Wouldn’t you rather have me in your bed, someone your own age, than that old man?”

			I shook my head, struggling to figure out why his suggestion felt so wrong. “I want freedom, not to exchange one master for another.” The thought of being owned and commanded to sex by a young man near my own age was repellent in a way that being mastered by older, powerful, worldly Sygarius was not. 

			He put his free hand on my lower back and stroked me with slow, gentle pressure, as if stroking a cat. The delicious pleasure of it surprised me so much that I couldn’t make myself move away. Oh gods, is this what I’ve been missing all these years? Such a simple touch, yet so much pleasure . . . A furious resentment at my enslavement suddenly burned through me and with one hand I grabbed the “touch me not” torc at my neck. “I won’t have this replaced with another collar, with ‘Clovis’ written upon it. Let me come to you of my own choosing, or not at all.”

			“If I set you free, would you come to me?”

			“That’s the whole point of freedom: you could never be perfectly sure I would.” His hand released mine, and as I turned toward him, both his hands moved to my waist, sliding up my sides to where his thumbs could brush the undersides of my breasts. Each brush sent shocks of arousal down to my loins. “It’s no use, though. Sygarius will never sell me.”

			“Everything has a price. My father and Sygarius haven’t yet reached an agreement on how much we Franks are to be paid for continuing service; you could become part of that agreement.”

			I shook my head. “He’s obsessed with me.”

			“He’s a man in a precarious position. He’s more obsessed with remaining dux of Soissons than with any woman. No matter how lovely.” 

			“And you have an army to feed. How could I possibly be worth the gold that you’d lose by taking me as part of the bargain?”

			“I don’t know yet. But Maerlin knew. You’ll lead me to what I seek.” He bent his head to my neck and nuzzled the tender bend where it met my shoulder. My eyes half-closed in response, and I felt as if I were melting.

			“What do you seek?” I whispered.

			“All of Gaul.”

			“Mmm?” I barely heard him, more interested in the soft touch of his lips on my skin.

			“No more Romans.”

			“That won’t be easy.” The tip of his tongue stroked a path up to my earlobe, which he drew between his lips. Oh gods, oh gods . . . don’t let him stop.

			“Impossible, with my father as king of the Franks.”

			“Mmm?” His hands moved up to cup my breasts, his thumbs playing with my nipples.

			“He’s grown fat and contented, suckling at the teat of Sygarius’s golden purse. His ambition has been bought and tamed.”

			My arousal was suddenly dampened: I was swamped by a distressing sense of my own divided loyalties, of having betrayed both Clovis and Sygarius at the same moment. I’d learned what Sygarius commanded of me by following his script . . . even though I’d followed it spontaneously, and in sincerity. And with the wrong man.

			I should push Clovis away, and end this seduction before it went further. Go to Sygarius and tell him what I knew.

			Or I could stay and feel those hands on my breasts, my thighs, my buttocks. Those lips on my skin, that tongue . . . 

			Clovis would never be able to buy me from Sygarius; it was a dream only.

			But if I stayed with Sygarius, I would never learn more about the Phanne. I’d never be free to discover what I was, and who I was meant to be.

			There was only one way out, following a dangerous path from which few emerged alive.

			I’d have to run away. 

			The thought sent a terrified thrill through me. My body felt the surge, and merged it with the wonders Clovis was working on my flesh. Fear sought annihilation in desire, burrowing into it, burying itself under sensation. The glory of touch. A man’s hands upon me, arousing me, seeking to please both me and himself. 

			All my sense of care and self-preservation vanished in a burst of rebellion. For too long, the will of another had built my hungers and denied them satisfaction. I was a woman with my own mind, my own heart, my own body and needs. I was not a farm animal, to be told when to breed. I was not a dog, to be collared. I was not, in the center of my being, a slave.

			I dug my hands into Clovis’s hair and brought his face close to mine. “Touch me not,” I said, and crushed my lips to his.

			His surprise lasted only a moment, and then he was kissing me back, showing me how it was done. He licked the joining of my lips until they opened, then sucked my tongue to his, their rough lengths rubbing against each other, making promises about what would happen with our loins.

			I clawed blindly at his tunic, seeking fasteners, my hands dropping at last to his belt and jerking, pulling, until I had it free, Clovis chuckling at my eagerness. He drew the tunic off over his head, and my hands dropped to his breeches, engaging in a fresh skirmish against fasteners and barriers.

			“Easy,” he said, laying one hand over mine.

			I grasped his hand and pulled it under my skirts and up my thigh, to the damp, warm cove that waited for him. “Touch me not,” I said, and pressed his fingers into my folds.

			He groaned, and then my fever became his, and he scooped me off the ledge of the basin and onto the hard, cold floor. His breeches came undone, and I shoved them down his hips and reached round to grasp his buttocks once, squeezing hard, before my hands came forward to grip what they’d been longing for.

			Hard.

			Silken.

			Hot.

			Thick.

			“I’ve never touched one before,” I said, astonished at the feel of it in my hand. Astonished by the size, and by how the thickness of it, clasped inside my palm and fingers, made my body ache.

			He shoved my skirts up to my waist, his lips parting as he saw the extent of the tattoos. “Do they go everywhere?”

			“Find out for yourself.” I pulled his rod toward my waiting gate.

			“Easy, Nimia; you can’t be ready yet. You’re a vir—”

			He broke off as I pressed the head of his rod against my gate. “Touch me not,” I whispered. “For Sygarius’s I am.”

			He swore in his language, and gave a short thrust, as if it had been jerked out of him against his will. I felt pressure, but no parting of the doors. I widened my thighs, and put my feet flat on the ground, knees bent, to better press my hips up to meet him.

			“Nimia, I don’t want to hurt you—”

			“Am I wet enough?”

			“Gods, yes.”

			I reached down and grasped his rod, as I’d seen the actresses do in those lessons Sygarius made me watch. I held him steady at my locked gate, and raised my hips. He thrust against me in return, a short thrust. The pressure built to the edge of pain, and then backed off. Clovis groaned. His arms were to either side of me, propping his torso above mine. His hair hung down around his strained face.

			“Take me, Clovis,” I urged. “Steal me. Free me from him. I want yours to be the first prick I feel inside me.”

			The power of his thrust surprised me, my hand flying away as he rammed his rod past the bar on my gate, tearing it asunder. I cried out at the pain and shock of it, and the unexpected immensity of him inside me.

			He held his hips still, and bent his head down to press kisses over my face, murmuring soothing words.

			“It’s all right,” I whispered. “Keep going. I want it to hurt.”

			He stopped his kisses long enough to meet my eyes, his darkened with both passion and confusion. “Why?”

			“I want it seared into my mind. I want it tattooed upon my body like the spirals on my breasts and loins. Indelible. Irreversible. I never want to forget that you were here first.”

			“Gods, Nimia, do you have any idea what your words do to me?” He started to thrust, slowly, his face still showing his strain. “It’s almost impossible to stay in control.”

			“I don’t want your control.” I grabbed his buttocks and pulled him into me, and wrapped my legs around the back of his.

			His hold on himself finally broke and he went wild, pounding into me, grabbing my hip and holding it down with one hand for better leverage as he bucked and thrusted. It hurt at first, his rod feeling as rough as sawn wood, but I didn’t fight it. I relished it as proof of what was happening, and as I let him take me my cunny seemed to soften and accept him. It didn’t feel good—I hadn’t expected it to, not this first time—but it no longer felt so bad.

			I closed my eyes and focused on the wide spreading of my thighs, and the feel of his strength as he pushed and plunged; as he held my hip down; as the force of his body against mine nudged me along the floor, and made my breasts bounce. He was locked in the act, unstoppable; I gave myself over to the storm of his lust. I liked being helpless beneath it, the more so because I’d incited him to it.

			It had been my choice. With a burning inner joy, I reaped what I had sown.

			At last he gave a gurgled cry that sounded like my name, and his body stiffened. He jerkily thrust once more, twice, and held motionless. A moment later, I felt his rod throb as he expelled himself within me. I watched his face as it happened, his eyes closed, his head tilted back. His hair clung to his cheeks and neck, dampened with the sweat of passion.

			When the paroxysm had passed, he opened his eyes and, finding me watching him, gave me a sheepish smile. I grasped his sides and pulled his weight down on top of me. He was heavy enough to nearly press the breath from me.

			I would have gladly suffocated, for the joy of having a body pressing against mine.

			After his breathing quieted, he shifted up onto his elbows. “Next time—”

			I pressed my fingers to his lips and shook my head. I didn’t want his apologies. “When I first saw you, I knew that this would happen.”

			He held my face tenderly between his hands, and met my gaze. “Your eyes . . . they’re glowing. Like Maerlin’s eyes glowed. What does it mean?”

			Passion. Trance. Visions that often come true. But I could not reveal all that to him, lay my soul as open as I had just laid my body. I didn’t understand much of it, anyway. “It means that I am Phanne.”

			He dug his fingers into my hair. I could still feel him inside me, thick and burning. “What are the Phanne?”

			“I . . . I’m not sure.”

			“But you suspect.”

			I nodded.

			“Tell me.”

			When I didn’t answer, he pushed with his hips, nudging that great branch deeper within me. I squirmed, trying to escape it; with passion fading, a raw soreness was coming to take its place. “Tell me, Nimia,” he said teasingly. “I won’t pull out until you do. You can feel me swelling again, can’t you?”

			I could. And I loved it. I wanted to squirm upon it, the better to feel its growing girth.

			“Your poor little cunny isn’t ready for another battle. Or is it?” He gave an experimental thrust.

			I winced. 

			All right, so maybe “loved it” was a little strong at the moment.

			“Better tell me, before I get carried away and forget that I don’t want to hurt you. What are the Phanne?”

			The truth had been dancing at the edges of my awareness for years, growing stronger as my body and mind matured. Hints my mother had let fall; flashes of inexplicable knowledge; the sense that there was something inside me that if I only knew how to reach it and open it to my awareness, all of life would become clear to me, its patterns laid out, its complexities unraveled. Its futures told.

			“And what are you?” he asked. His gaze held intense curiosity, but also a hint of uncertainty. Perhaps having one’s rod deep inside a woman with glowing copper eyes was . . . alarming.

			I smiled. Then I smiled wider when I saw how it did not reassure him.

			“I think,” I said, “that you’ve spectacularly deflowered a seer.”

			His eyes went round and he jerked himself free of my cunny, the rough withdrawal making me grimace. Ow. Definitely not ready for a second battle. 

			“Wotan above!” he swore. And then, after looking at me for a moment in consternation, “I didn’t take away your magic powers by fucking you, did I?”

			I giggled, my legs still sprawled wide, the wetness of our joining seeping out my core. It was all wonderfully, deliciously messy and real. I reached down and touched myself, then brought my fingers up to see the thin streak of red blood within the moisture.

			All Sygarius’s years of waiting, watching me ripen on the tree.

			Plucked.

			I rolled onto my side and howled with laughter.

		

OEBPS/font/AJensonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/CoronetLTStd-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/CN6.png
g





OEBPS/font/Taviraj-MediumItalic.ttf


OEBPS/font/Taviraj-Medium.ttf


OEBPS/font/guadalupeEssential.otf


OEBPS/font/AJensonPro-It.otf


OEBPS/image/CN7.png
g





OEBPS/image/CN3.png
g





OEBPS/image/9781501129230.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

LISA CACH






OEBPS/image/CN4.png
g





OEBPS/font/AJensonPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/image/SlaveG_title.png
r-l of 1,001 Erotic Nights

LISA CACH

0
Al

Pocket Star Books
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/image/CN5.png
g





OEBPS/font/AJensonPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/font/AJensonPro-LtIt.otf


OEBPS/image/CN1.png
g





OEBPS/image/CN2.png
g





OEBPS/font/AJensonPro-Lt.otf


OEBPS/image/title_fm.jpg
The Adventures

of a Roman Slave

Part of the 1,001 Erotic Nights Series

Lisa Cach

Pocket Star Books
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/font/AJensonPro-SemiboldIt.otf


OEBPS/image/CN8.png
g





OEBPS/font/BioTGBd20.otf


OEBPS/image/CN9.png
g





OEBPS/font/AJensonPro-Bold.otf


