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						    Pleasures Aubrey Ross Enslaved Hearts, Book Two
 
 New Pompeii, playground of the rich and decadent, has been operational for two years when Elaina decides something drastic must be done. Her brother and the other founders are out of control. Their cruelty and disregard for the lives and dignity of the city’s inhabitants has become widespread and twisted. Elaina accepts her brother’s invitation and attends the gladiator games. She finds the battle revolting and barbaric yet stirring in ways she didn’t anticipate. Theos, her brother’s new champion, is mesmerizing. His sculpted body and untamed spirit leave her aching for an up-close-and-personal demonstration of his strength. Theos is torn between frustration and anger. His master has requested before that he pleasure Fedoran women and he has always refused, but this time is different. He must convince Elaina he is content, that New Pompeii exists for the pleasure of all Fedorans. If she succeeds in closing the city, she will nullify his reason for living.
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 Chapter One Scooting to the edge of her seat, Elaina Xyell pressed her hand to her chest and reminded herself to breathe. Sunlight gleamed off the straining bodies of the gladiators on the arena floor below. Their muscles rippled and bunched as they lunged and twisted with lethal grace and focused determination. Metal scraped then rang as their swords clashed and parried, arced and swung. The strangely musical sound cut through the shouts and cheers of the raucous crowd all around her. Brimmed helmets concealed the opponents’ faces, but most of their sculpted bodies were vulnerable to the slashing bite of their enemy’s gladius. “Are you starting to see the appeal?” Elaina tried not to let the smug confidence in Laetif’s question provoke her. There was undeniable appeal in these barbaric displays. They were savage and violent, primal—erotic. She shivered as heat cascaded through her body and pooled between her thighs. Life on Fedoros had become predictable, homogenized and bland. It was little wonder bored Fedorans flocked to New Pompeii. “The appeal has never been in question.” She dragged her gaze away from the spectacle and looked at her sister-in-law. Dressed in a linen tunic and pleated stola, Laetif effortlessly blended with the inhabitants of New Pompeii. Elaina wore a similar costume, but she was far less comfortable in the primitive outfit. “The morality of this endeavor is what bothers me.” “We saved these people from certain death and delivered them to a city so similar to their own that their lives were hardly disrupted. How can you fault the morality of that?” A sudden cheer drew Elaina’s gaze back to the arena floor. Dario, the crowd favorite, had just opened a gaping slash in his opponent’s upper chest. Blood streamed 5
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 across the Roman’s impressive pec and dripped onto his washboard abs. Elaina winced and reinforced her purpose for coming here. They’d been duped, manipulated, and it had to stop, no matter the risk or personal sacrifice. She returned her gaze to Laetif’s flushed face, but her sister-in-law was absorbed in the action. “They’re being held captive by their own superstitions.” Laetif waved away her concern. “You might consider it superstition, but these people take their gods very seriously.” “Be that as it may, they are slaves and slavery has been illegal on Fedoros for centuries.” “They are ghosts,” Laetif countered. “Without our interference they would all be dead.” Elaina sighed. Her compassionate heart refused to accept the conclusion, but there was logic in Laetif’s argument. Her brother and the other founders of New Pompeii had not created this brutal way of life—they had simply allowed the inhabitants to escape the volcano’s eruption and preserved the status quo. For the entertainment of Fedorans! Dario drove the Roman backward with a frantic series of thrusts. The Roman patiently deflected each blow, waiting for an opportunity to launch his own offensive. Sunlight gleamed off their sweat-slicked skin, emphasizing the bunch and flex of their highly defined muscles. “They’re not animals,” Elaina tried again. They looked more like pagan gods, locked in a battle for the fate of mankind. They emanated strength and power, a sort of savage nobility no Fedoran could hope to emulate. She shook away the fanciful thought and refocused on her mission, convincing Laetif that these exhibitions were wrong. “We cannot treat them like—” “We treat them as they have always been treated,” Laetif cut in. “No better, no worse. We are allowing their culture to develop naturally, without Fedoran interference.” 6
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 It was an old argument—one Elaina had begun debating days after her husband died. Her husband had been a silent partner in these games, offering political and financial support from the shadows. His death had freed Elaina to speak her mind, to tell all of Fedoros how immoral she found these games and all the other atrocities that made up daily life for these people. Deafening cheers interrupted Elaina’s response. The audience surged to their feet as Dario overextended his thrust. The upstart Roman sidestepped, pivoted and slammed his elbow into the center of Dario’s back. A collective gasp silenced the arena as Dario stumbled then fell. The Roman followed him down, straddling his hips and raising his gladius with both hands. The sword point was aimed at the base of Dario’s spine. And the Roman paused. “Ingula! Ingula!” burst from the onlookers, bloodlust glazing their eyes. “What are they saying?” Elaina’s decision to attend had been spontaneous, so she hadn’t undergone a Latin infusion. Laetif leaned close and spoke into her ear. “Kill him. They’re demanding blood.” “I thought Dario was the favorite,” she called over the chanting crowd. “Never underestimate the fickle nature of these crowds.” With his foot on the center of Dario’s back and his sword still poised to kill, the Roman turned his head and looked at Mikko, who was seated on the other side of his wife. Mikko stood and moved closer to the wide stone barrier isolating the editor’s private box from the rest of the teaming onlookers. Mikko raised his arms and called out to the crowd, but Elaina couldn’t understand him. “What’s he saying?” “He’s reminding the audience that the fight was to last until ‘the finger’,” Laetif explained. “Gladiators are too valuable to waste on the whim of a crowd. Death is only encouraged when a gladiator fights a criminal or group of criminals. The price of admission for death matches is much higher than these skill rounds. If this fool will ask for mercy, Mikko will grant it.” 7
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 “What if Dario won’t yield?” Unable to restrain her morbid curiosity, Elaina came out of her chair and joined her brother at the half-wall. An anxious hush fell over the arena as every eye focused on Dario. Tension pulsed around her and trapped her breath in her lungs. If Dario refused to yield, she was about to witness a murder. This wasn’t a sim or some graphic special effect. Despite their primitive culture, these were living, breathing human beings! The Roman nudged Dario with his foot and Dario slowly opened his hand, releasing his hold on his sword. Another moment passed in anxious silence and then Dario extended his index finger, signaling his surrender. Thank God, or Jupiter, or whatever benevolent force had kept this from happening. Elaina blew out a shaky breath and tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her ear. The Roman stepped back and offered his hand to his defeated opponent. Murmurs of disapproval rippled through the crowd as the new champion helped Dario to his feet. Dario snatched his sword off the sandy ground and limped toward the nearest archway. Elaina prepared to take her seat when the Roman took off his helmet and faced Mikko, head held high. Smears of dirt and blood emphasized his blatant masculinity rather than distracting from his barbaric appeal. His hair was short and brown, little more than a shadow against his gold-toned skin. Even from this distance, his eyes flashed dark and dangerous. He’d obviously won the day. Would he be bathed and fed then offered the most desirable women? Wasn’t that how conquerors expected to be treated? “What do you think of my champion?” Mikko asked with a challenging smile. “He’s very impressive,” she admitted, her mouth suddenly dry. She could almost feel the gladiator’s arms crushing her against his massive chest and his mouth plundering hers. He would not be a gentle lover. He would demand, overwhelm and… She was being ridiculous! For all she knew, gladiators might not be allowed women. Maybe they considered sex a weakness and focused entirely on bashing heads together. 8
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 Her brother turned to the gladiator and called out in a congratulatory tone. The gladiator accepted the praise with an incline of his head. Then Mikko raised his voice even louder, obviously addressing the crowd. The people cheered and erupted in another echoing chant. “Theos! Theos! Theos!” “Theos. Is that his name?” she asked her brother. “Yes.” Mikko looked at her, green eyes narrowed with speculation. “Does he seem abused and manipulated? Can’t you see that he revels in this life?” Theos raised his arms and turned in a slow circle, absorbing the adoration and the cheers. But he was a slave! He had no idea any other life was possible. “I want to meet him.” The words slipped out before she analyzed the repercussions. Mikko laughed. “So you can fill his head with seditious nonsense? Impossible.” “Maybe it’s not such a bad idea.” Laetif insinuated herself between them and slipped her arm around her husband’s waist. “If anyone can help our resident dogooder understand that we are not abusing the inhabitants of our humble community, it’s Theos.” Motioning them away from the half-wall, Mikko drew them back into the shade of the velaria. The canvas awning flapped gently overhead, its protection inadequate relief from the cloying heat. “It is against the law to intentionally pollute the social structure of New Pompeii. Even my sister would not escape prosecution. You would not be able to say anything to Theos that contradicts what he was told by the founders.” “I signed the noninterference clause just like everyone else,” Elaina muttered. “Then why do you want to meet him?” It was Laetif’s turn to laugh. “Are you really so blind? I know she’s your sister, but Elaina is a woman. Theos has always been our most popular gladiator largely because of his appeal with females.” “I can summon him, but I don’t pimp my gladiators. Not even for my sister.”
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 Elaina gasped, moving deeper into the shadows. “I wasn’t asking you to pimp him. Just forget I asked.” Laetif patted her on the back and glared at her husband. “Ignore him. It’s a good idea. We were both thrilled when you finally agreed to come watch the games. This is the next logical step. You need to interact with one of the inhabitants, try to see New Pompeii through their eyes.” “Then she can interview the house servants or talk to my vendors,” Mikko grumbled. “It doesn’t need to be a gladiator.” “We run the largest ludus in New Pompeii. To understand our world, she needs to understand gladiators,” Laetif countered. “It’s all moot, Laetif. I couldn’t talk to him even if Mikko summoned him. I can’t speak Latin.” “Not everyone who visits New Pompeii chooses to undergo the language infusion,” Laetif argued. “The guards have a bad habit of speaking Fedoros to each other. I suspect a good many of our gladiators speak Fedoros better than they let on.” Elaina shook her head. The thought of meeting Theos, perhaps being alone with him, had her insides tense and tumbling. Why had she suggested it in the first place? “I said I’d watch one of the matches and I did. Now I’d like to go home.” “You saw what gladiators do,” Mikko mused, moving closer to his wife. “I think Laetif is right. You still don’t understand who they are or how they feel about this life. I’ve decided to allow it.” Laetif grinned, clearly pleased with herself. Elaina’s belly was so tense she felt nauseous. “This isn’t necessary. I told you I’d soften my reports and stop giving interviews.” She’d orchestrated the media blitz to keep her mind off her husband’s betrayal and subsequent death. But her informal posts had been picked up for global syndication, making her a minor celebrity overnight. She nodded toward the packed arena. “It doesn’t appear that my efforts had much impact on your bottom line anyway.” 10
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 “You’re my sister and I love you. I don’t expect you to become a proud supporter of our enterprise, but I’d like for you to admit that we don’t mistreat these people.” Elaina recognized the stubborn set of his jaw and the determination in his eyes. He wasn’t going to relent. And she had no one to blame but herself! “We can have him brought to you in chains if that will make you feel more secure,” Laetif suggested. “No!” Thinking of anyone bound in chains was abhorrent to Elaina. “I will give Theos very specific instructions,” Mikko promised with an enigmatic smile. “You have nothing to fear.”
 
 ***** Theos rolled his shoulders and raised his arms, testing the neat row of stitches the medicus had just sewn into his chest. With the crowd’s cheers still echoing in his mind, he’d been escorted through the underground passage and returned to Ludus Xyellus. House Xyell was the largest and most profitable gladiator brotherhood in New Pompeii, so the complex had been built adjacent to the arena. He’d scrubbed his body clean of blood, sand and sweat before entering the hospes to have his wounds tended. “Is it true? Did you defeat Dario?” He turned his head and found Patricius Maximus standing in the doorway, his expression inscrutable. Dark brown hair flowed away from his face and brushed his broad shoulders. Though counterproductive to his ferocious appearance, his light blue eyes saw everything. “Dario is a fierce opponent. Venus simply smiled on me today.” Dario belonged to a rival house now, but Max had been his lanista for over a year before the games grew popular enough to support more than one ludus. “Do not minimize your achievement. I knew the day would come. It was inevitable.” A smile curved the corners of Max’s mouth. “I did not realize it would come so soon.” 11
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 “So soon? We have passed two winters in this strange place. How long did you expect it to take?” The hint of a smile vanished as quickly as it had formed. “Our location is irrelevant. I have fought all over the civilized world and the games remain the same. We fight for honor and for the adulation of the crowd. Don’t allow Venus’ gift to cloud your mind.” Scooting off the end of the treatment table, Theos stood and faced his trainer. “Nothing clouds my mind. I am a gladiator. I understand my role.” “You have a new role now, Theos.” They were joined by Mikko, Master of House Xyell. “You are Champion of New Pompeii.” Theos glanced at Max, hoping to gauge the lanista’s reaction to the development. As usual, Max’s features gave nothing away. Rather than dwell on the enigmatic trainer, Theos turned to Mikko and said, “I am pleased to bring honor to House Xyell.” “Walk with me.” Mikko motioned toward the garden beyond one of the grilled archways that separated the gladiator barracks from the adjoining villa. Fedoros guards snapped to attention and moved aside so Mikko could open the gate. A bright yellow beam swept the length of Mikko’s body, causing the gate to hiss and swing inward with a subtle scraping sound. There were so many small marvels on Fedoros. Theos couldn’t help wondering what lay beyond the energy barrier surrounding New Pompeii. “I have an unusual task for you,” Mikko told him. “I am, as always, your servant.” Mikko didn’t respond until they were deep in the verdant garden, far away from curious ears. “This is beyond the scope of your duties, so I will ask for your cooperation rather than command your obedience.” Theos tensed. The only time Mikko asked for his assistance was when some wealthy matron wished to experience the savage pleasure of a gladiator’s mentula thrusting deep into her cunnus. “What would you have me do?”
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 Mikko chuckled. “Do not look so distressed. This task is different than any other I have put before you. It is more challenging and more important.” “Who do you want me to kill?” Mikko’s sharp burst of laughter reinforced Theos’ original conclusion. This wasn’t about killing, it was about fututiones. “I need to access your other skills.” Mikko stressed the concept with a sly smile. “Forego the pretense that you do not know what I am talking about. You refuse to pleasure Fedoran females, but the few slaves you have…mounted have begged for more.” “Who do you want me to ‘mount’?” He clenched his hands into fists and tore his gaze away from his master’s face. The lush serenity of the garden only heightened Theos’ anxiety. His body might belong to his master, but he chose when and with whom to couple! “There are powerful forces in Fedoros, as there were in Rome. Your former masters were obligated to garner the support of highly placed Romans, and it is basically the same for me. This house cannot operate without the protection of powerful allies.” “But you are an agent of Venus. There is no ally more powerful than a goddess.” Mikko’s gaze took on a calculating sheen at the mention of their patroness. “Actually Venus suggested this course of action to me. I was not entirely sure I wanted to pursue it, but Venus was insistent.” “What does our goddess require of me?” If Venus were behind this request, why had Mikko only brought it up after he mentioned her name? “My sister Elaina was present for your triumph. Did you happen to notice her standing beside me?” He’d seen a tall blonde woman who seemed vaguely familiar. He’d dismissed her after only a glance. The nobility were no concern of his. “The sun was in my eyes.” Actually the thrill of victory had driven all other thoughts from his mind, but the excuse was more diplomatic.
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 “Well, Elaina has connections with many of the powerful people I mentioned earlier. They value her opinion and follow her advice. Even though she is my sister, she is my greatest critic. This must change or the games could be in danger.” “What is the basis for her criticism?” “She fears the inhabitants of New Pompeii are being abused by their Fedoran masters.” This was unexpected and odd. “What sparked her fear? Has she witnessed this abuse for herself?” Mikko was the third master Theos had served, and he was by far the most reasonable and benevolent. “Elaina does not understand the way things are done in New Pompeii. She judges your situation by the standards of Fedoros. I think if she could spend some time with you, hear about your life both before the relocation and now, she might come to understand that different is not necessarily wrong.” “If you have been unable to explain these things to your own sister, why do you believe I can make her understand?” He was being unusually bold, but this task was odd in the extreme. “It is not that she does not understand. She refuses to believe that you are content in this life.” “Does she understand why we were brought here, that our lives would have been forfeit had Venus not protected us from Vulcan?” Mikko reached for a crimson flower on the bush in front of him, his gaze carefully averted. “Elaina does not believe in the gods.” Dumfounded by the easy admission, Theos could think of nothing to say. How could this woman doubt the gods’ existence when her brother interacted with one on a regular basis? “Venus has not revealed herself to your sister?” “This is where things get complicated.” Releasing the flower, Mikko faced him again. “Elaina was married to a man she loved deeply. She expected to enjoy a long and
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 happy life at his side. But short months after their union, she found him in bed with another woman. Her heart was broken and she refuses to believe that a compassionate goddess would allow her to feel such pain.” “I will not give pleasure to a married woman, even if she is unhappy with her mate.” “She is a widow in desperate need of a new beginning.” “But she has turned her back on the gods?” “It is easier for her to deny their existence than to try and understand what might be learned from his hurtful betrayal.” “It is a common reaction.” Theos felt sorry for this woman he’d yet to meet, but disregarding faith entirely was not the answer. “Many turn to the gods when all hope is lost and others blame them when nothing else makes sense.” Mikko nodded, the calculative glint returning to his eyes. “Elaina has taken her bitterness one step further. She is determined to disparage New Pompeii in general and the gladiator games in particular.” “Why? How does discrediting our way of life ease her pain?” “Her husband was my business partner. His betrayal was so painful she has reverted to her maiden name. She would like to pretend the marriage never happened, but New Pompeii is an ever-present reminder of all she lost. Besides, harming New Pompeii harms Venus and Elaina needs someone to lash out against.” “She blames Venus for the actions of her faithless husband.” Theos rubbed his chin as he absorbed all the fragments of information. Mikko meandered through the garden, hands clasped behind his back. “Venus understands Elaina’s true motivation and that is why she proposed an intervention of sorts. If Elaina can let go of her bitterness, Venus is confident she will no longer wish to destroy New Pompeii.”
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 “Venus honestly believes spending time with me will be enough to mend Elaina’s broken heart?” “It will take more than conversation.” Mikko stared at him for a moment, expectation clear in his bright green eyes. “Elaina needs to understand that all is not lost. She must see that she is still capable of feeling emotions, that she could find love again.” Understanding unfurled within Theos. It wasn’t hard to fill in what little Mikko had left unsaid. Still, he wanted no misunderstanding between his master and him, especially when a family member was involved. “You want me to seduce your sister, to reignite the fire in her heart?” “Yes. And it will not be easy. She will resist you, insist she wants nothing to do with you. But you must not believe her. I saw the longing in her eyes as she watched you fight. She is attracted to you.” “I will not take her by force.” “I was not suggesting you should. Despite her frustrating actions of late, she is my sister. If you harm her, you die.” He was to seduce a reluctant female who wanted nothing so much as to abolish his reason for existence. And if he failed or harmed her in the process, his master would end his life. The irrational need to laugh threatened his composure. This morning he’d thought life in the arena was challenging. “If I refuse?” Mikko shrugged. “Then you will never fight again.” Anger twisted through Theos, drying his mouth and clenching his fists. “I do not respond well to ultimatums.” Guiding him back the way they’d come, Mikko said, “I did not mean it as a threat.” Theos barely suppressed a disbelieving snort. A slave had no real option but to please his master and Mikko knew it.
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 “I told you I wanted your willing cooperation,” Mikko reminded. “If Elaina has her way, there will be no more gladiators and no more games. No matter what she says, or how stubbornly she resists you, it is in your best interest to help her see the error of her thinking.”
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 Chapter Two A warm, fragrant breeze brushed across Elaina’s face as she gazed out over the red tiled roofs of New Pompeii. The arena perched atop one of the city’s many hills like a crown effortlessly dominating the elegant villas and temples surrounding it. Only the Imperial Palace commanded a higher position than Ludus Xyellus, her brother’s domain. It was all very impressive, but none of it was real! She’d always been curious about New Pompeii. Her husband Vito treated the ludus as an investment and refused to let her go near it. But Vito was dead, and her brother approached the endeavor from an entirely different angle. Mikko lived in the villa adjacent to the ludus and personally oversaw every aspect of his investment. Pushing away from the wooden railing, she walked back into the cozy bedroom that had been prepared for her use. Laetif had insisted the room was the best place for her interview with Theos. This way no one would know what transpired between them. If they did no more than talk, that was up to Elaina. But if passions flared and Elaina wanted more, she could indulge her fantasies with no one the wiser. Mikko had stressed the noninterference clause for the third time then he’d gone to speak with Theos. Elaina wasn’t sure what her brother was going to tell the gladiator. Probably that she was crazy and he should disregard anything she said. If she couldn’t tell Theos he was living a lie, that he was being used and manipulated by a technologically advanced society, what was left to say? The scrape and clatter of shifting armor or chains drew her attention to the archway on the far side of the bedroom. Mikko called out a greeting then swept aside the heavy curtains that separated the bedroom from the rest of the villa. She moved into the room from one side as he strode in from the other, followed by two armored guards flanking 18
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 the gladiator. Theos was shackled hand and foot, shuffling along as well as the chains allowed. She glared at her brother. “I told you not to bind him.” “Precautions are taken whenever a gladiator is moved.” “If he’s so dangerous, perhaps I better not speak with him.” Mikko shrugged. “He’s as dangerous as he chooses to be, and I’ve given him good reason not to harm you.” The guards bent and released his ankles restraints. Mikko stopped them as they reached for the manacles. “Last chance,” he told her. “Are you sure you want him free?” “What happens if he hurts me?” “I end his life.” The cold finality in her brother’s tone made it obvious he meant every word. “Then free him. I suspect this won’t take long.” She caught the challenging glint in the gladiator’s dark gaze a moment before his expression iced over. He understood what they were saying well enough to take exception to her attitude. After removing the rest of his restraints, the guards withdrew from the room. “This is what you want?” Mikko asked. Her dry mouth refused to form words, so she nodded. Mikko glanced at the gladiator before offering her a smile. “If you need anything, just call out. The villa isn’t that large. If not, I’ll see you in the morning.” He said something to Theos in Latin before he left. A faint smile was the gladiator’s only response. From a distance, Theos had seemed fascinating, undeniably dangerous yet not personally threatening. Now she felt awkward, vulnerable and…restless. He was dressed, sort of. His simple tunic only reached mid-thigh and gaped across his chest. He remained where the guards had left him, arms at his sides. She knew his body was well-
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 formed, to say the least, so she focused on his face. He had strong features, a wide brow and sharp cheekbones, firm jaw and sculpted lips. She moved closer, staying well out of reach. “Congratulations on your win.” She wasn’t sure how much he could understand, but they had to start somewhere. “You fought well today.” “Meus gratiae, domina.” He’d thanked her and called her mistress, but he hadn’t attempted to speak Fedoros. Had Mikko overestimated the gladiator’s abilities? Tearing her gaze away from his handsome face, she looked around the room. Where should she take him? Or where could he take her? The bed was the obvious choice. He could stretch out on his back while she straddled his hips, or he could stand on the floor and drape her legs over his thick forearms. Her pussy warmed and melted while her pulse thudded steadily through her arteries. He was here to speak with her, not pleasure her with that amazing body! Which meant they had to find a way to communicate. Too anxious to stand still, she motioned to the small table near the balcony. “Are you hungry? Would you like something to drink?” He shook his head as his gaze lowered to her lips. She indicated that he should precede her, but he didn’t move. Didn’t he understand what she wanted, or was he waiting for her to lead the way? This was all so strange. When he continued to stare, she turned and walked back onto the balcony. Torches had been lit, but the light wasn’t bright enough to penetrate twilight’s gloom. His arms reached around her and grasped the railing. “You should have left me in chains,” he whispered in Fedoros. Fluctuating between uncertainty and excitement, she held perfectly still. If a predator sensed fear it would strike, and there was no doubt Theos was a predator. “You speak Fedoros very well. Were you tutored, or do you have an ear for languages?” 20
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 “I was taught. My master’s wife is sometimes amused by disregarding his dictates.” What did Laetif gain by teaching a gladiator the language of his master? Especially if Mikko had forbidden the practice? “Did she teach others as well?” Something brushed against the nape of her neck then trailed down her spine, amplifying the shivers she was trying to hide. “You tremble.” His breath stirred her hair and he moved closer, almost but not quite touching her. “Shall I warm you?” “I’m not cold.” “Are you frightened?” “Why should I be? You won’t hurt me.” “You seem very certain of that.” He moved his hands to her upper arms and turned her around. Their gazes locked and her breath hitched, her nipples gathering against the fabric of her gown. “I could do whatever I wanted with you. Do you doubt it?” His deep voice had a distinct accent, but he spoke Fedoros effortlessly. “There is no honor in harming someone smaller and weaker than you. So unless you intend to force yourself on me sexually, I have nothing to fear.” He spun suddenly, taking her with him, and urged her back against the external wall of the villa. His gaze grew demanding and hungry, so she dragged her eyes away. She could see nothing but the wide expanse of his shoulders and the sculpted contour of his chest. Damn, the man was big! His hands settled on her hips, squeezing gently before he brought her forward and aligned their lower bodies. Hard and hot, his cock pressed against her belly as he insinuated his knee between her legs. “Will it be force if I taste your mouth?” One of his hands lightly grasped the nape of her neck while his thumb teased the underside of her jaw. As if of their own volition, her lips tingled and drifted apart. He smelled clean and faintly spicy. Had he scrubbed himself clean or had tittering females happily attended his bath? She fought the urge to press her face against the base of his neck and wrap her
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 arms around his back. “This isn’t why I came here.” He tilted her face up as he lowered his head. “I don’t want…” “Yes, you do.” His lips brushed over hers, warm and inviting. He waited for her to accept the kiss before he took the exchange deeper. “Open, amor. Let me in.” She parted her lips and trembled. His tongue slowly pushed into her mouth, but her mind pictured a more intimate penetration. If he lifted her and wrapped her legs around his hips, he could fuck her right there against the side of the villa. Her fingers dug into his shoulders as she returned the kiss, lost in the sensual web. She rocked against him, rubbing against his cock, unable to escape the proof of his desire. “Touch me,” he whispered against her parted lips. He grasped her wrist and guided her hand to his erection. She kept her fingers open, refusing to stroke him, but it made no difference. The thick ridge teased her palm and ignited an ache between her thighs. His lips drifted over her face, teasing the corners of her mouth then following the crest of her cheek, lingering near her temple. Her fingers flexed, starting to grasp his shaft, then she snatched her hand away. “I can’t do this!” “You can.” He cupped her ass with both hands and angled her hips as he slid his cock across her clit. “Stop it.” She pushed against his chest, but he ignored her. “I said, stop it!” A frustrated growl escaped his throat, but he stopped rocking. His hands, however, remained on her ass. “Why do you deny what we both want?” “I don’t—” He squeezed her hard enough to make her yelp. “Speak the lie again and I will find out for myself if your body is ready for mine.” She swallowed hard. Her pussy felt heavy and achy. She was doubtlessly wet. “Do you take every woman you encounter simply because you want her?”
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 “I seldom encounter women.” He moved his hands to the wall again, shifting his body away from hers without releasing her completely. “Females are not allowed in the barracks.” “Still, you understand my point. Your life is about discipline and control. Wanting something is not reason enough for taking it. Other factors must be considered.” A slow, unexpected smile parted his lips. “I thought you knew nothing about gladiators.” He towered over her, imposing and indomitable yet undeniably attractive. She still felt caged and vulnerable, but they were talking, so she left well enough alone. “I know far more about this world than my brother will let himself admit. He’s convinced I don’t understand how things work in New Pompeii. The truth is, I understand. I just don’t approve.” A lock of her hair had escaped the twisting upsweep. He took the shiny red-gold tress and curled it around his finger, apparently fascinated. “Why do you disapprove?” She chose her words carefully. How could she explore his perspective without contradicting the lies he’d been told by the founders? She’d promised that she wouldn’t violate the noninterference clause. Then what was she doing here? “Do you enjoy what you do?” One corner of his mouth lifted and his dark gaze sparkled. “I was enjoying it very much before you stopped me.” Heat suffused her face and she lowered her gaze, unwilling to admit how much she’d been enjoying it too. “I mean in the arena. Do you enjoy fighting, sometimes killing other gladiators for the amusement of the crowd?” “I do not kill other gladiators. I kill criminals who have forfeited the right to live by their despicable actions. Gladiators are rare and valuable. We fight for honor and the reputation of the brotherhood.” His shoulders squared and his chin lifted with obvious pride. “Ludus Xyellus produces the fiercest fighters in all of New Pompeii.”
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 “What if you weren’t required to fight? What did you want to be before you became a gladiator?” “Such questions are useless.” He released her hair and took another step back. “I am a gladiator.” “How did it happen? Were you born a slave or—” “I was taken in battle, defending my people against the cursed Romans.” She pushed off the wall and moved to an angle where the torchlight illuminated his face. “But Mikko referred to you as ‘the Roman’. He said it more than once.” “I was trained in Rome.” His gaze narrowed and his lips tensed. He obviously had no intention of saying more, but he’d piqued Elaina’s curiosity. “Then what were you doing in Pompeii during the evacuation?” He moved to the railing and stared out into the night, firelight dancing on the masculine planes of his fierce features. “I had been sold to a new master three weeks before the evacuation.” “You would have preferred to remain in Rome?” He shot her an impatient glare and said only, “Yes.” “Why were you sold?” Turning his back to the night, he leaned against the railing and crossed his arms over his chest. “How will the events of my past help convince you to discontinue your campaign against our city?” It was obvious he didn’t want to tell her, which made her more determined to know. “I thought direct exposure to one of the city’s inhabitants might temper my resistance to what goes on here.” “You never answered my question. Why are you so resistant to the things that happen in this city?”
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 She thought for a moment before she answered. Did stating an opinion violate the noninterference clause? She was simply telling him how she felt. Surely there was no harm in that. “I think slavery is wrong.” “There have always been slaves and there will always be slaves. Why are you focused on New Pompeii?” Her heart thudded and she rubbed her upper arms. Did Mikko honestly think the threat of prosecution would keep her from speaking her mind? He had to have suspected she would say something controversial to his champion, and yet he’d allowed this meeting. Was he using some bizarre backward logic to manipulate her? No, Laetif had been the one who talked Mikko into allowing this meeting. Was Laetif an abolitionist? She knew Mikko and Laetif lived separate lives, but was it possible their lives were that different? It didn’t matter how the opportunity had come about, Elaina would not waste it. If she sowed the seeds of discontent, it might well spread like a virus. She’d tried destroying this abomination from the outside and failed. Would she accomplish more working from within? “What is the purpose of the energy barrier?” Theos stared at her for a long, silent moment then he said, “I know you don’t believe in the gods. Your brother told me. So if the barrier is not meant to conceal us from Vulcan, why is it there?” It was all so clever and so calculative. According to the founders, Venus and her husband Vulcan fought over the people in Pompeii. Vulcan felt that she was giving them too much attention, so he stoked the fire within the volcano and destroyed the city. Venus, in all her benevolent beauty, sent her agents to snatch her people out of the path of death and bring them safely to this new world. She knew her husband would be furious that she had thwarted his plan, so she constructed a mystical barrier around the entire city, hiding her followers from her vengeful mate. Of course the barrier also trapped them inside the city like zoological specimens inside a complex habitat. 25
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 “The barrier is there to keep you trapped in the past, to insulate you from the wonders of Fedoros.” He glanced into the distance then searched her gaze. “If Venus has kept us from these wonders, we must not be ready to experience them.” “There are no slaves beyond the barrier.” She’d done it now. There was no turning back. She’d abandoned the noninterference clause. “Its true purpose is to keep you from dreaming of freedom.”
 
 Freedom? Theos stared at the strange, beautiful woman his master had instructed him to seduce. Her taste had been sweet, her response hesitant, like a smoldering fire waiting to consume him. Why would she say these things if they weren’t true? What did she gain by lying? “Every slave dreams of freedom,” he told her. “No barrier could smother my dreams.” “But you’ve never seriously considered doing more than dreaming because this life is Venus’ will.” “Do not mock the gods,” he cautioned. “You might not believe in their power, but I have seen them at work.” Her golden brows arched and challenge lit her emerald gaze. “Really? You’ve seen one of the gods?” “I’ve seen happenings that could be explained no other way.” He spread his arms in a sweeping motion. “How do you explain my existence if Venus did not send your brother to rescue me?” She nibbled on her lower lip, clearly considering something outrageous. “How were you brought to Fedoros?” “Why are you asking me? Surely you know the answer already.”
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 Pausing, she soothed her lower lip with the tip of her tongue. Gods, he wanted to feel that tongue sliding across his chest and licking a warm trail down along his belly. “I want to hear what you know, or what you believe you know.” He dragged his gaze away from her mouth and took a deep breath, determined to rein in his rampaging lust. “I know how I was brought here. Venus sent her fleet of skyships.” “You saw the skyships?” She sounded surprised. “How much do you remember of the actual evacuation?” “Not much. I was training, as I do each day. I remember the sounds. Roaring and…such sounds. Only the gods are capable of creating those noises.” He took a deep breath. Even now his gut clenched as he remembered the terror, the utter helplessness. “The ground shook and great clouds of blackness blocked out the sun. We all thought the world was ending. Everything faded, and then I woke up on the skyship and an agent of Venus explained what had taken place.” “A volcano erupted and your city was destroyed.” “I know.” Did she think him an imbecile? “It had nothing to do with Vulcan and Venus.” He laughed. “Vulcan commanded fire to spew up out of the earth. Are you saying the mountain created fire all by itself?” “Yes.” “That is foolish. Mountains are constructed of rock. They are not capable of changing the nature of their existence.” She was the most interesting woman he’d ever encountered. It was unfortunate that she was mad. “Would you like to see what’s beyond the barrier?” He clasped his hands behind his back and took a deep breath. Why was she tormenting him? “Shortly after we arrived, I disregarded the warnings and touched the barrier. My fingers were blistered for weeks.”
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 “I live beyond the barrier. I obviously know a way through.” “Even if that is true, if I step beyond the barrier, I die.” “Do you honestly believe Vulcan will strike you dead if you step beyond the barrier?” She moved closer, placing her hand on his arm. “Isn’t it possible that my brother made up that story to keep you passive and make you easier to control?” “This is a test.” He shifted his gaze away from her lovely face. “Venus sent you to tempt me, but I will not be swayed.” She sighed and started to withdraw her hand. He caught her wrist and drew her closer. “I can take you beyond the barrier, but I need to make preparations. You will need clothes and identification. I’ll have to…” He wrapped his arms around her and inhaled her tantalizing scent. “You do not need to pretend any longer. I understand why you are here.” Tilting her head back, she met his gaze. “Do you? Well, explain it to me.” “You want to feel alive again. You want to know passion, but you are unwilling to risk betrayal.” Her hands came up between them and she shoved against his chest. The sudden pressure caused his stitches to burn. “He told you about… I’m going to kill him!” She struggled frantically, twisting and heaving like a captured bird. He tightened his hold, pulling her in slowly until she was immobilized against his chest. “Calm. Be still. I will not hurt you.” Her arms separated their torsos, but their legs were entwined. The heat of her cunnus pressed against his thigh, assuring him she was every bit as attracted to him as he was to her. “Let me go.” “I do not want to. I want to carry you to that bed and bury myself inside you.” A harsh tremor racked her body and she shook her head. “I didn’t have you summoned so I could fuck you. I wouldn’t do that to you.”
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 “But I want to fuck you.” The guards were fond of that word. Theos had never realized it could sound so appealing. “I want to fuck you every way I know how to fuck.” She stilled, her long-lashed gaze searching his. “If I give you what you want, will you give me what I want?” “We want the same thing. Do you still deny it?” “I don’t deny wanting this night with you, but I want you to experience freedom.” He stilled, heart thundering in his chest. “What are you suggesting?” “If we indulge our passions tonight, will you come through the barrier with me?”
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 Chapter Three Elaina held her breath as she waited for Theos to reply. She’d never wanted anything as much as she wanted him. She wanted to explore the possibilities arcing between them, but even more importantly, she wanted to introduce him to reality. He was smart and ambitious. It was tragic he’d been condemned to a life of brutality and pain. “You do not know what you ask.” His arm loosened and his hands came to rest on her hips. “I am to risk death for one night in your bed?” She pressed her lips together, determined not to smile. His fears were real to him. He honestly believed in the gods. “Do I seem like the type of person who would sacrifice another in the name of pleasure? I would not do that to anyone, much less someone who…” “Who what?” He caught her chin and tilted her face up. “Are you going to claim some grand affection for me now?” His challenge forced her to look inward. What did she feel for this fantasy come to life? “You intrigue me. You’re so different from anyone I’ve ever known.” “As are you.” They stayed like that for a moment, searching each other’s eyes, his hand lightly holding her chin. “Before your husband died, did he—” “No.” She placed her fingertips against his lips. “If we’re going to do this, it will be just you and me. No past and no future. I’m Elaina, a visitor to your city, and you are Theos, Champion of New Pompeii. We will celebrate your victory with our bodies and have no thoughts beyond this room.” “I would be happy to participate in such a celebration, but you proposed something quite different. Once this night is over and our celebration is through, you expect me to follow you to my death.” 30
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 She framed his face with her hands and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. “No harm will come to you. I promise.” He turned his head and nipped the heel of her hand. “If I am to trust you with my life, I want you to trust me with your body.” Dread cascaded through her, cold and unrelenting. Trust was the one thing she couldn’t offer him. The last time she’d trusted a man, he’d ground her into the pavement like a bug. “What do you mean?” she evaded. “You do exactly what I tell you without question or hesitation.” “But—” “No.” He placed his fingers against her lips as she had done to him moments before. “If I am to offer you my life, you must offer me your body.” “You are in no danger.” “Neither are you.” And they each had only each other’s word to go on. She insisted his fundamental belief was wrong and he was challenging her deepest fear. It was an equal conflict, a fair exchange. “I’m not sure I can.” “You will know only pleasure in my arms, but I will accept nothing less than surrender.” “I’m frightened.” Leaning in close, he whispered, “So am I.” Her gaze flew back to his, but his features revealed only longing and determination. “Are we agreed?” She swallowed past the lump in her throat and turned loose of her inhibitions. “Yes.” He swept her into his arms and carried her toward the bed. “Do you welcome my seed or must I pull out when release is upon me?” The dread in his tone made her smile and snuggle close against his chest. Her last contraceptive injection had yet to expire and Mikko routinely screened his gladiators 31
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 for communicable diseases or infections. “You can’t get me pregnant. I welcome your seed.” He paused beside the bed with her still cradled in his arms. “You are barren?” “No. My people are able to control such things.” “Only the gods have the power over life and death.” His arm released her legs and she slid down the length of his body. “Many have supposed that Fedorans are demigods. Did this place give birth to Jupiter? Are you some distant relation?” She raised her hands to his shoulders, hungry for the feel of his strong body. “I didn’t mean direct control. My people have medicines that allow us to prevent a man’s seed from taking root. In this way we decide when and with whom we have children.” “Such potions are known to us.” Displeasure knitted in brow, but concern warmed his gaze. “They are dangerous and not always effective. I will allow nothing to harm you. I will pull out.” His determination pleased her. She hadn’t expected nobility from someone so…primitive. “Our potions are safe and effective. I want nothing to distract from our pleasure.” One of his dark brows arched and he wrapped his arm around her waist. “Remember those words. I will hold you to them.” His lips brushed over hers, teasing, awakening her senses for the coming onslaught. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed against him. His chest was wide and warm, his torso narrowing dramatically from shoulder to hip. Releasing her mouth for a moment, he ripped his tunic off over his head. Her fingers slid over his ribs and up his broad back, mesmerized by the contrasting textures. His skin was supple, yet the muscles beneath rippled and flexed as he moved. He carefully released the pins from her hair and spread the thick mass over her shoulders. “Lovely. A hint of fire streaming through a field of gold.” The poetic description was so unexpected she felt heat blossom across her cheeks. He touched the
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 crest of her cheek with the back of his knuckles. “Do my words not please you? Most females enjoy hearing about their beauty.” She tensed at the word. Her connection to the royal family was what attracted people to her. She was no one’s idea of beauty. “You don’t need to flatter me. I’m more interested in how we’ll make each other feel.” Accepting her request with a stiff nod, he unfastened the broaches holding her stola, and the loose outer garment slipped to her ankles. She took advantage of his distraction to visually devour his sculpted body. His hands bushed across her breasts, teasing without pausing to explore. “Raise your arms.” His tone deepened and his gaze shone with unmistakable hunger. She lifted her arms and he pulled her tunic off over her head. He’d been barefoot when the guards escorted him to her bedroom, but sandals still adorned her feet. She kicked them aside then returned her gaze to his face. “What manner of garment is this?” He ran his index finger along the waistband of her lace-edged panties. “They’re fashionable beyond the barrier.” Every person entering New Pompeii had to dress in indigenous clothing. She hadn’t expected to undress during her visit, so she’d indulged in a small disobedience. “Even with all the layers expected for women, I feel naked without underwear.” “There are no laces, no…” He eased his index finger beneath the waistband and pulled it away from her body. “How is this done?” He released the waistband and it snapped back into place. “It’s called elastic.” She slipped the panties off and handed them to him. He pulled and twisted, mangling the delicate garment beyond recognition. But his fascination quickly waned and he tossed the panties aside, turning his attention back to her nakedness. “Is it flattery to say that I find you pleasing?” Rotating his finger in the
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 air, he prompted her to turn around. “Your skin gleams like alabaster and I ache to possess you.” His tone deepened and his gaze shone, confirming the claim. Something deep within Elaina stirred, stretching and yawning as she faced him again. This was supposed to be fun, a few hours’ diversion, an escape from reality. She had to keep that fact firmly in mind. And keep her heart distanced from the pleasure promised in his dark eyes. He brought her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss into the center of her palm. “If you want to touch me, touch me now. Once I begin, I will not allow it.” Without hesitation or demure, she ran her hands over his shoulders and down his arms then up his torso, hesitating at the stitches that marred his chest. “Does this hurt?” “It is nothing, a scratch earned by my carelessness.” She wasn’t fooled by his bravado. Adrenaline might have ushered him past the pain in the arena, but it must have hurt like hell when the wound was stitched. There were no anesthetics in New Pompeii. Dismissing the tangent with a soft sigh, she moved on to his tapered back and tight, round ass. He stood still and let her explore, following her with his gaze. She marveled at the corded muscle beneath his satin-smooth skin. “Does my body please you?” The hoarse catch in his voice surprised her. Was he fishing for compliments or fighting for control? She pressed her breasts against his back and wrapped her arms around his lean waist. “Looking at you makes me tingle. How do you think touching you is affecting me?” “I am about to find out, so you better finish your exploration.” Easing her hand lower and lower, she wrapped her fingers around his cock. “Oh my. Now this requires a closer inspection.” She slipped around his side and faced him, biting her lower lip as she gazed at her prize. “Very nice.” He was hard and long and thick. Her hand pumped him with slow, steady strokes as she imagined him moving
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 deep inside her. He would stretch her inner walls until she groaned and fill her more completely than she’d ever been filled before. A bead of liquid formed at the tip. She caught it with her thumb and smoothed it over the sloping crown. He tensed, his breaths coming fast and shallow. “No you don’t.” He caught her wrist and dragged her hand away from his shaft. “Tonight is about your pleasure.” “That was giving me pleasure.” He ignored her protest and urged her back onto the bed. She sat on the edge and he knelt on the floor between her legs. With one hand cupping her breast and the other tangled in her hair, he brought their mouths together for a feverish kiss. She opened to him, tilting her head and encouraging the bold thrust of his tongue. His lips were firm, his tongue hot as it slid against and curled around hers. His breath streamed into her mouth, offering his scent and enhancing his taste. She crossed her ankles behind him, pulling herself closer to the heat of his body. Reality blurred and sensations intensified. She felt open and empty, ready to be filled, needing him deep inside. He rolled her nipple, pressing and pulling until the tip was pebble hard between his fingers. Leaving one side aching for more attention, he moved to the other and worked its crest into a hard little point. She fidgeted and wiggled, helplessly following his hand. She wanted the hot, wet pull of his mouth, but she didn’t want to end their intoxicating kisses. “I want to taste you,” he whispered against her kiss-swollen lips. “You need more than one mouth.” Fierce possessiveness erupted in his gaze even as he said, “This night is about your pleasure. If you need more than one mouth to fulfill—”
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 “That’s not what I meant.” She pressed her hand against the side of his face and caressed his lower lip with her thumb. “You’re more than enough for me. I just didn’t want to stop kissing you, but I want to feel this incredible mouth other places too.” He nipped her thumb, his lips curving in a sexy smile. “Which other places?” As if to prompt her answer, her nipples tingled. “I’ll leave it up to you.” His fingers pushed into the back of her hair and carefully pulled her head back. “If you want my mouth on your body, you must ask.” Excitement tumbled through her at his stern tone. His eyes flashed carnal demand as he slowly licked his lips. “My nipples,” she whispered. “Please, suck on my nipples.” His lips fastened onto one nipple, and her breath caught in her throat. He suckled her with firm, deep pulls. His tongue teased the tip while his lips pulled her flesh deeper into his mouth. She clung to his shoulders and surrendered to the sensations. He shifted to her other breast. Heat darted from her breast to the apex of her thighs, releasing anticipation like a lava flow. “Lie back,” he urged, steadying her as she obeyed. Lifting her ankle to his shoulder, he stroked her smooth calf. “Are your people naturally hairless?” She shook her head, her throat so tight she could barely speak. “Many of us choose to remove our body hair. I like how it looks and feels.” He caressed her from ankle to hip. “I agree. Your skin is incredibly soft.” His large, calloused hand moved with amazing care. How could such a brutal man be so gentle? His fingers feathered their way up her inner thigh and she trembled. Already tension gathered deep in her belly and rippled through her core. He paused. His gaze fixed on her sex then his hand pressed over her mound. “And here. Would you like to feel my mouth here? Will you come if I push my tongue inside you?” “Please.” She arched toward his mouth, craving the pleasure he described.
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 “Please, what?” He draped her other leg over his shoulder and rotated both knees out, making plenty of room for him between her thighs. “Tell me what you want, amor. I need to hear it.” “Lick my clit and fuck me with your tongue. I want your mouth on my pussy.” His gaze narrowed on her face then lowered to her sex. “I understand fuck, but ‘clit’ and ‘pussy’ are not known to me.” If Laetif’s lessons hadn’t included sexual euphemisms, it was less likely they’d been lovers. Relief washed over Elaina and she smiled. Despite their pledge to live in the moment, thinking of him with anyone else was surprisingly upsetting. “You’re looking at my pussy,” she supplied. “Some prefer cunt or vagina or core.” “Cunt?” He traced her slit, hesitating at the mouth of her passage. “There is stark carnality in the word, but you are much too pretty to be a cunt.” She bit her lip to keep from laughing at his unusual phrasing. “Thank you, I guess.” His middle finger pushed deeper and she closed her eyes, savoring the slight fullness. “So hot and already wet.” He rotated his hand and added a second finger, fucking her with slow, shallow thrusts. “Has there been anyone since your husband? How long has it been?” She opened her eyes and shook her head. “No pasts. Remember?” “Apologies.” Pushing deep with his fingers, he reached up with his thumb. “Is this your clit?” His light circular motion made her gasp and shiver. “Yes!” He lowered his head and replaced his thumb with his tongue. His tongue was softer and slicker, sliding around her sensitive nub with tender skill. He shuttled his fingers in and out of her pussy, quickly building her banked desire. She pushed onto his fingers and ground herself against his mouth, uncaring that it made her seem desperate. Hotter and tighter, the sensations built. Emboldened by the frenzy, she cupped her breasts and tossed her head from side to side.
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 Acting purely on instinct, she caught her nipple between her thumb and forefinger and gave it a careful pinch. Her clit twitched in response to the unexpected spike in sensation. She squeezed again and her core contracted around his fingers. He fucked her faster, curling his fingers so they dragged the front wall of her passage. His lips closed around her clit and gently sucked. Her hips came up off the bed as pleasure exploded inside her. He prolonged her release with his mouth and his fingers, keeping the spasms going as long as possible. She rode the cresting waves, lost to everything but the pleasure he gave her.
 
 Theos pushed to his feet and positioned his cock at the opening of Elaina’s passage. Her legs slid off his shoulders, catching in the bend of his elbow as he leaned over her flushed body. “Look at me.” Her gaze was still a bit foggy, but she looked into his eyes. “Know who fills you. Know who fucks you.” Her lips parted and her breath escaped in a soft gasp as he pushed into her wet pussy. The snug tunnel closed around him as he slowly advanced. He gritted his teeth against the blissful pressure, suppressing his need to ram home and ride her hard. “Say my name.” His voice was so gruff he barely recognized the sound. “Theos.” She reached for his face but he warned her back with an agitated shake of his head. “Arms above your head! Do not touch me.” He could barely remember the last time he’d allowed himself fleshly pleasures. It was taking all his control just to enter her slowly. Maintaining his gradual entry, he didn’t stop until his entire length was buried inside her tight passage. Then he blew out a shaky breath and widened his stance. “Hold your legs. I need my hands.” Her lips parted, as if she would argue, then she grasped the back of her knees. He slipped his arms out from under her legs, his gaze locked with hers. Females expected him to be as savage and demanding in the bedroom as he was in the arena. Part of him
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 craved control. He was never completely satisfied unless his partner surrendered, but he took great pleasure in contradicting their expectations. He straightened, pulling her closer to keep their bodies joined. Grasping her hips, he adjusted her pelvis to a more natural angle before caressing his way up to her breasts. “Theos,” she whispered. “You’re driving me crazy. Move already!” He caught her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, and pinched. She twisted away from the sudden sting, but he had already loosened his grip. “You do not command me. I will move when I am ready to move.” His fingers tightened just a bit. “Do you understand?” “Yes.” “Good.” While he worked her nipples with one hand, he slipped the other between their bodies and covered her clit with his thumb. “Look at me. Share with me your pleasure. I want to watch you find release.” “I don’t think I can come like that,” she murmured, but her hot little cunt squeezed him tighter with each pass of his thumb. He stared into her eyes, amazed by the beauty of her pleasure. The bright green darkened, turning smoky and deep. Her body was responsive and ripe, but her face cast a thrall so powerful he could not look away. She cried out, her back bowing as her pussy clenched him with rhythmic spasms. Unable to ignore his own need any longer, he drew back and drove deep, propelling her to an even higher peak. He slipped his hands beneath her ass and raised her into each downward stroke. Her taste lingered in his mouth, stirring instincts he did not understand. His hips rocked with long, steady strokes while his fingers dug into her resilient flesh. He needed more of her, all of her. He wanted to fuck her so hard and so well she would never think of another man.
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 His balls burned with the need to spew, but he fought back the urge, not yet ready to end their encounter. Instead, he thrust deep and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Grab me tight.” She wrapped her arms and legs around him and he crawled onto the bed, repositioning her near the middle of the large mattress. Her legs loosened, drawing up against his sides. He slipped one arm beneath her neck and braced himself with the other as he resumed his slow, deep thrusts. Without prompting, she raised her arms over her head and grasped her wrists. Her lips parted as his head descended, and Theos groaned. Her willing submission thrilled him, feeding the possessive fire raging within him. He thrust harder, slamming his full length into her with each desperate stroke. She cried out and shuddered violently, her inner muscles beckoning him to join her in release. His mouth settled over hers, tongue echoing the motion of his cock. Her nipples grazed his chest and her thighs squeezed his sides. She felt soft and fragile beneath him, but he couldn’t temper the ferocity of his desire. She hugged him with her legs and her mouth and her pussy, her response as demanding as his desire. It felt so perfect, so— She was his master’s sister! It did not matter how wonderful it felt. He was a means to an end for his master and a night’s entertainment for Elaina. The fantasy slipped away, taking with it the surreal perfection. He thrust deep one last time, clutching her to his chest as he pumped his seed deep inside her. The shallow bursts of pleasure were a hollow imitation of what should have been. She arched beneath him, her lovely features tight with release. Her cunt stubbornly milked him, each strong contraction driving the fantasy farther from his mind. She relaxed with a sigh, a dreamy smile curving her lips. Theos carefully separated their bodies and crawled off the bed. His master should be pleased. The lady certainly seemed satisfied. “Are you all right?” 40
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 He glanced over his shoulder and stifled a groan. She rested on her side, naked and unashamed, the very picture of post-coital bliss. “If you are finished with me, I would like to return to the barracks.”
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 Chapter Four Elaina scrambled off the bed and snatched her tunic off the floor. “If I’m finished with you?” She motioned to the rumpled bed as hurt coiled through her chest. “This is not why I had you summoned. This…just happened.” “Are you certain?” The warm challenge she had found so endearing before had been replaced by cold sarcasm. “My performance in the arena was so stimulating you had me brought to your bed chamber so we could talk?” He retrieved his tunic and shrugged into the garment, his expressionless mask firmly in place. “Will there be anything else?” “Theos.” She heard the pathetic cry in her own tone and took a deep, calming breath. He was a slave. Of course he thought she would use him for her own pleasure and casually walk away. His only defense was emotional distance. “Our bargain is only half fulfilled.” His dark gaze flew to hers and his hands clenched at his sides. “You can tell all your friends you fucked a gladiator. There is no reason for such nonsense now.” “I disagree. It might take me a few days to make the arrangements. When are you scheduled to fight again?” His eyes narrowed as his mouth pressed into a mutinous line. “I do not know.” Refusing to be baited by his obstinacy, she shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll find out. Some time before your next bout, I’ll have you summoned again. Be prepared for the adventure of your life.” Her smile had no effect on his stoic manner. “I cannot pass beyond the barrier.” Emotion added texture to his voice, but she wasn’t sure if it was anger or fear. “I trusted you with my body. Can you fault my surrender?” He just stared at her. “Now it’s your turn. When I return, I’ll expect your full cooperation.” 42
 
 Pleasures
 
 Without responding with word or gesture, he strode from the room. Tears blurred Elaina’s vision, but she stubbornly blinked them away. This wasn’t personal. Yeah, right. Maybe some people could treat sex as a recreational sport, but she had never been one of them. Theos had touched her and tasted her. He’d clutched her to his heart while she came so hard she forgot everything but him. She washed up and finished dressing. There was no way she was spending the night in a bed that reeked of him and the pleasure they’d shared. A soft tap drew her attention to the doorway. Laetif stood there, dressed in a housecoat, hair loose about her shoulders. “Is everything all right? I heard the guards return Theos to the barracks.” “Why did you teach him Fedoros?” It was the first question that popped into her mind. She had no intention of discussing what had happened with her sister-in-law. “His father was a scribe.” Laetif’s brow arched as she looked at the well-used bed, but she allowed Elaina’s evasion. “Theos speaks six languages and is literate in four. When I learned of his education, I couldn’t resist.” This didn’t surprise Elaina. Theos had been far more articulate than she’d expected. Their conversation had been nearly as stimulating as what had followed. “He said he was taken in battle. How did a scribe’s son end up a soldier?” Laetif chuckled. “That’s not true. He was trying to avoid questions about his past. Theos was never a soldier.” “Then how did he become a gladiator?” “He signed a contract and willingly entered the arena.” Elaina shook her head, shocked and saddened by his actions. Why was she trying so hard to save him if he’d brought this on himself? “Why would anyone choose this life?”
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 “Debt and misfortune, combined with several years of drought. His father grew too ill to work, yet his three sisters needed dowries if they hoped to marry well. It was either the arena for Theos or a brothel for his oldest sister. Theos chose the arena.” The nobility of his sacrifice was not lost on Elaina. Still, she struggled to imagine a world with so few choices. “Couldn’t he have continued his father’s work, or—” “He made the best choice available to him at the time. What’s the point in second guessing him now?” Laetif stepped into the bedroom and closed the curtain behind her. “What did you think of him?” Heat suffused Elaina’s cheeks and she glanced away. “He was unlike anyone I’ve ever met.” Her body still ached in places she wouldn’t consider and she only had to close her eyes to remember the thick slide of his cock deep inside her. “Why did you want me to meet him?” “I’m not some twisted matchmaker.” She paused and grinned. “Well, not just. I do think you and Theos make an amazing couple, but that wasn’t the primary reason I brought you two together.” “I’m listening.” “This entire thing started out as a lark, a unique form of entertainment.” “Vito was Mikko’s business partner. I’m well aware of how this began.” “Well, it has mushroomed out of control and Mikko can’t see it. He keeps expanding, and each idea is more vile than the last. He told you he doesn’t pimp the gladiators. That’s technically true, but he has no problem offering house servants to visiting ‘dignitaries’ or hosting orgies that make my skin crawl.” She crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head, clearly upset by her husband’s behavior. “And this new endeavor.” She shuddered. “He knows I disapprove, but he knows no one will stop him. Prince Tarhee is even worse than Mikko.” “What is this new endeavor?” “They call it the House of Morpheus,” Laetif began.
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 “Wasn’t Morpheus a Greek god? Mikko is mixing his metaphors.” “Morpheus was god of dreams in both Greek and Roman mythology, but you’re being needlessly argumentative. They fulfill fantasies, no matter how outrageous or violent.” Falling easily into reporter mode, Elaina asked, “Who are ‘they’, and give me an example of outrageous.” “Mikko and Prince Tarhee. And anything a person can dream up they will bring to life. For an exorbitant price of course. That’s why they call it the House of Morpheus. They create waking dreams.” Elaina wasn’t surprised that Prince Tarhee was smack-dab in the middle of the mess. Vito’s younger brother had bought her shares of New Pompeii shortly after Vito died. She’d wanted to distance herself from anything that reminded her of Vito, and Tarhee was thrilled by the opportunity for more control. Unfortunately, where Vito had treated the endeavor as an investment, carefully managing it from a distance, Prince Tarhee considered New Pompeii a playground and all the inhabitants toys. “Are we talking kinky sex or abusing the natives?” Elaina prompted. “I really need you to be specific.” Laetif fidgeted, growing more anxious the deeper they delved. “Mikko won’t let me near the customer files, which is suspicious in itself. I hacked in a couple of days ago, but I only managed to copy a couple of vids before he detected my probe and modulated the encryption.” “What was on the vids?” “One was a man being disciplined by his mistress.” Elaina paused. Was Laetif overreacting? “I wouldn’t consider that outrageous. Even with Fedoran morality codes, sexual discipline isn’t a crime.”
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 “I understand that.” Laetif sighed. “I’m not upset because my husband opened a sex club. This is far more twisted than sex. The things the mistress did to that man were horrible, truly abusive.” “If the man wanted to be—” “That’s just it! I think the mistress was the customer. It took me awhile to understand what I was seeing, but the man was a victim—or the best damn actor I’ve ever seen.” Tension gathered in Elaina’s stomach, yet her mind rushed on ahead. She wanted to believe her brother wasn’t capable of intentionally harming others, but Laetif was his wife. She would lose everything if Mikko went to jail. “What was on the other vid?” “That scene was even more disturbing. Three ‘customers’ watched as a young couple pleasured each other. Except for the fact that the couple was really young, there didn’t appear to be anything illegal. If I hadn’t been suspicious because of the first vid, I might not have kept watching.” “But you did?” She nodded, obviously upset by the memory. “While the male performer had his face buried between the girl’s thighs, one of the customers jumped him. The other two held him in place, face muffled by the girl’s pussy, and their friend ass-fucked him. Again he was either a phenomenal actor or it was unwanted attention. Judging from his age and his reaction to the act, my bet is on unwelcome initiation.” Her face paled and she looked away, tears gathering in her eyes. “Is that where it ended?” Laetif shook her head and whispered, “When he finished with the boy, they tagteamed the girl. I couldn’t watch it all.” Elaina pressed her hand over her thudding heart, sickened and infuriated. “My brother is allowing his customers to rape…” Bile rose to the back of her throat and she covered her mouth with her hand. She swallowed hard, dragging air in through her nose. “Give me the files and I’ll show them to Naloni. She can have her father round up 46
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 anyone associated with the House of Morpheus. Emperor Olla has never really been a fan of New Pompeii. He’s only allowed it because it makes him so much money. But there is no way he’ll sanction something like this.” “Mikko deleted the files and locked me out of every access terminal in the city. We can’t take this to Emperor Olla until we have proof. No one is going to take action with nothing more than the testimony of a disgruntled wife.” “But you’re in the best position to get proof.” “Not anymore. I can’t go anywhere or talk to anyone without Mikko knowing about it. He has me on an incredibly short leash right now. I had to drug his wine just so I could talk to you.” “Do you have a specific plan of action, or do you want me to take it from here?” Laetif finally smiled. “You know more about investigating crimes than I do. I’ll happily leave it in your capable hands.”
 
 ***** The barracks seemed particularly stark and dismal after the pristine elegance of the villa. Theos hurried down the stone corridor, longing only for the relative comfort of his cot. He could not rid his mind of Elaina’s image and her taste still lingered on his tongue. He had spilled his seed deep inside her body, but only in his mind did he dare use her name. Regardless of her twisted game, she was a noble lady. And he was a slave. “Did dominus arrange for a private reward for your performance today?” Max leaned against the archway leading to his tiny room. Privacy was one of the privileges allowed him as lanista. “The crowd prevented you from spilling blood, so Mikko made sure you spilled your seed?” Ignoring the mild provocation, Theos asked, “Do you know of anyone who has been beyond the barrier and survived?”
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 Max looked up and down the corridor, his expression suddenly grim. “What turned your mind to thoughts of the barrier?” Theos lowered his voice and moved closer. Max knew something. Every instinct Theos possessed pointed him toward the trainer. “You have been here longer than all the rest. Were you even part of the evacuation?” Max motioned Theos into the room with a sharp nod. There was no door or privacy curtain, but it was far removed from the guards. “What inspired all of these questions? Where have you been for the past few hours? I know you do not pleasure Fedorans for coin.” He sat on the narrow cot, leaving the low stool for Theos. “I was summoned by our master’s sister. She claims that the barrier is there to keep us from contemplating freedom, not to protect us from Vulcan’s wrath.” For a long moment Max just stared at him, secrets flickering in his pale blue eyes. “Did her words ring true?” “She believes what she told me. I sensed no deception in what she said. But to accept her explanation is to abandon the gods. I will not… Yet both cannot be true. How do I determine what is right and what is deception?” “Are those the only options? Right and wrong? Truth or deception?” His brow arched and challenge spread across his expression. “In my experience, life is filled with shades of gray.” “Philosopher and trainer? I had no idea our lanista was so talented.” Theos pushed to his feet, too anxious to remain still. “What shade of gray accommodates both perspectives?” “I believe in a benevolent maker, in a spiritual force who guides everything that is or will ever be. I believe in universal balance, light to dark, good to evil. However, I no longer believe in a literal pantheon of deities who have specific responsibilities and direct influence over our lives. I think the gods are metaphors for the various elements of our world. I believe we are presented with choices and opportunities and the choices we make determine the shape of the life we lead.” 48
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 Theos pressed his lips together, shaking with impotent rage. Why did the gods allow such blasphemy? He could understand it from a privileged Fedoran, but Max had come from Rome! He would defend them with his fists, but striking a lanista was a punishable offense. “This concept is not new. I have heard such talk before. Hebrew slaves are always bragging about their ‘One True God’.” “I am not asking you to abandon your faith. I am telling you what I believe.” Max stood as well, his expression frustratingly playful. “For the sake of argument, let us say the Fedorans built these skyships and brought you to this new world because they detected vibrations deep in the earth that warned the volcano would erupt.” “Only the gods can foretell the future. Are you saying the Fedorans are gods?” “No.” Max positioned himself in the doorway so he could glance in either direction or hear anyone approach. “They are a civilization that has existed far longer than ours. They have learned things we do not understand and they can build machines that do things we find amazing.” Possibilities expanded within Theos’ mind. He stopped fighting the fragments of memory and let them flow together. “Like the beam of light that opens their locks?” “Exactly.” Theos paused. He knew Max and trusted him. Unlike Elaina, Max was one of… Then a thought occurred to him and his heart plummeted all over again. “Are you one of them? Do you come from beyond the barrier?” “I am human just like you.” Max paused for a smile before he added, “But I have also been beyond the barrier and lived to tell the tale.” “You passed through the barrier and survived?” He held out his arms, the smile broadening. “Do I look like a spirit to you?” “I do not understand.” Theos sank back onto the stool and shook his head. “Why would dominus lie to us? What was gained by the deception?”
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 “Your cooperation. Gladiators have been known to challenge their masters, but few are foolish enough to defy the gods.” Which was almost exactly what Elaina said. You’ve never seriously considered doing more than dreaming because this life is Venus’ will. He’d thought she was mocking the gods last night, but he could remember the sadness in her eyes now, the compassion—and the pity! “She was telling the truth,” he muttered. “We are held hostage by our beliefs?” “Yes and no.” Max chuckled. “The founders used your beliefs to manipulate you, but the barrier is there for your protection. Fedoros is like nothing you have ever seen. It is strange and dangerous in ways you cannot imagine. I have seen these wonders for myself, yet I chose to come back here.” Theos rubbed the bridge of his nose, trying valiantly to ignore the pounding in his temples. Staring death in the face was nothing compared to reassessing his fundamental beliefs. “If you were not part of the evacuation, how long have you been here?” “Seven years.” “You passed five winters in this place before the rest of us were brought here?” Max only nodded, so Theos went on. “If Venus did not instruct the founders to bring us… No, go back farther. When and why were you brought to Fedoros?” “Are you sure you want to know? The events you ask me to share are what led me to believe the gods are not real.” Theos doubted anything Max had to say could shake his beliefs any more than they were already shaken. He had been a true and faithful servant of the gods all his life and look where it had taken him. He was a prisoner on a strange world and the miracles he’d attributed to their names had proven to be the work of greedy men. “I will not live a lie. Tell me your story.” Max accepted his decision with a nod and began. “I was fighting in Rome many years before you joined the brotherhood. I had defeated several well-known opponents,
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 but I had not yet earned a primus. My master introduced me to Mikko Xyell and Vito Olla.” “Who is Vito Olla? Is he some relation to Prince Tarhee?” “They are both sons of Emperor Sineth Olla. Prince Vito was one of the original founders, though he took a less active role. Vito was Prince Tarhee’s older brother. They also have a sister named Naloni. Vito is no longer alive.” Accepting the information with a nod, Theos said, “Go on. I had not realized the founders visited our world before the evacuation.” Theos rested his forearms on his knees and leaned forward, fascinated by the implications. “They told me they were visiting from a faraway land.” He smiled and leaned his shoulder against the wall. “I had no idea just how far away. They explained that they were intrigued by the games and wanted to introduce them in their homeland. You see there is no violence on Fedoros. Punishment for such acts is… How do I explain this? They reorder a person’s mind so they are incapable of violence, which had become abhorrent to them.” Theos stood so suddenly the stool toppled. “That is not possible.” “It is on Fedoros.” Two anxious steps took Theos from one side of the room to the other. “If violence is abhorrent to Fedorans, why is New Pompeii so popular?” Max chuckled, unaffected by his agitation. “You are jumping ahead. Let me tell my story.” “Apologies. What was the founders’ proposition?” “They wanted to create live-action gladiator games the Fedorans could watch and wager upon. Because violence is forbidden here, they have a flourishing underground where people can watch or experience simulations of violent situations.” “What is a simulation?”
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 “Something you would have to see to understand.” Max sighed. “We are always drawn to forbidden things, so the founders knew the brutality of gladiator games would appeal to their people and they asked for my assistance.” “Your master sold you to them?” “He did and we toured every ludus in the civilized world. We collected the strongest and most adventurous gladiators, as well as new arrivals who we could train.” “When did you realize you would not be staying in Italy?” “When I stepped aboard the skyship. The founders put most of the men in a sort of trance, but I was one of three they took into their confidence. According to Mikko, people from Fedoros have been visiting our world for generations. He claims that we are descended from people who were ‘seeded’ on our planet many thousands of years ago.” “Seeded. Seeded! Are we crops to the Fedorans? They scatter us across the sky and gather us up for their amusement? I will not be treated like a crop!” Max’s mouth was twitching and his eyes glimmered suspiciously. It took Theos a moment to realize his friend was trying not to laugh. “I do not find this funny.” “You are being a bit melodramatic. I was a willing participant and you were part of a large-scale evacuation that rescued thousands from certain death. How does that compare with harvesting a field?” “How was the city constructed so quickly if the Fedorans are no more than clever men?” “When the gladiator games began, Fedorans were not allowed in the arena. You see, they are able to create detailed images that show exactly what is taking place in the arena. Other Fedorans would watch these images and wager on the outcome.” Theos stared at him, eyebrows drawn together. “How are these images created?”
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 “Like a simulation, it is something you have to see to understand. I cannot explain how it works, but I assure you people far and wide are able to view events as they are taking place in the arena.” “When did it become acceptable for Fedorans to interact with us?” Max shrugged. “When they became bored with only watching. The profits from the early games were so great that the founders decided to build a city and allow Fedorans to experience our world firsthand. They intended to bring people here in small groups as they had done before. The city was nearly complete when they detected the vibrations.” “They realized Pompeii was about to be destroyed by a fire-spewing mountain.” “They saw an opportunity to save thousands of people while they populated their new city. They knew it would be easier for everyone to adjust to their new surroundings if they weren’t expected to abandon everything they believed.” “They lied to us because they care about us?” Theos scoffed. “Elaina is right. The founders used us, are using us still.” “That is one way to look at it. Another is they preserved our world and are allowing us to live out our lives as we would have had the volcano not exploded.” “Shades of gray?” Max smiled. “Exactly.” With a frustrated sigh, Theos pushed to his feet. “I must think this through. I had convinced myself Elaina was just being spiteful. Now I am not sure what she was trying to do.” “Enlighten you most likely. She feels it is wrong for any person to own another. Slavery is against the law on all of Fedoros, except in New Pompeii.” “She told me that as well.” As if in a trance, Theos moved out into the corridor. “I would say sleep well, but I suspect I would be wasting my breath.” “I suspect you are right.” 53
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 ***** “We need someone on the inside,” Princess Naloni Olla pronounced. “Someone who knows New Pompeii and can circumvent their security.” Elaina glanced around to see if anyone had been following their conversation. Naloni frequently met her at this obscure café so Elaina could avoid the rigors of palace security. Elaina’d had her fill of life under a microscope during her marriage to Vito, Naloni’s older brother and heir to the Fedoran throne. Two of Naloni’s personal guards were seated at a table near the door. The other two were patrolling the restaurant’s perimeter. The rest of the tables were empty, so Elaina allowed herself to relax. “Laetif is the obvious choice, but Mikko is suspicious of her already.” Elaina picked up her dorchi tea and inhaled the spicy fragrance. “Do you know anyone ‘on the inside’?” “Just Tarhee.” Naloni grimaced. “My brother will deny any wrongdoing. He has never taken responsibility for anything he’s done. Laetif is right. We have to catch them in the act and the more witnesses the better.” Nostalgia swirled through Elaina’s mind. Tarhee’s irresponsibility had been featured in many of Vito’s rants. Their father had all but given up on young Tarhee, but Vito was stubborn, unwilling to abandon any member of the Olla family. And Vito’s fierce family loyalty had only made his betrayal that much more hurtful in the end. “Hello.” Naloni lightly drummed the tabletop with her immaculately manicured nails. “Where’d you go?” “Nowhere.” Her friendship with Naloni was one of the few remnants of royal life that Elaina still enjoyed. “What were you saying?” “What about this gladiator? You rushed through that part of the story, but I saw the guilty sparkle in your eyes. Can he be of any use to us?” Carefully setting down her cup, Elaina considered the possibility. Even if Theos was still angry with her, he lived by a strict code of honor. He had sold himself into slavery 54
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 to protect his family. There was no way he’d turn a blind eye while innocent people suffered. “He’s never allowed beyond the ludus without an escort.” “So volunteer to escort him.” Naloni shrugged her elegant shoulder and tucked her sleek black hair behind her ear. Even dressed casually as she was today, Naloni’s bearing proclaimed her royal blood. “He gives you a reason to be in the city. If he can offer information as well, that’s even better. But we have to start somewhere.” “I agree.” “If you snoop around inside New Pompeii, I’ll see what I can find out here. There has to be a money trail of some sort. Knowing Tarhee, they’re charging ridiculous prices for their services. I’ll be careful, and you have to convince Mikko your only interest is this hunky gladiator. They cannot realize we’re on to them until we spring our trap.” “What about your father? Should we notify the emperor, let him know what we intend to do?” “I’m not sure what we intend to do.” Naloni waved away the suggestion. “Father prefers it when problems are presented with solutions. If the House of Morpheus is as bad as Laetif said, Father will shut it down. But we’ll need to provide him with the ammunition.” “That’s basically what Laetif said.” “And she knows the dynamics better than anyone.” The waitress refilled their drinks, momentarily halting the conversation. “So tell me about this gladiator. What’s his name?” “Theos.” Elaina offered nothing more. The details were too personal, and too confusing, to share with anyone. Naloni chuckled. “Is he handsome?” Heat cascaded through her body and Elaina shivered. “I’m not sure handsome is the right word. His features are strong, his body…amazing.” “Did he fuck you like an animal?”
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 Elaina gasped, her gaze sweeping the room. Naloni’s guards were immune to her flashes of outrageousness and no one else was about. “Is that what you want from a lover?” “We’re not talking about me. Did you enjoy it, or was he too barbaric?” She added the last word with dramatic emphasis. “I’m not going to talk about it, so change the subject.” “Fine,” Naloni relented with a smile. “I’m just thrilled that you’ve rejoined the game. Going without sex isn’t good for anyone.” “What makes you think I was going without sex?” Elaina averted her gaze, embarrassed by the truth in Naloni’s teasing. “I know you. You buried your heart right along with my brother.” Naloni’s tone was soft and sad, which made her assessment even more annoying. “Vito was a cad.” Elaina ignored the dull ache that erupted every time she thought of her husband. He’d been dead for two years now. When would it stop hurting? “Some say I’m better off without him.” “I know he hurt you badly, and I won’t defend his actions. Still, to be ‘better off without him’, you have to let go.” “And Theos is the therapy you’re prescribing?” “He’s the first man to pique your interest since before your marriage. I say abandon yourself entirely to the fantasy.” Elaina tensed and shook her head. “Isn’t that what the people are doing at the House of Morpheus?” “There is one big difference. Theos is entertaining you of his own free will.” “He’s a slave. As long as that’s true, he can do nothing of his own free will.”
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 Chapter Five “We need a better excuse.” Laetif’s sandals slapped the tile floor as she paced in front of Elaina. “If you just want to see Theos again, Mikko will expect you to stay in the villa. You need to be able to move through the city without anyone questioning your purpose.” Elaina turned and faced the fountain in the center of the garden. Laetif’s pacing was adding to her anxiety. She’d entered New Pompeii through the VIP portal, which streamlined the security process. Still, the prospect of seeing Theos again had her stomach tied in knots. “No, what I need is a purpose for moving about the city,” Elaina mused. “What if I offered to run a series of interviews? My ongoing expose hasn’t been exactly objective.” Laetif came up beside her, a hesitant smile curving her lips. “You’re finally going to tell the other side of the story?” “Exactly. I’ll need to interview a variety of inhabitants, let them tell their stories in their own words. It’s only natural for a reporter to ask questions. Right?” “Right.” Speculation narrowed Laetif’s gaze. “What about Theos? Don’t you want to see him again?” “Last night was…” Wonderful, terrifying, intense, exasperating. “It’s probably best if I leave it alone.” “Nonsense.” Laetif tapped her foot, her mind obviously scrambling for a justification. “You need a bodyguard!” Elaina shook her head while anticipation fluttered through her belly. “Mikko will see right through that.”
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 “Of course he will, but he loves you enough to let you have your way. Besides, the more you care about Theos the more likely you are to come around to our way of thinking.” “What is your way of thinking? Somehow I don’t think your way is the same as Mikko’s way. Am I right?” Laetif’s smile was completely unrepentant. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.” “And I’m sure there is more going on here than you’re telling me.” Muffled voices warned them of Mikko’s approach. He strode into the garden, his gaze darting immediately to Elaina. “Back so soon?” She cleared her throat and manufactured a smile. “I couldn’t stay away. This place is far more addictive than I ever imagined.” His gaze shifted to his wife as he said, “Do you think it’s the games or our surly champion that has my sister mesmerized?” “Surly?” Laetif echoed. “Did Theos wake up on the wrong side of the bed?” “Something like that.” He turned back to Elaina and asked, “Is this just a casual visit, or is there something I can do for you?” “Actually, I’m hoping to do something for you.” She moved away from the fountain and into the shade beneath the gallery. “As I thought back on my reports, I realized that they’ve been very one-sided. Now they are editorials, so objectivity isn’t required, but I feel I’ve been somewhat remiss.” “And how do you intend to rectify this oversight?” He crossed his arms over his chest, his expression overtly suspicious. “I’m going to interview inhabitants from all over the city, allow the people of New Pompeii to tell their side of the story.” He snorted, brow arched, eyes cold. “Let me guess. You want to start with the city’s champion?”
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 “I hadn’t thought about interviewing Theos, but it’s a good idea.” “She wants to hire him as a bodyguard and translator,” Laetif volunteered. “The inhabitants don’t know who she is, but the Fedoran participants are downright hostile.” “No one is going to hurt you. They might mutter a name under their breath, but no one will—” “Three assholes cornered her in the market about an hour ago. They dragged her down an alley and threatened to beat her if she didn’t stop ‘slandering’ New Pompeii. She was in hysterics when she arrived.” Elaina suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. Laetif was laying it on a bit thick, but the concept worked. “I know they were just trying to scare me, but I don’t want to go through that again.” Anger melted the suspicion in his gaze and he wrapped his arm around Elaina’s shoulders. “They didn’t hurt you?” “No. They shoved me up against the wall and threatened to do all sorts of delightful things, but none of them actually touched me.” “Do you know who they were? Fedoran laws still apply. I can have them arrested.” If Fedoran laws still applied, every inhabitant would be free. She chose not to bring the detail to his attention. “I’m fine, really. Just unnerved. I was going to surprise you with the finished product, but I really would feel better if I had an escort.” “It doesn’t need to be Theos.” “I know, but I’m comfortable with Theos and I think the inhabitants will be more likely to open up if I’m with someone they trust. I’d lined up a translator, but any Fedoran is going to intimidate them.” “He isn’t scheduled this weekend,” Laetif said, “so it’s not going to hurt Theos to be away from the ludus for a few days.” “A few days? Why would he need to be away for more than a few hours?”
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 “I told you I wanted this to be a surprise. I reserved one of the guest villas. As I find people I want to interview, I’ll take them to the villa. According to the noninterference clause, technology can only be used if the inhabitants are unaware of it.” “Can’t you set up here?” “I’m trying to create a nonthreatening environment where people can relax and open up. I don’t think the largest ludus in New Pompeii qualifies.” He stared at her for a tense moment, eyebrows scrunched together. “There is something about this I don’t like. I just can’t put my finger on it.” Laetif chuckled. “You micromanage everything, my love. You don’t want anything to transpire beyond your sphere of influence.” He was teetering on the edge of capitulation. One nudge and she’d have him. “Why don’t we let Theos decide? If he’d rather stay here and train, I’ll settle for a guard.”
 
 ***** Pain jarred Theos’ shoulder and pulled at the stitches on his chest. Damn it! After his disconcerting conversation with Max, Theos had been unable to sleep. He stared into the darkness, reviewing Max’s claims and searching for flaws in the lanista’s conclusions. When exhaustion finally claimed him, he’d been assailed by images and sensations. The warmth of Elaina’s eyes and the softness of her skin had filled his dreams in tormenting detail. Would he ever see her again, or had he been a one-time curiosity? Frustration surged through him, propelling his wooden sword. He was a gladiator! The fickle needs of females were not his concern. Sextus deflected the blow with his shield then immediately countered. “What is wrong with you today?” The amusement in Sextus’ tone made Theos growl. “Lack of sleep.” The bastard had the gall to laugh. “No doubt.” 60
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 The entire ludus knew he’d spent the better part of last night with their master’s sister. He hadn’t expected their snickers and jeers to be so aggravating. Sextus swung wide and Theos ducked, responding with a short, controlled jab. “Theos!” Max called over the rhythmic thud and crash of mock battle. “Come here.” “Jupiter smiles on you, my friend,” Theos muttered as he crossed to the trainer. “Make yourself presentable. You have a visitor.” Max spoke softly, but a chorus of chuckles and taunts followed Theos into the barracks. He washed and donned a simple tunic, infuriated by the frantic beating of his heart. She should not have this power over him. Nothing good could come of it. The guard didn’t restrain him, which only added to his anxiety. Elaina stood beside the fountain in the villa’s airy garden, a serene smile bowing her lips. She appeared cool and composed, and unbelievably beautiful. Her red-gold hair created a nimbus around her lovely face while her flowing garments showcased the gentle curves of her body. Was excitement or apprehension sparkling in her bright green eyes? He glanced at his master, whose expression was much harder to read. If dominus had not wanted his sister dallying with a gladiator, why had he arranged the meeting? “Elaina needs a bodyguard and she has requested you,” Mikko informed him. Unwilling to exclude the subject from the conversation, Theos switched to Fedoros. “Is she in danger?” A faint smile curved the corners of her mouth. “My reports on the abuses prevalent in New Pompeii have angered fans of the city.” “She was accosted by three men this morning. I want to make sure nothing like that ever happens again.” Mikko stood beside his wife, expectation clear in the tilt of his head and the subtle slant of his eyebrows. “This is outside the realm of your usual duties, so I won’t require it of you. However, my sister’s safety is obviously important to me. I think you are uniquely qualified to meet her needs.”
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 The double entendre was not lost on Theos. So his position as her private plaything was to continue. His body stirred, more than ready to continue their exploration. But resentment threaded through the heat, adding a sharper edge to the longing. “I am not opposed to protecting her, but is she not safe in your villa?” Mikko smiled and swept his arm toward Elaina. “I’ll let her explain. I have a ludus to run.” Laetif followed her husband from the garden, leaving Theos alone with Elaina. For a long moment they just stared at each other, she then took a deep breath and said, “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.” He closed the distance between them with two long strides. “I have thought of little else since I left you. I cannot get your image out of my mind.” “I’m sorry,” she whispered. Brushing her cheek with the back of his fingers, he smiled. “My only regret is leaving your side while we still had time available to us.” His thumb lingered over her lower lip before he pulled his hand back. “What is this really about?” “Not here,” she whispered, and took his hand. “You’ll be staying with me for the next few days. Do you need to pack a bag or something?” He pulled his hand out of hers as shame crawled up his neck and warmed his face. “Packing a bag” required possessions and he had none. “Everything I need is provided by my master.” “Of course. How foolish of me.” She tried to soothe him with a smile, but the pity in her eyes cut like a dagger. He followed her out into the sunbathed yard, tension gripping his belly. Unable to fight the impulse, he looked back at the high, stone walls surrounding the training yard. “Is this the first time you’ve been outside the walls?”
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 “Certainly not.” He looked into her eyes as he added, “But I am usually in chains when I am transported.” He waited for the pity to return, but her expression was warmer, more intimate. “Let’s go somewhere where we can talk.” “Let’s go somewhere where we can fuck,” he whispered in return. She tensed, yet carnal hunger smoldered in her gaze and her nipples hardened beneath the fabric of her tunic. “This wasn’t an elaborate ruse so I could be alone with you. I really do have something I need to accomplish.” He caught her wrist and pulled her toward him. “After. I have ached to be inside you since I left you last night.” “One whole night?” She laughed. “How in the world did you survive?” Warm and engaging, her laughter rolled over him like a healing salve. “Where are we going?” “Somewhere where we can fuck.” She grinned and pulled her hand out of his, darting down the pathway on her right. He lengthened his stride to keep up with her hurried steps, his cock growing harder and harder. Thank the gods for his loose tunic. The gentle sway of her hips drew his eyes to the intriguing roundness of her ass and her fragrance drifted to him on the breeze. Each step he took jarred his erection and compounded the heat in his balls. By all that was holy, he had never needed release this badly! They reached the bottom of the hill and followed a narrow street toward the outskirts of the city. He’d never been in this area before. An occasional shop or temple was mixed in with the visitor apartments, which lined both sides of the street. He tried to ignore the need pulsing through his body, but her frequent looks and casual touches fueled his desire. “How much farther?” She shot him a sultry sidelong glance. “Are you that anxious to arrive?”
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 Lust stabbed into his groin, demanding attention. “Look at me like that again and you will find yourself pressed against the side of a building with your legs wrapped around my waist.” “I’m not sure I’d mind.” She licked her lips as she turned back to the road. “You’re not the only one who’s been aching.” With a strangled groan, he grabbed her elbow and dragged her down a shadowed alley. He gripped the back of her hair and claimed her mouth as he pressed her against the wall. Gods he needed to be inside her. Her lips parted beneath his, her tongue warm and seeking. She grasped his shoulders and rubbed against him, her actions nearly as frantic as his. “We need to calm down,” he whispered against her lips. “I won’t fuck you in an alley like a whore.” “I can’t wait.” She rocked her hips, grinding her mound against his thigh. “Fuck me now.” Her boldness shocked him and incited his own arousal. “Are you sure?” He raised his head and looked around, scanning with his ears as well as his eyes. Silence and shadows stripped away his good intentions. She drew her tunic up with one hand and brought his fingers to the apex of her thighs with the other. “You tell me.” Hot, silky cream welcomed his touch. His fingers slid against and into her and she dropped her head back against the wall. “I will trigger your release and then we can—” “No! I want your cock inside me now! Fuck me hard and fast. I don’t care who sees us.” His gut clenched, lust driving the breath from his lungs. He raised his tunic with one hand and drew her leg up with the other. He shouldn’t do this. She deserved better than to… Her scalding passage closed around the tip of his cock and Theos was lost.
 
 64
 
 Pleasures
 
 He lifted her and she wrapped her legs around his hips, driving him deeper into her body. He tensed, determined to slow down yet lost in savage demand. She wrapped her arms around his neck and drew his mouth back to hers as he filled her with his rock-hard cock. Reality faded around them. He pulled back and thrust home, quickly finding a steady rhythm. Her inner muscles gripped him, massaging his shaft as he slid in and out. He drew her breath into his mouth along with her tongue, wanting to mesh with her, fuse their bodies as completely as possible. His mouth muffled her startled cry and her body rippled around him. He thrust faster, harder, keeping her firmly against the wall as he rammed deeper into her wet heat. Panting harshly, he tore his mouth away and demanded, “Look at me.” Her lids slowly lifted and her legs released, coming to rest in the bend of his elbows. He supported her weight and lengthened his thrusts. “Mine.” The word escaped with his breath. “Yes.” He hadn’t expected her to respond and her acquiescence thrilled him. “Mine.” His tone was louder, more forceful. “I am yours.” She smiled and tightened her cunt around him. “And you are mine.” The unexpected exchange was too much. He thrust his entire length into her and released his seed, shuddering violently with each blissful spasm. He rested his forehead against hers and closed his eyes, unwilling to separate their bodies. “I am sorry. You should not be taken like this. I was rough and it was wrong to—” “You didn’t do this to me, Theos. I encouraged you every step of the way.” They both groaned as he lifted her off his cock and set her on her feet. “Even so. I am not a very good protector.”
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 She chuckled and adjusted the fall of her tunic. “You’ll do better next time.” He righted his clothes and led her from the alley, pausing to make sure no one noticed their emergence. The street was empty. The houses close together and unremarkable. “Which way?” She shot him a playful smile. “I want to try every way possible.” They continued down the street in companionable silence, awareness flowing between them. Knowing she wanted him as badly as he wanted her intoxicated and unnerved him. I am yours…and you are mine. Her words echoed through his mind, keeping his desire smoldering. He was a slave! He had no claim to himself much less anyone else. She found him amusing. If he allowed himself to feel anything but lust for this woman, he was the worst kind of fool, one who deluded himself. She turned down a side street and led him to a house slightly offset from the others. It wasn’t as large as the palatial villas perched on the hillsides, but it was inviting nonetheless. The front door opened after a light beam passed over her body. Her brother had a similar device separating the villa from the ludus. Theos had always attributed the phenomenon to Venus. Was it possible these wonders were nothing more than “technology”? “Are you coming?” She tossed the question over her shoulder as she moved farther into the interior of the house. Trepidation stalled his steps and made his heart pound. He didn’t sense danger or doom, more an overwhelming impression that everything was about to change. She noticed his hesitation and turned around. “Are you all right? There’s no one here but me, I promise.” He didn’t find her assurance comforting. His world had been steadily unraveling ever since he was summoned to her bed. She challenged his fundamental beliefs and promised freedom, a concept he had all but abandoned in his youth. “I am fine.” He
 
 66
 
 Pleasures
 
 made the assertion as much for himself as for her. Straightening his shoulders, he took a deep breath and stepped into her world.
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 Chapter Six The door closed behind Theos and Elaina smiled. They were alone, truly alone for the first time. There was no possibility of interruption and no overeager guards to interfere. His stance was tense, his gaze watchful as he moved farther into the room. They were still on his side of the barrier, but they were one step closer to her world. She’d only glanced around and tossed her bag on the bed when she’d checked in hours before. Though much smaller than her brother’s villa, this house was every bit as lavish. Sculpted marble and intricate mosaics, colorful wall murals and a sunken tub. Running water and a high, curtained bed, the house boasted all of the expected amenities. “If this is not about pleasure,” Theos prompted, “why have you brought me here?” “Have you heard of the House of Morpheus?” He shrugged, his gaze moving around the room before returning to her face. “There are temples all over the city. What is your interest in this one?” “It’s not a temple. I’m not even sure it’s a physical place.” “Then how do you hope to find it?” He glanced toward the covered window, obviously curious about what lay beyond the house. “Is it your intention to find it?” She moved to the window and raised the shade, revealing a steep incline and the energy barrier pulsing in the distance. The sun had started its daily descent but had not yet surrendered its light. “It’s my intention to expose what the proprietors are doing. Visitors contact the House of Morpheus when they want to live out particularly violent or depraved fantasies.” His dark gaze searched hers for a long moment before he asked, “Who decides what is depraved? Fucking in public is considered depraved by many, and no one will deny that the games are violent.” 68
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 When Laetif explained her concerns about Mikko’s new endeavor, Elaina hadn’t thought about the parallel to the gladiator games. But she should have. The similarities were unmistakable. “This is different. If my information is accurate, and I have no reason to doubt the source, these fantasies hurt, at times kill Pompeii’s inhabitants.” “As do the games.” He strode toward her, his gaze narrowed on her face. “Are you still on a campaign to end the games?” “No.” The response sounded sharp and defensive, so she pulled back and reconsidered the question. “I don’t know. If gladiators were given the choice whether or not to fight, I would not have a problem with the games.” “I chose to become a gladiator. I am content with this fate.” “I know. Laetif told me.” Elaina sighed. This wasn’t supposed to be about him. She wanted to work with him to right a wrong, not continue to tear apart the things he valued. “But you’re the exception, not the rule. Most of your brothers were captured in battle or… Would you go on fighting if other options were open to you?” “What other options? Become a tradesman or a soldier? Die of boredom or die on the battlefield?” He shook his head and crossed to the window. “I would rather die with honor in the arena, the crowd’s cheers echoing in my ears.” She moved up beside him, leaning her hip against the window frame. “The House of Morpheus allows visitors to rape and torture innocent inhabitants. I will debate the morality of the games another day. This needs to be stopped right now.” Without turning his head, he asked, “What do you want from me?” The list was endless. She wanted his arms around her and his body sliding against hers. She wanted the unexpected warmth of his all-too-infrequent smiles. She wanted to snuggle against him as she fell asleep, knowing he’d still be beside her when she woke up. “I’m hoping people will be more talkative if one of their heroes is translating for me.”
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 “Your questions will have to wait until morning.” He motioned toward the gathering darkness. “We have lost the light.” She nodded, feeling the distance between them widening with each passing moment. “Why don’t we take a bath? It will help us relax.” “Whatever pleases you, domina.” “Do you want to return to the ludus?” His head whipped around, anger burning in his eyes. “Do not threaten me. You will not like the result.” “I didn’t mean it as an ultimatum. I don’t want you to stay here if you don’t want to be here. I’m giving you the choice.” “Spend the night pleasuring you or return to the cold isolation of the barracks? Does that sound like a choice to you?” For someone content with their fate, he sure had a lot of pent-up hostility. “You’re right. Please stay here where it’s warm and comfortable. But if you don’t honestly want to ‘pleasure’ me, I’d rather you didn’t—” He pulled her into his arms and silenced her with his mouth. Their lips meshed and parted, their tongues gently dueling. His hands ran up and down her back, pressing them together from shoulders to knees. “Does this feel like obligation? How can you doubt I want you?” His cock bucked against her belly and she gasped. “Maybe the bath can wait.” “No.” He picked her up, cradling her against his chest. “Anticipation only sweetens the pleasure. Where is the bath?” Like Fedoran hot tubs, the baths in New Pompeii were meant for soaking rather than cleaning. Theos set her down in the large shower stall and they both washed off before entering the sunken tub. Electricity wasn’t allowed in the city, but running water didn’t violate the noninterference clause.
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 Theos sat on the tiled bench, submerged to mid-chest. The water came to Elaina’s chin as she sat sideways, legs extended along the bench, feet lightly resting against his thigh. The throbbing demand she’d been unable to ignore had receded to a faint ache, a banked fire waiting for a warm breeze to fan the flames. “Who told you about the House of Morpheus?” Theos asked after a long, silent pause. “Does it matter? They have no reason to lie. In fact they stand to lose a lot if the operation is shut down.” He pivoted toward her, leaning against the side of the tub rather than the back. “Laetif.” He didn’t wait for her to confirm the guess. “You must be careful. Things are often more than they appear when Laetif is involved.” “You think she has an ulterior motive for bringing this to my attention?” “Laetif has an ulterior motive for everything she does.” He grabbed her knees and dragged her forward. She bent her legs as he spun around and she ended up straddling his lap, their faces inches apart. “Her motivation might not diminish the value of the information. Just be aware of her duplicity.” He stroked her from knee to hip, his hands even warmer than the water. Her thighs spread wide over his, the water teasing her pussy. “I’ll be careful.” She canted her hips, trying to bring her mound into contact with his hard abdomen, or better yet, his cock. He made her feel wanton and needful. “Lock your hands behind your head.” His voice dropped, his tone taking on a demanding edge. “Offer me your breasts.” Far beyond self-denial or hesitation, she raised her arms and arched her back, thrusting her breasts forward. He squeezed one as his lips closed around the other, sucking with firm insistency. Her nipples hardened in tandem, and tingling heat rushed from her chest to the apex of her thighs. With his free hand, he clasped his cock and parted her folds with the wide, blunt head. She groaned and wiggled, desperate for his fullness deep inside her. 71
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 “Be still. Let me guide you.” His mouth shifted from breast to breast while he traced her slit with his cock head. She tried to remain still, to accept the sensations he triggered, but her core tightened and her clit launched confusing shivers up her spine each time he brushed across it. “Please,” she whispered. “I need you inside me.” “I know what you need.” His fingers took the place of his cock, the caress more focused. He rubbed her clit with his thumb while his fingers circled her opening. She clenched her teeth against the pleasure spiraling up through her. If he’d just push inside, even with his fingers, she’d come. But he kept her teetering on the brink, release just out of reach. His lips pulled harder, his teeth lightly scraping. She tossed her head from side to side, her hair tangling in her fingers. “Stand up.” His hands grasped her waist, propelling her upward. “Wait! What…” He pressed his mouth against her pussy and she had her answer. She felt off balance and awkward until he brought her knee to his shoulder and tilted her hips. Her thighs were spread by the new position and his strong hands steadied her. His dark gaze bore into hers as his tongue circled her clit. Each slow pass sent her arousal higher, making her need more demanding. She clutched his head, fighting the urge to grind against his mouth and drive his tongue deep into her passage. He explored her folds with patient licks and careful suction, his gaze never leaving hers. He grasped her ass and drew her closer, his tongue finally penetrating her trembling body. “Can I come? Please let me come.” “Come.” His lips moved against her then his tongue thrust back inside. She moaned deep in her throat as her orgasm rolled through her. His mouth encouraged each spasm, prolonging her pleasure until she was weak and trembling. Then he brought her down into the water and kissed her as she settled astride his legs. Framing his face with her hands, she returned his kiss, thrilled by the proof of her pleasure lingering on his tongue. “I want to taste you. You’ve done me twice and I’ve
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 yet to return the favor.” He kissed her again, tongue trusting boldly in her mouth. “Does that mean yes?” She smiled when his mouth finally released hers. He shifted her to the bench then stood in front of her, cock jutting proudly from his body. She reached for his shaft, but he caught her wrist, his gaze glistening yet unreadable. “Why…would you do this for a slave?” The pain in his tone stabbed into her heart and filled her eyes with tears. “You aren’t a slave when you’re with me. I refuse to think of you like that.”
 
 Theos searched her tear-bright gaze for any hint of deceit or manipulation. She obviously believed what she said, but her attitude didn’t change reality. “Your brother owns me. Nothing you can say changes that fact.” “Not for long.” She pulled her hand out of his grasp and closed her fingers around his erection. “I’ll find a way to free you. I have powerful friends.” “As does your brother.” Theos eased her hand away from his cock and moved out of reach. “I will help you investigate the House of Morpheus, but do not make promises about a situation you do not control. It is cruel.” She started to object then nodded. “I won’t make promises, but that doesn’t mean I’ll stop trying. This isn’t just about you and me.” “It is right now.” A surge of possessive passion brought his hand to the back of her head. He lightly grasped her hair and tilted her head back. “Do you really want my cock in your mouth?” “Among other places,” she said with a mischievous smile. She licked her lips, her gaze dropping from his face to his groin. “May I touch you?” “No. Just part your lips.” The only way to control his raging desire was to control her. Understanding unfurled within her eyes and she opened her mouth. The first brush of her tongue against his heated flesh dragged a groan from the back of his throat. Her
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 warm lips closed around his tip and tension rippled through his abdomen. She sucked him deeper, her lips sliding smoothly against his shaft. He felt wild and wicked. Slaves sucked their masters’ cocks. Mistresses did not give pleasure to their slaves! I’ll find a way to free you. Her naïve declaration was almost as sweet as the warmth of her mouth. He pulled back and thrust faster, bumping the back of her mouth. She scooted to the edge of the bench, her hands resting on his hips. She stared up at him, eyes wide and luminous. Longing twisted through him, every bit as demanding as the tension in his balls. He wanted her, not just the lush softness of her willing body. He wanted the right to pursue her, to win her as…as what? Her nails bit into his ass and her lips tightened around his cock. She released him long enough to say, “Don’t think about tomorrow. I’m here with you right now.” He pushed back into her mouth as he smoothed the hair back from her face. She was right. They had to live in the moment. Take each pleasure as it came and savor it to the fullest. He rocked his hips, focusing on the snug pressure of her lips and the silken rasp of her tongue. With his rhythm established, he closed his eyes and shut out everything but the pleasure she was giving to him. Her hands stroked over his ass, lightly scratching his flesh with her nails then pulling his cheeks apart. Humid air teased his anus, making him shiver and slide faster into her mouth. Her fingers grew bolder, easing into his crack to circle the tightly puckered opening. “Do it,” he urged, easily anticipating her next move. Her finger burrowed inward, working past the tight collar of muscle before she applied firm inward pressure. The slight fullness drove his arousal higher. Restlessness coursed through his body as he chased that elusive ending. She slowly pulled her finger back then matched his next thrust. He trembled with his need to spurt, and yet he fought back the pleasure, unwilling to end the blissful ascent. She pulled back until only the tip of his cock remained in her mouth. Her lips sucked so hard he cried out and surrendered to his need for release. 74
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 He thrust to the back of her mouth and spilled his seed. Drawing on him with firm suction, she prolonged each shuddering spasm. Her wicked finger dragged one final gasp from his throat as she slowly pulled her finger free. Their gazes locked and she released his cock as well, scooting back on the bench with a triumphant smile. “You look rather pleased with yourself.” His senses were still humming, yet he felt content and warm. “I was just enjoying your surrender for a change.” “I have never done that before,” he admitted as he lifted her into his arms and headed for the stairs. “You’ve never let a woman go down on you?” She sounded doubtful, but her gaze turned soft and searching. “I never trusted a woman enough to allow them control. When they used their mouths to arouse me, I always reasserted myself before I…came.” He stumbled a bit over the new word, but it sounded more appropriate than the metaphorical expressions common in his native tongue. Her warm hand touched his face, drawing his gaze back to hers. “Thank you. Watching you come was thrilling for me.” Tenderness squeezed his heart, the sensation alien yet exciting. Despite his determination not to care for this woman, she was sneaking beyond his defenses, sinking deeper with each moment they spent together. They dried each other with lingering touches before she led him into the bedchamber. She wrapped one of the drying cloths around her body, but Theos was comfortable with his nudity. The room was large and lavishly decorated. A cool breeze stirred the bed hangings and drew his attention to the bed. High and wide, the mattress promised comforts he could hardly imagine. “When is the last time you slept in a bed?” Her smile was playful, but the question brought the harshness of his life into focus.
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 “I have never slept in a bed like this one. Even before I became a gladiator, my life was…simple.” “Tell me about your life before. I want to know more about you.” “We have no past and no future. We exist only in this moment.” She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed his gaze. “It’s not fair to use my words against me.” “You have seen me in the arena.” He smiled. “I never fight fair.” “All right. You tell me something about your past and I’ll tell you something about mine.” “Find us some wine and I’ll consider it.” “This is a VIP domicile. There are all sorts of amenities. Warm up the bed. I’ll be right back.” He watched the subtle movement of her ass as she crossed the room, imagining all of the pleasures they would share. After her brazen behavior in the bath, he was ready to unleash the full scope of his desire. “Warm up the bed?” he muttered under his breath. He thought his understanding of Fedoros was adequate, but many of the things she said still made no sense. He pulled back the covers and stacked pillows against the wall, so they could recline in comfort while they sipped their wine. She returned a few minutes later carrying a large tray. As well as wine, she had located a mound of fresh fruit, a loaf of crusty bread and several kinds of cheese. “There was a welcome basket in the kitchen.” “A ‘welcome basket’?” Setting the tray on the bed, she crawled onto the mattress and sat with her legs folded in front of her. The position would have been infinitely more interesting if her body hadn’t been draped in white linen. “It is customary on Fedoros for a host to leave a basket of edible treats for their honored guests.”
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 “Your brother is one of the founders. You should be considered family, not a guest.” “I hadn’t intended to involve Mikko when I reserved this house.” She poured wine into the silver cups and held one out for him. “But you were harassed by the—” “I needed a reason for you to accompany me, so we made up that story.” “We? You and domina?” The wine was cool and sweet, so he drank more deeply. “Yes. I know you don’t trust Laetif, but I can’t imagine what she would gain by exposing Mikko to censure and prosecution.” “I did not say I do not trust her. I just cautioned you to consider that she does nothing without a self-serving reason.” She paused for a sip of wine then reached for a fat strawberry. “I was hoping you would have heard something, a rumor or some bit of gossip.” Following her example, he brought one of the small fruits to his mouth. The fragrance made his mouth water and anticipation tightened his stomach. He bit into the strawberry and closed his eyes, savoring the sweet flavor as it rolled across his tongue. “Ambrosia,” he whispered. “Surely this is food fit for the gods.” Immediately sadness clouded her expression and she looked away. “After I left you last night, I spoke with Max about the energy barrier. He claims to have been beyond it and back, and yet he lives.” Her gaze returned to his face, but her expression was still cautious. “Who is Max?” “My lanista, my trainer. He was already here when the founders evacuated Pompeii.” “What else did he tell you?” Hope sparkled through the caution, and Theos wanted to laugh. Did she realize how easy it was to read her expressive eyes?
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 “He told me the gods were metaphors, not literal beings. He has no doubt that there is a guiding force, a benevolent maker, but the founders acted on their own when they evacuated Pompeii.” “And do you believe him?” He set down his cup then took hers from her and set it on the tray. Shifting the tray to one side, he grasped her arms and pulled her forward until she straddled his lap. “Unlike the beautiful temptress who is systematically dismantling my life, I have known Max for years and have reason to trust him.” “You can trust me too.” An intoxicating combination of emotions shaped her expression. Hope, joy and tenderness wrapped around him like a fire-warmed cloak. “I want to trust you. You have given me no reason to mistrust you. But it will take time for me to accept what I am feeling.” For some reason this made her smile. “What exactly are you feeling?” “The need to be inside you again,” he evaded as he leaned down to claim her mouth. She turned her head and his lips found her soft cheek. “We were going to talk first.” “We are talking.” He kissed his way to her ear and caught the tender lobe between his teeth. She yelped then shivered, swaying slightly toward him. “Laetif told me why you became a gladiator. Why were you sold and moved to Pompeii?” He released her earlobe with a sigh. “I was young and foolish, unbelievably arrogant. When the wife of my Roman master summoned me to her bed, I thought she was unable to resist the lust I stirred within her. In truth she sampled each new gladiator after their first win. I bragged about the pleasure I gave her to the other gladiators and one of the guards reported the conversation to my master.” “So he sold you?”
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 “He threatened to cut off my tongue and my balls, so I counted myself lucky when he sold me. From that day forth, I refused to fuck anyone not of my choosing. I suffered several beatings for my stubbornness, but I would not be swayed.” Her gaze dropped to his chest and she said, “And yet you came to my bed.” “Your brother stressed the importance of my mission, but I knew he would not punish me if I walked away.” That brought her head up. “My brother encouraged you to seduce me?” She shook her head, tension gathering in her shoulders. “Of course he did. That’s why he told you about Vito. He wanted you to feel sorry for me and—” “Last night might have been tainted with ulterior motives, but I am here now because I want to be with you.” He brushed his lips over hers then relaxed against the pillows. “Now it is your turn. Tell me something about you.” She slowly licked her lips, meeting his gaze as she told him, “I have a five-year-old son. His name is Feztis and he will ascend to the throne if Tarhee doesn’t produce an heir before he dies.” “Your son is a Fedoran prince?” As if being sister to one of the founders was not impressive enough. Theos felt the social gap between them widen and his confidence shuddered. She had bedded royalty. How could she ever be content with someone like him? “Do men pursue you in hopes of gaining control of your son?” “Continually. The emperor is very protective of Fez. He realizes his enemies could do great harm through the boy.” “And through you.” She shook her head. “I have no real power. My son was taken from me shortly after his birth and I must have the emperor’s permission to visit him.” “That seems cruel from your perspective, but it is not unusual. The boy is likely safer within the palace compound.” “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
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 “I would not expect the practice to please you.” “Don’t get me wrong. Fez is in no way abused. He is being raised by an army of servants and he has the best of everything. The emperor is molding him into a successor just in case Tarhee fails to fulfill his obligation to the royal line.” “Even so, you would prefer to have access to your son?” She smiled and her shoulders relaxed. “I’m allowed to tap into the security feeds and watch him, but it’s not the same.” “You are able to access images of your son while he is far away?” She nibbled her bottom lip for a moment before she nodded. “Max said that was how gladiator games were introduced to Fedoros. He said Fedorans only observed they did not interact until after the evacuation.” “I’m so far over the line all ready I might as well show you the rest.” “Show me the rest of what?” A slow, challenging smile parted her lips. “Are you ready for your first look beyond the barrier?”
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 Chapter Seven Elaina’s heart fluttered in her chest. She was about to do something extremely naughty and her rebellious streak loved every minute of it. Careful to keep the oversized towel wrapped around her body, she crawled off the side of the bed and held out her hand to Theos. His gaze narrowed, but he took her hand. She led him to the back wall of the bedroom and pressed her palm against the scanner panel, which was cleverly concealed by the intricate mural. “It’s against the law to bring you in here.” She grinned. “You won’t tell anyone, will you?” “Of course not.” He looked positively affronted. “I was being sarcastic.” She took his hand and pulled him into the combooth. “We need to work on your sense of humor.” She stepped up to the console and said, “Access code A379R4, Elaina Xyell.” The wall monitor flickered to life and Theos widened his stance, hands clenched and ready for a physical confrontation. “Good evening, Elaina,” the computer greeted as various menu graphics segmented the large monitor. “Are you enjoying your stay?” She ignored the preprogrammed pleasantries and activated a search engine with a hand gesture. She needed to start with something he could relate to and expand his horizons from there. “Would you like to see an aerial view of New Pompeii?” He was so fascinated by the menu graphics he didn’t respond. “Image search. Show me a satellite view of New Pompeii.” The requested image appeared in the middle of the monitor, but the shot was so wide it looked like a meaningless collection of vaguely geometric shapes. “Zoom in on the arena until I say stop.” The image became more detailed until the arena and the buildings surrounding it became obvious. “Stop.” The image stabilized and she looked at Theos. 81
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 “Is that…” He reached for the screen, transfixed by the image. “That’s what the arena looks like from the sky.” She motioned to the complex adjacent to the arena. “This is your ludus. See the training yard and the barracks.” “How is this done?” “You remember the skyships, right?” He nodded. “Well there are machines called satellites that sail in circles around Fedoros. They send us images and allow us to communicate with people who are in other parts of the world.” It was clear from his expression that he didn’t grasp the concept, but he nodded again. “Can you show me what lies beyond the barrier?” “Would you like to see where I live?” “Very much.” She entered her address and watched his face as the computer shuffled the arena to the upper right position and supplied an aerial view of her house. He touched the screen again, determined to feel as well as see. “You live alone in this place?” “I do. Would you like to see the inside?” He looked at her and frowned. “These sat-tell-lights can see through walls?” Thermo-imaging and biological scans could wait until he’d accepted simple photography. “I can activate my security system. The cameras are already on the inside of my house.” It took a moment to navigate through the security portals, but various images of her house soon filled the screen. “This is my kitchen and this is where I sleep.” He stared at the monitor with a mixture of awe and suspicion. “I sensed that Max was telling the truth, but I couldn’t imagine how it was possible.” “We have machines that can do just about anything.” “And you create these machines?” His dark gaze shifted from the screen and bore into hers. “Well, I don’t personally. But yes, Fedorans create the machines.” 82
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 After a long pause, Theos shook his head and muttered. “I have been such a fool.” “This is enough for now.” She logged off and told the computer to hibernate. “I don’t want to overwhelm you. Let’s go finish our wine.” “Max also said that your people ‘seeded’ my world. Is this true?” Animosity radiated off him in waves. Elaina wasn’t sure how to answer. He obviously resented the idea. “I’m not a scientist, Theos. I know there have been many missions to other planets and I know Earth is one of them, but I don’t know the details. I wasn’t involved in any of it.” “Was your husband?” The truth would hurt. There was no way around it. But she refused to join the throngs who had deceived and manipulated him. “Vito was a member of the royal family. One of his responsibilities was to visit the colonies and each planet the Fedorans seeded. Then he’d report on the progress since the last visit.” “Did he just report on what he found, or did he recommend action?” “To my knowledge he did nothing more than report.” “Meaning you suspect he was involved in more?” She suspected Vito of so many things. She’d finally had to just let it go. He was dead and she had to move on with her life, for the sake of her son, if not herself. “I have no proof, but I think there may have been times when they infiltrated societies and guided them in directions they would not have otherwise gone.” “To what end?” “To protect them from a misfortune they didn’t understand or a danger they were not seeing. Vito was not a vindictive man, but he was willing to take chances with the lives of others when he should have focused on his own decisions.” Theos made a noncommittal sound then said, “If you can speak with people who are far away, you should contact your son.”
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 She hesitated. Laetif had warned her that the founders could monitor communications at any time. Elaina wanted to believe Mikko wouldn’t spy on her, but she knew Prince Tarhee would have no qualms with invading her privacy. “You’ll have to stay in front of me, near the wall. He will not only be able to hear me, he’ll be able to see me. If anyone finds out I brought you in here, I would be severely punished.” He moved out of camera range and watched the screen expectantly. She logged back in and activated a comlink. “Person-to-person, Elaina Xyell requesting an audience with Prince Feztis Olla.” Theos looked at her in confusion and she knew she’d have to explain the difference in their names. She put her finger to her lips and shook her head. His impatient glower assured her he’d stay quiet. The link connected, but Rachel, one of Fez’s caregivers, appeared instead of the boy. “He has already gone to bed, Elaina. What time will you try tomorrow? I’ll make sure he’s available to take your com.” Her heart sank and Elaina couldn’t manufacture a smile. “I’m not sure. Tomorrow is bound to be crazy. What time would be best?” “He studies before the evening meal. Why don’t you try between three and five o’clock? I’ll tell his tutors to expect your com.” “Thanks, Rachel. Have a nice evening.” Theos stepped away from the wall as soon as the monitor blinked off. “That woman cares for your son?” “She is one of a team who is responsible for him.” Theos nodded, his expression tense and thoughtful. Elaina checked to make sure everything was secure and then led him from the combooth. After securing the door, she crossed to the bed and refilled their wineglasses. “How primitive we must seem to you.” He took the cup from her hand but wouldn’t meet her gaze. “How amusing.”
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 “Your civilization is less technologically advanced. There is no denying that. But Pompeii was part of the Roman Empire, one of the most sophisticated societies ever known.” “Why does your son’s name differ from yours?” She hadn’t thought he’d let that slide. “If a widow keeps her husband’s name it means she has no interest in finding a new husband. I would eventually like to remarry, so I reverted to my maiden name.” “But you have found no man to rekindle your interest?” His gaze drifted back to hers, dark and challenging. “None of the men who pursued me were interested in me. They all wanted to control my son.” “Untrue.” He brushed his fingertips from her shoulder to her elbow. “I did not even know you had a son.” “Are you asking me to marry you?” She chuckled. His expression grew intensely serious and he set his wineglass aside. “Slaves are not allowed to marry. But if I could choose a wife, she would be someone just like you. Someone intelligent and principled, brave and passionate.” The praise was unexpected and flattering. She started to thank him but found emotion constricting her throat. He took her cup from her suddenly shaky hand and set it beside his on the nightstand. “I did not mean to upset you.” He moved the tray to the floor then pulled her close as he turned to face her. “If we only have this night, I mean to savor ever moment.” “I’m not sure what the future holds, but there is no reason we can’t—” He shook his head and touched her lips with his index finger. “There are infinite reasons, but we have tonight.”
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 She didn’t want to just have one night with him. She wanted the fairytale, the happily ever after. She closed her eyes and fought back a surge of frustration. Fairytales were bullshit. She’d found that out the hard way. You married a prince and there was nothing happy about the ending. Why not take it one night at a time? His lips pressed against her forehead then the corners of her eyes. “If you do not banish the sadness from your eyes, I will be forced to employ drastic measures.” “Drastic measures?” His tone was so melodramatic she couldn’t help but smile. “Now I’m curious.” “And you are destined to remain so. Sit down.” She indulged in a semi-playful glare as she obeyed. He moved with lethal grace, utterly at home without clothing. He didn’t go far, only to the corner of the massive bed. His broad back prevented her from seeing exactly what he was doing, but the rustling of the filmy curtains indicated his target. He returned with the long, narrow tieback and a dark, sexual smile. “Close your eyes.” Her heart fluttered and her stomach tensed. “I don’t want to be blindfolded.” “I trust you with my life, you trust me with your body. That is our bargain. Now close your eyes.” “But you know there’s no danger beyond the barrier. Max convinced you you’re not going to die.” “And I have proved worthy of your trust thus far,” he stubbornly countered. “You have nothing to fear.” She squirmed, clutching the sheet to her chest. “I’m not afraid. I just don’t like being blindfolded.” “You will like this. I promise.” He held out the tieback with both hands, obviously unwilling to relent.
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 With an exasperated sigh, she tucked her hair behind her ears and closed her eyes. The tieback was sheer, like the curtains. The pressure kept her eyelids closed while allowing light to filter through. The effect was less disconcerting than she had expected. She began to relax and absorb what her body was telling her. “Did your husband blindfold you, or is your discomfort not related to a sexual situation?” She licked her lips then smiled. “I’ve never actually been blindfolded. There are a lot of things people describe as pleasurable that I can’t imagine finding arousing.” He touched her shoulders, thumbs skimming across her collar bones. “Such as?” A nervous laugh escaped her. “As if I’d list them now.” His touch danced across her chest, caressing her breasts where they swelled into view above the bath sheet. Soft and light, his fingertips barely made contact with her skin. She waited for him to unwind the makeshift garment or tease her nipples through the thin material. Instead, he moved away. She heard the faint scrape of wood against wood. Was he rummaging through the nightstand? “What are you doing?” “Exploring the amenities.” Each VIP domicile was supposed to be supplied with a wide variety of “authentic” sexual enhancements. From leather restraints to ivory dildos, each item was meticulously reproduced to simulate the era. Elaina shivered as she imagined what Theos was selecting for her. Would he tie her to the bed or restrain her between the bedposts? Why did she presume he would bind her? “Take off the sheet and kneel in the middle of the bed.” She unwound the sheet and let it whisper down her body. Her skin tingled and her nipples tightened, begging for his touch or his lips. He’d been on her left when he opened the nightstand, but she wasn’t sure where he was now. For such a large man, he was incredibly light on his feet. As if to prove her point, he touched her right shoulder and she started, turning her head toward him with a soft gasp. “Is there a reason you are still standing?” 87
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 “This is strange. It’s hard to establish my bearings.” He guided her hand to the mattress. “Climb on.” Amused by his impatience, she crawled to the middle of the bed and arranged herself on her knees, legs pressed together. She was relatively sure she was facing the foot of the bed, but it really was disconcerting not to be able to see. “Spread your legs. I want to be able to see your pussy at all times.” His voice sounded gruff and commanding, a combination her body was beginning to recognize as a prelude to pleasure. She eased her knees apart, her thighs tense and resistant. Modesty and restraint had been drummed into her at every turn. A proper lady was cool and composed, never spontaneous or brazen. And expectations had only escalated when she’d caught the eye of a prince. The mattress dipped and swayed as Theos joined her on the bed. Vito was dead. She could be as scandalous as she wanted and no one would care. “What are you thinking about?” He drew a line from the base of her throat to her navel. “I was a well-behaved daughter then a proper wife, and it brought me disappointment and betrayal. I want to be outrageous. I want to sample all those pleasures good girls don’t dare.” He cupped her breasts, his thumbs stroking over her nipples. “I think I can help you with that. Turn around.” She wasn’t sure what he had in mind, but that was part of the fun. Remaining on her knees, she turned to face the railed headboard. At least she thought that’s how she was positioned. He pressed against her back and guided her hands to the bottom rail of the headboard, which forced her to rest on her forearms. “Do not let go of the rail or I will punish you. And you will not enjoy the punishment.” The dark edge in his tone warned her that he meant every word. His hands took their time on their way back up her body. He squeezed her arms and rubbed her shoulders then dipped down and caressed her breasts. “So soft and warm. I will never tire of how these feel in my hands.” He rolled her nipples between 88
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 his thumb and forefingers, working the tender buds into tight little peaks. “And so responsive.” She shifted beneath him, rubbing her back against his chest. Her clit was starting to echo the persistent pull on her nipples. She wanted his mouth on her breasts, licking and sucking while his fingers moved on to her sensitive nub. “Are you growing wet?” “Yes, oh yes.” One of his hands trailed across her belly then pushed between her thighs. He squeezed her mound first, rubbing her clit against her pelvic bone. Heat spiraled up through her core and she groaned in the back of her throat. Could she come just grinding against his palm? He wouldn’t let her find out. His hand pulled back and he traced her slit with the tip of one finger. “Very wet indeed.” Using an agonizingly light touch, he circled her clit then abandoned her entirely. She trembled, clenching the rail with all her might. Her orgasms were stronger when she let the pleasure build, but she was still learning to control her body’s responses. And Theos was so damn sexy just about anything he did turned her on. Something cool and liquid hit the small of her back. She gasped and shivered. The substance rolled down her spine and then he spread it across her back with long, even strokes. A faint spicy scent reached her nose and the smooth glide of his palm told her he’d found massage oil. “Your skin is amazing on its own, but this oil makes it gleam like polished ivory.” He worked it into her shoulders and down her arms, and the scent grew stronger. “And your ass.” After a short pause, likely to pour more oil into his palm, he applied a liberal coating to her ass cheeks. “I have been dreaming of all the outrageous things I could do to this delectable ass.” His long fingers eased into the crease between the two halves, skimming over her anus and delving into her pussy. She tossed her head restlessly, suspecting his sensual 89
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 play had just begun. She’d opened the door to anal pleasure when she’d used her finger on him. It only seemed fair that he return the favor. He slid his oily fingers in and out of her cunt a few times then returned to her ass cheeks. “There is a set of six ivory phalluses in that drawer. This first one is hardly larger than my finger, but the last one is larger than any cock I’ve ever seen.” As she feared, something cool and smooth touched her anus, circling slowly as he went on. “If I fuck you with the first three, you should be able to take my cock without pain.” “You want to fuck my ass?” Just saying it out loud sent lust spiraling through her body. Proper ladies never thought of such things, much less allowed them to happen. “Only if you will find pleasure in the rebellion. I will never hurt you.” His hand stroked up and down her spine while the ivory dildo pressed against her anus, waiting for her decision. “Do it. I want to give you something no one else has had.” His hand slipped beneath her and pressed over her heart. “You already have.” There was no boastfulness in his words, just a calm statement of fact. She loved him and he knew it. The knowledge rocked her to the core, thrilling and terrifying her. She had sworn she would be careful, that she would never allow herself to be dependent on a man for happiness. “I don’t love you,” she whispered. He chuckled, not bothering to refute her denial. Eased by the oil, the dildo slid into her back passage, but it quickly encountered a barrier. He maneuvered the phallus gently, tapped against the barrier with several shallow thrusts, and her body responded as if by magic. The barrier relaxed and the dildo slid deeper, the fullness undeniably erotic. Leaving the toy lodged deep inside her, he caressed her from shoulders to knees. His hands were warm and gentle, caring—loving. “You might not believe in the gods,” he whispered in her ear as his fingers settled over her clit, “but some guiding force brought you to me.” 90
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 She didn’t fight the concept or his touch. It was like swimming against the tide. She relaxed into the current and let the sensations sweep her along. The dildo slid in and out, the outstroke even more wonderful than the inward thrust. His fingers glided over and around her clit, building the tension inside her, lifting her, supporting her as she flew ever higher. “Come for me. Let me feel you pulse against my fingers.” The dark growl in his voice rasped across her sense and detonated her release. She shook, her muscles working the slender dildo as pleasure erupted in shocking bursts. He pulled the dildo out, turning a pleasant aftershock into another spasm. Her helpless groan ended in a whimper. “You’re going to do that two more times before you actually fuck me?” Something hot and hard brushed against her side. “At least you get to come.” “Fuck me now. I don’t care if it hurts.” “Well, I do.” She smiled in what she hoped was his direction. “It hurt when Vito took my other virginity. Isn’t it right that I offer you the same sacrifice? I want you inside me, Theos, not some cold piece of ivory.”
 
 Theos was lost as soon as she spoke his name. If he used lots of oil and went really slowly, he could minimize the discomfort. “Are you sure? We can save this for another night and—” “No. I need this.” He understood her rebellion. This was symbolic. She was rejecting her old life and forging a new path under her own terms. His hands shook as he took the oil and coated his cock from tip to stem. Then he drizzled a stream into her crack and smoothed it around and into her tiny opening. The little star was a bit more accommodating after the ivory phallus, but she was still incredibly tight.
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 Using two well-oiled fingers, he stretched and relaxed her inner muscles. She held perfectly still to begin with then slowly matched his gliding motion with the rise and fall of her hips. Her sleek, white body aroused him to the marrow of his bones. He had never dreamed that another person could be so engrossing. He was fascinated by her scent and her texture and her taste. He slowly pulled his fingers out and guided his cock into position. Possessive desire demanded that he thrust home and claim what was his, but his passionate heart restrained his primitive urges and tempered his lust with tenderness. Her clit twitched beneath his fingers as he steadied her with his other hand. He brushed back and forth, bringing her right to the edge of orgasm before starting his entry. She tossed her head and he pushed inward. Her rippled anus opened around him, swallowing the head of his cock. Her hot flesh gripped him so hard he closed his eyes against the pleasure. “Push back against me,” he urged. “Take as much of me as you find pleasurable.” To his astonishment, she rocked back, driving him steadily deeper until the majority of his shaft disappeared inside her. He circled her clit, determined to make her come, knowing she must be in pain. “It’s wonderful!” She panted. “The sting is gone and all I feel is you.” He wasn’t sure he believed her, so he kept his fingers circling her clit. “I want you to come again before I move. Can you do that for me?” “Yes.” Her cream soaked his fingers and dripped into his palm. He couldn’t wait to lap it off her folds and silken thighs. “You are so wet.” He grasped her clit and carefully pulled on the swollen nub. She bucked against him, taking him so deep his groin pressed against her ass cheeks. Her inner muscles rippled as her body shook with wave after wave of pleasure. He waited for her to relax beneath him and then he drew nearly out of her rear passage.
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 She gasped as he thrust back in, but his cock slid smoothly, his way eased by the oil and her extreme excitement. He grasped her hips and found a moderate rhythm. Her ass grasped him firmly yet the pleasure felt distant, somehow incomplete. He needed to see her face, gaze into her eyes as he drove into her body. “Let go of the rail and take off your blindfold. I need to see your face.” “You said you’d punish me if I let go.” “I am telling you to let go. That is different than just letting go.” “All right.” She let loose of the rail and slipped the blindfold off her face, but she couldn’t look into his eyes without straining her neck. “Damn it.” He reluctantly pulled out and flipped her onto her back. She stared up at him with wide, cautious eyes. “I need to see you.” He placed her feet on his shoulders and bent her knees, raising her hips until he could reach her back entrance. “Relax and this will not hurt.” She raised her arms over her head and stared into his eyes, her expression open and welcoming. He trembled as he pushed back into her tight heat. It was so much more intimate face-to-face. The pressure was exquisite, but the warmth of her gaze sank right into his heart. When his entire length filled her again, he shifted one of her legs to his waist and pressed his hand against the side of her face. “I do not know where this journey is taking us, but I know we are meant to travel together.” Her lips trembled so he paused to kiss her before he resumed his steady strokes. She kept her arms over her head, fingers tangled in the sheet beneath her. Her eyes were luminous pools of tenderness. He savored each gasp and groan, memorizing every nuance of her pleasure. He wanted to make it last for the rest of the night, to move in her until exhaustion swept him into unconsciousness. But she felt too damn good. Her breasts jostled with each firm stroke and her soft cries fueled his arousal.
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 She arched beneath him suddenly, her passage squeezing him with tight, rhythmic spasms. His grand intentions were abolished in an instant. Fire rolled up from his balls and barreled down his cock. His seed spewed forth in scalding jets as he clutched her to him, shuddering again and again. Then he carefully withdrew from her body and spread her legs wide. She didn’t protest or question his actions as he lowered himself between her thighs. He inhaled her scent and licked up her cream just as he’d imagined. He sucked on her folds and thrust his tongue deep into her cunt, wanting to drown in her scent. It was primal and savage, and suppressing the urge might well have destroyed his sanity. “Do I get to return the favor?” she asked after a very long time. He gently sucked on her clit before he looked into her eyes. “Have we not been outrageous enough for one night?” She licked her lips and shook her head. “I suspect with us outrageous will be the name of the game.” He couldn’t argue with her conclusion. “After we shower, my body is yours.” Her laugh was warm and wicked. “If we make it out of the shower.”
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 Chapter Eight Elaina paused to wipe the sweat out of her eyes for the third time. How did anyone survive in this heat? Theos seemed impervious to the cloud of humidity that had hovered over the city all day. But then he had never experienced air-conditioning, had no idea that people didn’t have to live like this! “The concept of traipsing all over New Pompeii was a lot more fun than actually doing it,” she muttered. “This whole thing is starting to feel futile. Either no one knows anything or no one is willing to talk to me.” They had been at it since dawn with zero results. “Why does this surprise you? If the House of Morpheus is doing the things you fear, your brother is doubtlessly involved. Why would these people confide in the sister of their oppressor?” He strode along at her side, golden skin glowing in the afternoon sun. She stopped and glared at him, fists planted on her hips. “This is an opinion that would have been helpful about four hours ago.” “You did not ask for my opinion. You told me what you intended for the day and we set off.” “I always want to know what you think about things. The question is implied.” He smiled, obviously unaffected by her temper. “Now that I understand your expectations I will freely offer advice. I think you should get out of the sun before you pass out.” Without argument, she followed him to a shady corner of the market and collapsed onto a stone bench. Even through her tired eyes the scene had a provincial charm. Vendors called out to the passersby from behind their stalls with a mixture of humor and bravado that required no translation. She wondered how many of the people were 95
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 inhabitants and how many were guests. The noninterference clause made it difficult to tell one from the other. “Naloni is investigating this on the Fedoran side of the barrier, but we were counting on someone knowing something here.” She sighed. “We might need a less direct route.” “Naloni is going to follow the money, figure out who can afford the fees.” “That is a sound strategy,” Theos agreed. “We need to adopt something similar.” “What do you suggest?” She punctuated the question with a tight smile, wishing they had had this conversation with breakfast. “If people are being hurt, even murdered, someone has to miss them. There must be family or friends who have reported their disappearance.” “Unless they are careful to use people no one will miss.” He thought about this for a moment then shook his head. “Even brothels have madams. Everyone is known to someone.” “Well, let’s talk to some of the madams. Find out if any of their girls have gone missing in the last few weeks.” Their second strategy proved far more useful than random interviews of the general population. By nightfall they had compiled a list with sixteen names on it, all young, attractive females who were “new to the life”. They were walking back to Elaina’s house when a young woman dressed in temple robes called out to Theos. At her side was a girl, sobbing and clinging to the priestess’ side. “Are you Elaina Xyell?” the priestess asked in Fedoran. Elaina shot Theos a startled glance before she responded. “I am, but how do you know my name and how are you able to speak our language?”
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 “My husband is from beyond the barrier. And everyone in the city knows Ambassador Xyell’s sister is trying to get herself killed by poking her nose into things that don’t concern her.” Theos slipped his arm around Elaina’s waist as he stared down the priestess. “You are High Priestess Felicia, are you not?” “I am.” If she was surprised that a gladiator could speak the founder’s language, she didn’t reveal it with her expression or the tone of her voice. “My husband is Aiden Thrax. He runs a clinic just off the city square.” “I have heard of him, but I have heard even more about you.” Felicia smile cautiously. “My husband is far more interesting than I.” “Some claim he steals his potions from the gods. None of Pompeii’s doctors understand how he is able to do the things he does.” “He saves lives. That’s all that matters.” She tossed back her long blonde hair and raised her chin, absently rubbing the distraught girl’s back. “I dreamt of you last night, gladiator. In my dream you fought at my back, bravely protecting me from my enemies.” Pride puffed out his chest, but his gaze softened as he looked at Elaina. “My thanks for your confidence, but my services are engaged elsewhere at the moment.” “People worthy of trust are hard to find in New Pompeii,” the priestess went on. “We are in great need of a champion.” Elaina lightly touched Felicia’s arm, drawing her attention. “You don’t know me well, but what you do know indicates you can trust me. If you tell us what is wrong, we’ll see what we can do to assist you.” The little girl sobbed out something in Latin and the priestess motioned toward Theos. He knelt in front of her, patiently holding her hands while she poured her heart out to him.
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 Elaina fidgeted impatiently. If she kept seeing Theos, she was going to have to break down and submit to a Latin infusion. The girl returned to Felicia’s side as Theos pushed back to his feet. “Can you help her?” Felicia asked. “Are you honestly going to try?” “Of course,” Theos assured her. “We will do everything within our power.” “I have a message for your domina. You must tell her when no one else is around.” He nodded, but she hesitated a moment longer. “Tell her there will be three additional people for our appointment and I will meet her at the usual place.” “Will she understand what that means?” he asked. “Yes. It is extremely important that no one else hears what you tell her.” She studied him for a moment longer before inclining her head. “Thank you.” Her wide blue eyes shifted to Elaina. “You play a dangerous game, Lady Xyell. If you are not prepared for risk and ugliness, do not involve yourself in these things.” “I am already involved.” Elaina looked pointedly at Theos, but that didn’t seem to satisfy the priestess. “Do you love your brother?” Felicia persisted. “I love him, but I will not protect him from the ramifications of his actions.” A moment passed as the priestess searched her gaze. “I sense no deception in you. I hope you are as strong as you seem. You will need to be.” Without further explanation, Felicia led the little girl away. “What a strange woman,” Elaina muttered. “I do not know her personally, but she is very well-respected.” They continued up the cobbled road, dusk hurrying their steps. “Do you know what she was talking about? What sort of people is she bringing to Laetif?” They were several blocks from the market now and there was less traffic. Most of the shops were permanent buildings, catering to a higher-end clientele. Even so, the streets were narrow and well-maintained. 98
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 “I have no idea.” “Why was the girl so upset?” Elaina was too curious to wait until they reached the domicile for an explanation. “Her sister is missing. She claims that men with masks came and snatched her right out of her bed. Her father went out searching for her and no one has seen him since.” “How long ago was this?” Tension banded Elaina’s chest. Was her brother really capable of premeditated murder? He was undeniably ambitious, he could be ruthless, but she had never known him to intentionally hurt anyone. Well, anyone who didn’t deserve it. “Two weeks have passed since her sister was taken,” Theos explained. “Her mother has given up hope for their family, but yesterday two more girls were taken. Her mother went to the magistrate and demanded that he take action.” “Did he respond?” “Oh yes. He locked her up, claiming she was hysterical, a danger to herself and others.” “This is horrible. What will become of the girl? Temple of Venus is no place for one so young.” He took her hands and gently squeezed. “She can stay with her aunt until her mother is released. Do you think we are too late to help any of the others?” “We have to do something.” She was too anxious to accept his comfort. Drawing her hands out of his, she began to pace. The workday was ending. The shops were closed or closing, so Elaina felt relatively secluded. “Did the girl mention any of these people by name? What does Felicia expect you to do?” If only she had a datapad to help organize her thoughts. How did these people survive without electronics? “The girl said I bested her brother, so I had to be strong enough to take on anyone.” “Do you know who she was?”
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 “I have fought many men.” He shook his head. “I scarcely remember their faces, much less their names. I think you should report these things to your brother just to see how he reacts. If nothing else, it will warn them that their actions are not going unquestioned.” “Do we really want to tip our hand?” “If you mean let him know we are suspicious of him, I think we have no choice. He will not know how much we know. He will only know that we are uncomfortable with this particular situation.” She heaved a frustrated sigh. Wishing they had a clearer strategy. “I need to update Naloni and find out what she’s learned. She will definitely want the names the little girl gave you.” “Can you not speak with her through the image maker?” She smiled at his description of the combooth. “The founders can monitor transmissions whenever they feel like it. I don’t dare risk it. I’ll have to leave you for a few hours.” She paused and met his gaze. “Unless you come with me.” His features iced over until no hint of emotion remained. “Would it not be less suspicious if I return to the ludus?” Her excitement faded as quickly as it had flared. He still didn’t trust her, still feared she had some nefarious motive for luring him beyond the barrier. In truth, it was far too risky. If Theos was detected beyond the barrier, she would not be facing her brother’s wrath. She’d be facing an official tribunal. This wasn’t about breaking the law so she could be with her lover. She was trying to change the law so an entire race of people could live in freedom. One task at a time. And the first objective was exposing the horrors taking place inside the House of Morpheus. “You’re right. It makes more sense for you to go back to the ludus.”
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 He took her hand and brought it to his lips, pressing a kiss against her knuckles. “Why do you look so sad? You said you would be gone a few hours. Is there more to your errand than you are saying?” “No, at least I don’t mean for there to be. I just have a bad feeling about this.” “What can we do to minimize the risk?” Allowing his pragmatism to ease her fear, she finally managed to smile. He was always the strategist, always searching out strengths and weaknesses. He wasn’t avoiding her. He was being practical. “We have to keep our emotions out of this as much as possible. You are obviously doing a better job of it than I am.” He bent and brushed her lips with his. “A good performer must appear in control at all times regardless of the situation.” She glanced at the rapidly setting sun and nibbled her bottom lip. “We could call it a night and start again bright and early in the morning.” His warm fingers stroked down her arm, but he shook his head. “That is your passion speaking, not your mind. People are in danger. It is not right for us to indulge our bodies while they are still in peril.” “I know you’re right.” She wrapped her arms around him and pressed her cheek against his chest, savoring the solid warmth of his strong body. He immediately returned her embrace, resting his chin lightly on top of her head. “But I can’t help feeling if we walk away from each other tonight, I’ll never see you again.” “Do you want to see me again?” “You know I do.” “Then no force on this world will keep me from your side.” She pushed back and tilted her head, looking up into his eyes. “Now who is making promises about things they can’t control?” “We are meant to be together.” He raised both hands to her face, his gaze boring into hers. “I honestly believe this. You have meant more to me in our short
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 acquaintance than any person who came before. I love you, Elaina Xyell. And we will be together again.” His lips settled over hers, sealing the vow with a passionate kiss. Her lips parted for his tongue and her hands clutched his shoulders. She accepted the tenderness he poured into her and responded with eager acceptance. He shifted her head to the bend of his elbow, cradling her against his chest. She felt surrounded and supported, safe in his arms. She never wanted the kiss to end. But his lips slowly pulled away and he loosened his arms from around her. “Go. Tell the princess what you have learned. I will tell my master you are angry that the magistrate has done nothing about these missing girls and you are going to find someone with the authority to force his hand.” “That’s brilliant.” Pushing to the balls of her feet, she kissed him. “You are brilliant. Mikko won’t be surprised at all when I go over his head. In fact, he’d be surprised if I didn’t. My connection with the royal family is more trouble than it’s worth most of the time. Still, when a legitimate cause presents itself, I don’t hesitate to use what limited power I possess.” “Will you return tomorrow?” “I’m not sure. It depends what Naloni has learned in the meantime.” She lingered, feeling as if she were about to sever a body part. “If it’s going to take longer, I’ll send word through Laetif.” She raised her hand, stopping his objection. “I’ll be careful with what I tell her. I know you don’t trust her. I’m dying to know what that passenger business is about.” “She is more likely to explain it to you than to me. Still, I will give her the priestess’s message.” He slapped her on the butt then gently pushed her away. “Just go. Procrastinating is not making this easier.” He was right. The only way to do this was fast and final. “I’ll see you soon.” She blew him a kiss and hurried off down the street. She didn’t look back. She didn’t dare. One glance at his handsome face and she would have run back into his arms.
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 ***** “Did she tire of you so quickly?” Max’s playful jeer brought Theos up short in the corridor leading to the gladiator barracks. “I could have kept her moaning with pleasure for at least a week.” Theos didn’t rise to the bait. He ignored the provocation and calmly faced his friend. “May I enter your room, lanista? I need to speak with you.” “This is becoming your new routine.” Max motioned Theos inside. “Why have you returned so soon?” “I will explain in a moment. Have you heard of the House of Morpheus?” Max crossed his arms over his chest, eyes narrowed and suddenly hostile. “If you enjoy fucking this woman, then respond to her calls. If she is using you to undermine the founders, you are a fool.” Theos moved closer and lowered his voice. “Tell me what you know.” “I know you should leave it alone. People who poke sticks at this beast are devoured by it.” “How long has it been going on?” “Long before the evacuation.” Max shook his head and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Before I arrived as well. When people have enough money to buy anything they want, they often do exactly that.” “So we should do nothing? Our women are being raped for sport, our men tortured for entertainment, and we should look the other way? You have known about this and remained silent?” “What would you have me do? I am little more than a slave myself. To whom would I appeal?” When Theos offered no suggestions, Max went on. “I train killers who fight for the amusement of others. How is that any different than what goes on at events sponsored by the House of Morpheus?”
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 “Then it is not a physical place?” It made sense that it would not be. A permanent location would only increase the chances of exposure. “It is an organization, very exclusive, very expensive.” “Have you ever attended one of their events?” Max scoffed, averting his gaze as he replied, “I’ve been featured at one of their events. I was an attraction, not a guest.” “And yet you survived to tell the tale. That makes you a willing accomplice.” “Willing?” Emotion thickened Max’s tone, making it hardly recognizable. “I was thrown naked and unsuspecting into a full-contact wrestling pit. Do you understand what that means?” Theos had a pretty good idea, but Max’s graphic explanations removed any doubt. “The loser is pinned when the winner’s cock is shoved up his ass. I was pinned three times before rage enabled me to brutalize my opponent. I’m not sure which was worse.” In a world filled with brutality and death, rape should not have impacted him. Even so, Theos found himself shaken and tense. He clasped his hands behind his back and stared past Max, unsure how to respond to his friend. “I apologize. I spoke out of turn.” Stepping into Theos’ line of sight, Max managed a wan smile. “Apology accepted. We are all prisoners of this wretched world. Still, I do not see how one man can make any meaningful change.” “How about two men working with two women, one of whom happens to be the emperor’s daughter?” Emotion shadowed Max’s gaze. His features remained impassive, but his eyes softened and warmed. “You are working with Princess Naloni?” In an instant the warmth vanished and bitterness tainted his words. How odd. “You know her?”
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 “That’s a complicated question. As far as she’s concerned, we have never met.” He went on before Theos could ask him to clarify. “She doesn’t have as much influence over her father as she likes to think she does.” “Are you sure you are the best person to determine her effectiveness? It is obvious you have some sort of history with the princess.” “I never met Princess Naloni.” Again his tone hinted at hidden meaning. “I have no opinion of her whatsoever. If she can help you, wonderful. I just wouldn’t expect miracles from a female.” Theos inclined his head, accepting the suggestion without agreeing with it. He took a step toward the archway then paused. “I have to get a message to domina. Do you have any suggestions?” “Do not approach her directly. Send it though her guard. His name is Quade. He is never far from her side, or her bed.” “Sound advice, as usual.” Max chuckled when Theos still didn’t leave. “Was there something else?” “A young girl stopped me outside the market. She was very upset about the recent disappearance of her sister and several other girls. She said I had fought her brother, but I’m not sure who her brother is.” “What was her name?” “Lavinia. She was perhaps ten or eleven. Yellow hair and green eyes.” Max indulged in a derisive snort. “I can understand not remembering all of your victims’ names, but not remembering your last?” “Dario is her brother?” “Yes. If you spoke with Lavinia, then Arllo must be missing.” Theos fidgeted uncomfortably. “I should have realized.” “You were distracted by your ladylove no doubt.” “That is no excuse.” 105
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 Max shrugged. “Will you fight harder now that you know the identity of one of the victims?” “No. This is bigger than any of us.” Theos looked at Max for a long moment before he asked, “If we need your assistance, can we count on your help?” “I might be a skeptic, but I’ll always have your back.” Max flashed an uncharacteristic smile then added, “I hope you prove me wrong.”
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 Chapter Nine Elaina impatiently paced the blue salon, waiting for Princess Naloni. Plush carpets cushioned her steps and the subtle tone-on-tone wall coverings should have soothed her, but Elaina’s mood was simply too agitated for her to appreciate the ostentatious glory of Olla Palace. Dressed in a figure-hugging dress of emerald green and gravity-defying heels, Naloni strolled in a few minutes later. Elaina lashed out at the princess with more intensity than she’d intended. “Why wouldn’t you receive me last night? I left Theos so I could bring you this information.” Naloni’s hazel eyes widened and her sleek black hair swished as she shook her head. “Oh Elaina, you aren’t falling for this gladiator. Are you? I thought you were smarter than that.” Her chin came up and defiance smoldered in her belly. Naloni was echoing the warning her own brain had been shouting all morning, which made the concept all the more irritating. “I thought you were happy that I was ‘back in the game’.” “I encouraged you to enjoy the fantasy, but that is all these men can ever be. Surely you understand that. There is no place in our world for one of them.” Understanding spread through Elaina, guided by years of friendship. Naloni was far from perfect, but she had never been an elitist. Only personal experience could lead a tolerant person to abandon their compassion. Elaina stared at her friend hard, seeing past her superficial concern. “Who was he, Naloni? Which one of the gladiators broke your heart?” “It wasn’t like that,” Naloni insisted, but the pain in her gaze told a different story. “If anything, I broke his heart.” She took a deep, shuddering breath and said, “But we’re not talking about me.” 107
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 “We are now.” Elaina took her by the hand and led her to the sofa. “I can’t believe you kept something like this from me. I thought we were best friends.” “It was a long time ago, before you married Vito.” Naloni sighed, obviously loath to discuss the long-ago events. “In fact, Vito was the only one who knew anything about it.” “The gladiator knew,” Elaina reminded. “He wasn’t a gladiator. He was a lanista.” Her tone turned soft and memories clouded her wide hazel eyes. Whoever he was, Naloni wasn’t over him. That much was obvious from the conflict on her face. A lanista? Elaina puzzled through the clues. That narrowed down the field considerably. “You said ‘was’. Is he still alive?” “The details are not important.” And the stubborn flash in Naloni’s eyes warned Elaina that the details would not be arriving anytime soon. “We had an affair and Vito found out. He was furious. That’s all you need to know. Despite his anger, I convinced Vito I couldn’t live without my lover, that I would intentionally ruin my reputation if he didn’t allow me to take my lover away from the danger and humiliation of the gladiator games.” Suddenly the pieces slid into place and awareness jolted through Elaina. “You’re talking about Max, aren’t you? Theos said Max had been beyond the barrier.” Naloni folded her hands in her lap, suddenly fascinated with her fingernails. “It actually happened before the city was built, but the effect was the same. I offered him Fedoros with all its technological wonders and he chose a prison cell over me.” Her lips trembled, but she stubbornly blinked her tears away. “He was overwhelmed. He chose to return to the world he knew, the reality he understood.” “I agree.” She paused, crossing her long legs as she asked, “Why do you think Theos will be able to deal with the transition any better than Max?”
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 “I don’t know that he will.” The words slipped out easily enough, but then her throat tightened and her mouth dried up, making it hard to speak. “We have barely begun to consider what our future might look like.” She paused to lick her lips. “We only know we want to be together.” Naloni pivoted toward Elaina and grasped her hand. “I know this is wildly romantic. You desperately want what you’re feeling to be real. I’ve been there. I understand what you’re feeling. But you have to be sensible. You’ve only known this man for a few days. Don’t make any rash decisions.” “The only decision I’ve made is to gather information about what is really going on inside New Pompeii. If I happen to keep crossing paths with Theos in the process, that’s fine by me.” With a frustrated sigh, Naloni surrendered. “I’ve said my peace. My conscience is clear. So tell me what you’ve learned.” Elaina quickly filled her in on all that they had learned the day before. “I’ll see what I can find out about the missing girls, and I’ll ask Father to put some pressure on the magistrate.” She tapped her chin with her index finger, the long nail gleaming in the salon’s soft light. “But I don’t want to use him until we really need him. Cry wolf syndrome and all that.” “I hate not being able to communicate. If I go back inside, I won’t be able to find out what you learn, yet if I wait out here, I don’t know what’s going on with Theos and Laetif.” “It’s a definite disadvantage.” She scooted to the edge of her seat then said, “Give me another day to dig into these names. I’ll track you down inside the city late afternoon tomorrow.”
 
 ***** “Come on, Arllo. Give us a name and we’ll let you go.” Mikko circled the girl, cursing her stubbornness. 109
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 “You have no intention of letting me go.” Arllo’s voice was strong and steady though her head hung down, long auburn hair concealing her face. “I’m only alive because I’m a virgin and you have a buyer ready to defile me.” “Right you are.” Prince Tarhee moved out of the shadows, his jewel-encrusted doublet glistening. The garment was more appropriate for the Distarian Renaissance than ancient Rome, but no one dared to question any of his decisions. “We still need to decide what becomes of you after you’ve been defiled. You can return to your family, or you can be taken to a brothel on one of the colony outposts. As young and beautiful as you are, I’m sure you’ll be very popular.” Her dark eyes glared through the strands of her hair. “Do what you like. I will not damn another girl to this fate!” With a frustrated hiss, Mikko turned to Tarhee and switched to Fedoros so the chit couldn’t understand. “If there was more time before the festival, I could extract the information in a number of ways, but…” “Her wounds wouldn’t have time to heal. I understand.” “Quite frankly, I don’t understand the obsession with virgins. They just lie there and shriek.” Tarhee shrugged, his eyes intent on the girl. “It’s not our place to question the fantasies, only to fulfill every facet of them.” Arllo stood before him naked, arms chained above her head. Her slim, young body was pale and smooth in the wavering torchlight of the underground chamber. “Does she know any of the other captives?” “I believe so.” “Then let her watch while we—motivate one of them.” “If we do that, I’ll have to replace whichever one we use. I was hoping not to have to capture anyone else before the festival. Everyone is especially suspicious and Elaina’s visit could not have come at a worse time. She was traipsing all over the city today ‘interviewing’ people. Thankfully she can’t speak Latin and Pompeiians have grown distrustful of outsiders.” 110
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 “All I’m hearing is excuses.” Tarhee turned from the girl and focused his intense stare on Mikko. “Can you do this or not? We need two more virgins before the festival. We’re running out of time.” “It’s harder than you think. The inhabitants are on to us. The fathers and older brothers guard the virgins like the city’s greatest treasure.” Tarhee’s brow arched dramatically. “Have you tried an outright bribe? Perhaps one of these fathers would be willing to turn over his daughter for the right price. Especially if he were assured she will be returned to him alive, just a little worse for wear.” They left Arllo hanging in the middle of the storeroom turned cell and moved out into the corridor. “I’ll find two more girls. The responsibility is mine. You needn’t worry.” “I wasn’t worried,” Tarhee assured him. “You haven’t failed me yet.” The prince’s nonchalance annoyed him. It was easy to have confidence in others when every element of life was delegated. “Well, it is becoming progressively more challenging to accomplish everything you ask me to do. I’m certain I have a spy in my household.” That captured Tarhee’s attention. “Really? What makes you think so?” They climbed a steep flight of stairs and emerged in the backroom of a deserted temple, one of many scattered throughout the city. An unintentional consequence of blaming the relocation on Venus and Vulcan was an ongoing crisis of faith. Most of the people of New Pompeii either devoted themselves to Venus with new vigor and obsessive focus or they lost faith in the gods entirely. So while the Temple of Venus flourished, activity at the other temples dwindled and the buildings were deserted. “Over and over my plans are foiled, and I am made to look the fool. I blamed it on Laetif and Felicia for a while, but I’ve been careful to keep them both out of the loop.” “Felicia has her own way of discerning things,” Tarhee reminded. “We both know her powers are legitimate.”
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 “Legitimate, yes. This consistent,” Mikko shook his head, “not even close. Someone I trust is selling me down the river.” “So set a trap for them. Dangle bait they won’t be able to resist then sit back and see who bites.” “My thoughts exactly.” Mikko couldn’t resist a wicked smile. “In fact, your ultimatum to Arllo gave me an idea.” Tarhee moved in close as Mikko began his explanation.
 
 ***** Theos blinked the sand out of his eyes and fought for breath, anger and confusion twisting through him. One moment he’d been sparring with Sextus, the next Max had flipped him belly first onto the ground. Max’s knee dug into his spine, keeping him pinned against the dirt. “Listen carefully,” Max sneered. “You are delirious. The wound in your chest has festered. Can you sell that?” “Yes, but—” “I’ll explain later. Make this convincing.” Theos began to thrash as if in the grip of fever. He muttered and moaned, ignoring the sand on his lips and eyelashes. Max rolled him over and Sextus helped hold him down while Max poked and prodded. Each time the lanista’s fingers touched his wound, Theos growled and renewed his struggles. “The cut has putrefied,” Max told Sextus. “Did you not notice that it was red and swollen?” “I was too busy avoiding his sword,” Sextus defended. “I’ll fetch the medicus,” someone volunteered. “He needs someone more empowered than that old drunk.” Theos recognized Laetif’s voice, but he didn’t open his eyes. “Take him to Doctor Thrax. I take full responsibility for the decision. Do it now.” 112
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 “Yes, domina,” Max replied. “I will see to it myself.” He dragged Theos off the ground and pulled his arm across his shoulders. “Stagger, but let’s get out of here.” Leaning heavily on the trainer, Theos stumbled and swayed until they reached the bottom of the hill and were out of sight of the guards. “What the blazes was that about?” “I will explain when we reach the clinic,” Max promised. “I must be sure we’re not being followed.” They ducked into alleyways and zigzagged down side streets until Max was satisfied that they were alone. “Felicia is able to send messages mind to mind. She asked that I bring you to the clinic as soon as possible.” He had sensed something different about the priestess the day they’d met on the street. “Her thought sounded inside your mind?” “Yes.” Max looked at him and smiled. “She’s a remarkable woman.” He had no idea what the high priestess wanted with him, but was curious enough to follow without argument. The clinic was small, well-organized—and occupied. Felicia hurried them past the two patients and the staff members attending them. She led them into her husband’s office in the back corner of the building. Aiden sat at a small table, his green eyes sharply watchful. The doctor seemed rather unremarkable given his wife’s beauty. Then Elaina stepped into the room and thoughts of the Thraxes abandoned Theos entirely. He swept her into his arms and kissed her, not caring what anyone thought of his exuberance. “You two can finish that as soon as we decide what to do about tonight,” Felicia told him. “Mikko has issued a challenge we can’t ignore. I’m just not sure how we should respond.” Max closed the door behind him as he asked, “What’s the nature of the challenge?” “According to the message Quade intercepted, Mikko is taking Arllo and the other three girls to a colonial slaver tonight,” Felicia explained.
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 “You say that with disbelief in your voice,” Elaina pointed out. “Is something else going on?” Anxious energy vibrated through the office. This was closer than any of them had ever come to open rebellion. Felicia nodded. “Arllo and her friends are the passengers I told you about yesterday. We located where Mikko is keeping them and planned to move them to safety tonight. Now we’re wondering if we’ll encounter Mikko if we proceed, or is his message nothing more than bait, meant to draw us out into the open.” “We have to risk it,” Max insisted. “We can’t abandon those girls to Mikko and Tarhee.” Elaina understood the distain in his voice, but something else bothered her as well. “If you knew where Arllo was, why did you bring her younger sister to Theos? Why not let the poor girl know you had plans to rescue Arllo?” Felicia shook her head with a patient smile. “Have you ever known an eleven-yearold who could keep a secret? Her mother was told about the rescue, in very vague terms, but we couldn’t risk telling Lavinia.” “That’s all beside the point,” Max insisted. “What are we doing tonight? What exactly did the message say?” “It gave the time and location for Mikko’s meeting with the slaver,” Aiden told them. “That is our only advantage. Mikko will expect us to respond to the message. He doesn’t realize we know where the girls are being held.” “So we snag the girls before they’re scheduled to be moved and get them out of here,” Elaina mused. “He will know the message was intercepted,” Theos predicted. “Nothing is that coincidental.” “He’ll rant and rave and look for someone who seems especially guilty,” Max predicted. “So we’ll give him someone on which to focus his anger,” Felicia put in.
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 “Someone who will steer his attention away from the truth,” Max agreed. “Someone far beyond his reach,” Aiden concluded. “You are talking about a decoy,” Theos realized. “But what is this decoy protecting?” “Our ‘exit strategy’,” Felicia said with a secretive smile. “Ever since we came here we have been intercepting potential victims, whisking them away from danger and out of Mikko’s reach. If he discovers exactly how we do it, he’ll shut down the only defense these people have against his tyranny.” “Your ‘exit strategy’ isn’t working anymore,” Elaina cried. “Maybe it never did. This entire city is corrupt and debauched.” “That’s not true.” Felicia left her husband’s side and came around the table. “The people are not corrupt and debauched, just the Fedorans who have turned a profit off our misery!” “You’re being dramatic,” Aiden warned. “A good many of the Pompeiians are willingly participating in the debauchery. Look at the brothels and orgies. Credits are often the only motivation people require.” Elaina stood her ground, unwilling to soften her position. “It needs to be shut down. All of it.” Felicia smiled, her gaze warm and engaging. “You and your friends have the power to make that happen. We never did. Why do you think Laetif recruited you?” “Laetif is part of this?” Elaina shook her head. “Of course she is.” Elaina had wondered if her sister-in-law were an abolitionist. Now she had her answer. “If Theos and I play decoy, what exactly do you want us to do?” “Will Mikko come and check on him?” Aiden asked Elaina. “I’m not sure. He is very careful with his investments, but he has also set a trap for someone who betrayed him.”
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 “Well, we better cover all bases,” Aiden decided. “Max, return to the ludus and report that Theos has been stabilized, but I’ll need to keep him overnight.” “If I return to the ludus, who will escort the ‘passengers’ to Caleb?” Max objected. “Theos and Elaina. It works to our advantage if the guards recognize them. We want Mikko to think Theos is the spy.” Aiden looked at Theos and smiled. “Can you take out two Fedoran guards?” “Preferably without killing them,” Felicia quickly added. “I believe I can accomplish the task.” Theos’ mouth curved in a grim little smile. “The women have been told to be ready at any time. It was too dangerous to give them specifics,” Aiden went on. “Caleb will be waiting at the private party exit to the Visitor Center. He’ll have clothes for the women and he’ll provide transportation.” “Who is Caleb?” Elaina asked. “My brother,” Aiden told her. “He’s a starship captain and an invaluable member of our team.” “So we take the women to Caleb and then disappear? That’s all there is to it?” Then why was her heart thudding in her chest? She felt downright jittery. “You need to update Princess Naloni before you disappear,” Max reminded her. “The Festival of Venus is next Friday night. Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to uncover the location. If Naloni is going to make a move, it needs to be at the festival. She should be able to gather all the evidence she needs at that one event.” “Tell the princess everything you’ve learned and then go far, far away,” Felicia suggested. “It’s easy to get lost in a colony outpost,” Aiden’s gaze locked with Theos and the doctor nodded. “Something tells me you’ll like it there.”
 
 Max escorted them out of the clinic and clasped arms with Theos. “The worlds beyond the barrier are vast and marvelous. Do not lose yourself in the wonders.” 116
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 “I will not.” Theos glanced at Elaina and the now familiar warmth filled his heart. “I have Elaina to anchor me.” Despite his doubtful expression, Max didn’t comment on the strategy. He slapped Theos on the back and wished him well. “It might be years from now, but I believe we will meet again.” “I would like that.” He didn’t always understand the lanista, but he liked and respected him. “The women are being held in the storerooms beneath Jupiter’s temple.” Theos nodded. “I know the place.” Max seemed reluctant to depart. He looked at Elaina then back at him. “Strike fast and hard. They must not be allowed to sound an alarm.” Theos chuckled. “You have nothing to fear. I have trained with a fine lanista.” Max finally relaxed enough to smile. “Take care of each other.” He kissed Elaina on the cheek then took his leave. “He seems really nice,” Elaina said as they headed for the temple. “Nice?” Theos chuckled. “I’m not sure he would welcome that description. He is fierce and fair, skilled and honorable.” “He and Naloni used to be lovers,” she whispered. “Really?” “It was a long time ago, but she’s not over him. I could see it in her eyes.” It was an interesting thought but also distracting, and they couldn’t afford to be distracted right now. “We need to focus on our mission.” “I know. It’s none of our business anyway. It was just fun to meet him, knowing how much he means to my best friend.” The Temple of Jupiter had been built in a position of honor for the king of the gods. The front overlooked the forum and the building backed to the energy barrier. They skirted the forum, careful not to draw the attention of the small group gathered there. 117
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 Elaina crept along at his side, silent and agile. He led her toward the back of the building, pausing before he turned the corner, unsure what they would find. A lone guard stood by the secluded entrance. He dug in the dirt with the toe of his sandal, obviously bored. “I’ll get you close enough to strike.” Before he could agree or disagree with her plan, she slipped past him and walked directly to the guard. “I’m not sure I’m in the right place,” she said in a soft, silky voice. “Is this the Temple of Jupiter?” Theos hurried after her, remaining half a step behind. “Mistress Xyell, what are you doing here?” The guard snapped to attention, sparing Theos only one hurried glance. “Mikko asked me to talk with one of his captives.” She insinuated herself between the guard and the wall, slowly maneuvering his back around toward Theos. “I guess she’s been less than cooperative.” Easily reading her signals, Theos smoothly slid the guard’s sword from its scabbard and slammed it against the side of its owner’s face. The guard crumpled to his feet with a groan then lay still and silent. “That wasn’t nice,” Elaina whispered. “It was efficient,” he countered with a smile. He ducked his head inside the door and made sure it was safe before motioning Elaina to follow him. Blinking repeatedly, he waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim interior. Beyond the semi-enclosed back room spread the cavernous main chamber, empty and derelict from obvious neglect. It was sad that such a beautiful building was being allowed to decay. The founders should have found a different use for the structure rather than squander the resource. “This way,” he urged. “Sorry.” She dragged her gaze away from the empty temple and followed him toward the stairwell in the back corner of the room.
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 “Mistress Xyell.” She was greeted by three additional guards as they reached the bottom of the stairs. They jumped up from the table where they had been playing cards, looking suspiciously guilty. Theos took stock of their weapons and anything in the room that could be used as such. Elaina offered them a bland smile then moved out of his way. Without warning, Theos grabbed the two standing side by side and slammed their heads together. One obediently collapsed while the other only staggered. A swift upper cut convinced him to join his friend on the floor. The rapid attack warned the remaining guard that he was in trouble. He frantically withdrew his weapon, but it was not a sword. His hand wrapped around the handle of the stout object, which was aimed at the middle of his chest. Not waiting to see how the object worked, he batted it out of the guard’s hand. The guard yelped and the object ejected a small burst of light. The light ball zinged past his hip and connected with something behind him. Theos kept his focus fixed on the guard. “Guns are illegal inside the barrier and you know it!” Elaina snapped. “Not all of us can afford gladiators!” Taking exception to his disrespectful tone, Theos sent him sprawling with a wellplaced punch. Then he turned and gasped. The light ball had blasted a hole bigger than his head through the stone wall. “How is this accomplished?” “I’ll explain later. Someone was bound to have heard that blast.” She was right. They had to move and move quickly. The frightened women were more than ready to leave. Elaina found a tunic for the one who identified herself as Arllo while he spoke with the other two. He explained that a skyship was waiting to take them to safety, but they had one final obstacle first. They had to cross the city square. Apparently the light ball blast had not been as loud as they thought. They reached the Visitor Center without incident and found the private party exit. A tall, dark-haired 119
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 man with sharp eyes and classically handsome features stood to one side watching everyone who approached. Elaina walked up to him and smiled. “Are you Caleb Thrax by any chance?” He shook her hand and returned her smile. “I was expecting someone a lot less attractive.” Warning him back with a look, she indicated the women. “We’ve brought your passengers.”
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 Chapter Ten Mikko reclined against a pile of pillows, savoring the sensations gathering within his body. Anticipation was addictive. Most people focused on orgasm, the rapid burst of pleasure that quickly faded away. He preferred the steady climb, the escalation. The new house slave knelt between his thighs obediently sucking his cock. She was young and thin, with small breasts and long dark hair. What she lacked in skill, she made up for in eagerness. He’d been afraid she was a virgin—that he’d have to coax and cajole her. Instead, she’d met his suggestions with sultry smiles and brash enthusiasm. In less than two hours he would know the identity of his spy! He had been so sure it was Laetif and Quade until his plans had been thwarted while she was beyond the barrier. Not even his clever wife could monitor what went on in his city while she was on the outside. He dragged the slave off his cock and motioned for her to turn around. Without argument or hesitation, she turned and knelt before him, ass in the air. And what an ass it was, tight and smooth, so inviting. Kneeling behind her, he pushed his cock into her pussy, enjoying the rippling heat while he lubricated his shaft. “Sir, I hate to interrupt, but…” “What is it?” He didn’t pull out of the slave. Instead, he began a fast, focused rhythm that would quickly empty his balls. “There has been a raid on the temple.” His concentration shattered and he withdrew with a muttered curse. “We will finish this later.” He slapped her ass as he stood and adjusted his tunic. “No one else fucks you until I’m done with you.” 121
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 “Yes, dominus.” He strode into the corridor, all thoughts of pleasure forgotten. “Did they get the girls?” “Yes sir. No one was killed, but—” “Doesn’t sound like they fought very hard then, does it? Damn it! I thought we had this under control.” He paused in the villa long enough to assure himself Laetif was in bed with her lover-guard. She looked up and glared at him when he opened the privacy curtain, so he didn’t bother with conversation. He stomped to the back of the villa and scanned open the gate leading to the ludus. “This wasn’t how I planned it, but it will work just as well. The cowardly spy can’t be in two places at once. The raid just happened, didn’t it?” “Yes sir. There is no way the involved party could have returned.” Mikko rushed to Max’s cubicle, relieved to find the trainer snoozing on his cot. Max was a trusted member of his staff. His loss would have been truly upsetting. “Assemble the men. We have a traitor in our midst!” Max shot him a confused glance but didn’t question the order. His voice rang out through the ludus, calling the gladiators to the training field. One of the Fedoran guards unlocked the barracks and the gladiators rushed out, most of them not bothering to dress. Hostility churned inside him as he scanned the line. Mikko tried not to draw a quick conclusion, but only one man was missing. “Where is Theos?” “With Doctor Thrax,” Max reminded. “He was heavily sedated and could not return.” He turned on Max, fists planted on his hips. “Are you sure Theos was sick? Did our medicus examine him before you dragged him down the hill?” “He thrashed about like a madman and his skin was hot to the touch,” Max defended.
 
 122
 
 Pleasures
 
 “He looked bad, dominus,” Sextus said. “I saw him too.” “Well, I think it’s time to pay Doctor Thrax a visit and see how our patient is doing.” Max didn’t argue with the plan, but it was obvious he was uncomfortable. “Is there anything I should know? If I find out any of you were involved in what happened tonight, there will be grave consequences.” “I just can’t believe Theos would betray you.” Max sounded sincere and looked confounded. “Everyone back to bed!” Mikko gathered his guards and headed down the hill, knowing full-well he would not find Theos at the clinic.
 
 ***** “Am I boring you?” Despite her playful smile, there was an edge to Naloni’s tone. “Of course not,” Elaina assured. “Theos is just fascinated by everything. It’s hard not to share his enthusiasm.” The gladiator in question stood in front of a massive window watching the ships with obvious awe. They were in a private lounge in the spaceport waiting for a “friend of a friend” who would take them to Outpost Seven on Racine Colony. According to Naloni, Outpost Seven was one of the nicer settlements. It was also among the largest, which would make it easier for them to assume their new identities. “This will be temporary,” Naloni stressed. “Think of it as a vacation. I’ve arranged for documentation crews to be at the festival on Friday. Once they’ve gathered the evidence I need, it will force Father to get off his ass and confront Tarhee. Once Tarhee and Mikko are in custody, I’ll send word to you.” “None of this would bother me if it weren’t for Fez.” Elaina shivered as his precious face appeared within her mind. “I hate that he won’t know I’m all right, and I’m terrified that they will find a way to use him against me.”
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 “Nothing will happen to Fez. I’ll tell Father the boy could be in danger before I begin. Father loves that kid. There is no way he’ll allow anyone to harm him. Fez is safe, and so are you.” She managed a weak smile and hugged Naloni. “I left the hardest part for you. That doesn’t seem fair.” Naloni chuckled. “I have a few more resources at my disposal than you do. Besides, I love a good challenge.” “Thanks for all of this. There’s no way we could have done it without you.” “If you really want to show your appreciation, then enjoy every minute of this time together.” “As if it were our last?” Theos suggested from across the room. “Not even close,” Naloni shook her head, reinforcing her disagreement. “None of us is going to think about endings. You two are going to love each other so well and so long that it makes the rest of us nauseous!” “A far better goal,” Theos agreed. Not wanting to draw attention to the unimportant though wealthy couple, Naloni departed a few minutes later. A young man arrived twenty minutes after that asking for “Mr. and Mrs. Tyndale”. Theos acknowledged the man with a stiff nod and Elaina fought back a smile. The inherent disdain of the ultra-wealthy came rather naturally to Theos. It would work to their advantage if no one questioned his directives or expected him to explain his requests. The luxurious cabin cruiser kicked Theos’ fascination into overdrive. They were escorted to their cabin and the amenities were explained then the young man left them to their own devices. “I thought your friend said she had arranged ‘modest accommodations’.” Theos turned in a slow circle, taking in every luxurious detail of the room they would share
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 for the next two days. From the highly polished teak accents to the mirrored inset cabinets, the cabin really was beautiful. “In Naloni’s world, these are modest accommodations. You should see Olla Palace. It’s obscene.” Elaina crossed to the closet and pulled open both doors. “As promised, we both have a new wardrobe. My measurements were on file. Let’s see how she did with yours.” She pulled an elegant suit off the rack and brought it to Theos. “Try it on.” “Are you sure this is not a clever trick designed to get me naked?” His dark eyes gleamed with awareness and the first sparks of desire. “After I see you in the suit, I’ll enjoy stripping it off, piece by piece.” “With your teeth?” She laughed. “If you like.” Not having expected additional passengers, Caleb did the best he could to provide them with Fedoran clothes. Theos wore a pair of uniform pants that pulled across the thighs and a t-shirt that outlined every muscle. Elaina enjoyed the formfitting garments, but it would be harder to convince anyone they were part of the idle élite with Theos’ physique on display. He pulled the t-shirt off over his head then bent to tug off his boots. The muscles in his shoulders and back rippled and flexed, making her fingers itch. Maybe it didn’t matter if the clothes fit. Maybe she should simply keep him naked for the rest of his life. A guilty smile parted her lips as he shed his pants. He was already hard, obviously aware of her bold scrutiny. She pulled the new pants off the hanger and handed them to him. The garment fit perfectly, outlining his lean hips and tight, round ass. “Naloni must have captured your measurements during a recent bout. No one can guess that well.” He pulled the jacket on without bothering with a shirt and the fit confirmed her hypothesis. Even with a wide section of his chest bare, the perfectly tailored suit accentuated his nobility. “Very nice.”
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 With deliberate slowness, he shrugged off the jacket and handed it back to her. “If that is settled, Mrs. Tyndale, I would like to fuck my wife.” The growl in his tone made her smile. “What if your wife isn’t ready to be fucked?” “Then I will kiss her until she rubs her breasts against my chest.” He caught her wrist and pulled her toward him, his gaze locked with hers. “Then I will suck her pretty pink nipples until she shivers and moans.” She licked her lips, anticipating what he described and more. “And then what?” “I will bury my face between her thighs and slowly lick her pussy. Then I will suck on her clit and fuck her with my tongue.” Her body heated and melted, preparing itself for his. “Will you let her come with your tongue deep inside her, or will you make her wait for your cock?” “Why don’t you find out?” His arms wrapped around her and he swooped in for a deep, devouring kiss. She parted her lips and offered her mouth to the warm thrust of his tongue. So good, she would never tire of these feelings, of his taste and the warmth of his breath. His hands pushed her shirt up, forcing their lips apart while he quickly rid her of the garment. With a determined yank, she brought his mouth back to hers and kicked off her shoes. Neither of them could stop kissing long enough to undress, so they fumbled along as best they could while doing both. He tugged on the drawstring at her waist then she brushed his hands aside and unknotted the laces. With a hurried wiggle, she shed the pants and kicked them aside. Panting harshly, he stepped back to admire her body. His gaze moved boldly over her curves as he took off the rest of his clothes. “I want your mouth on my cock, but I am desperate for your taste in my mouth.” A wicked smile bowed her lips. “Will you let me come as often as I want if I can show you a way we can do both?” His brows knitted for a moment then he agreed. “Demonstrate.”
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 “It works best if you’re on the bottom, but it can be done with you on top.” “I do not understand.” “Lie down on your back on the bed. Your head needs to be about three feet from the headboard.” He crawled onto the bed and stretched out on his back. “Like this?” “Scoot down just a bit more.” He did, and excitement bubbled within her. Sharing new things with Theos was almost as much fun as experiencing them for the first time herself. She knelt at his side and kissed a line from the base of his throat to his navel. His cock bucked, obviously eager for the promised attention. Careful not to knee him in the face, she swung her leg over and straddled his head. His hands moved immediately to her hips as she arched over his body. “I like this position,” he murmured against her folds then his mouth went to work on her slit. “I thought you would.” She guided his cock to her mouth and sucked him inside. It began as a slow, sensual dance. Her mouth slid up and down his shaft as her tongue swirled over and against his tip. He licked and sucked her pussy, paying special attention to her swollen clit. She used moans and shivers to express what pleased her most and let his pleasure prolong her own. Suddenly he rolled, taking her with him. He supported his weight on his elbows and knees, but the dynamic of the embrace changed drastically. He was in control now, commanding her pleasure as he took his own. His cock slid with the rocking of his hips instead of the bobbing of her head. Tucking her knees beneath his arms, he kept her open and accessible to his pillaging tongue. “I like the top better.” Of course he did. He couldn’t help it. Dominating her was instinctive for him, as natural as desire itself. She was pinned beneath him and yet she felt completely secure. He had trusted her with his life, stepped through the barrier without hesitation. Now she would offer her surrender as unconditionally.
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 She kept her lips tight and sucked firmly on the plush head of his cock. His mouth was every bit as demanding. He traced her slit and sucked on her folds, occasionally swiping his tongue across her clit, but not yet ready to let her come. “Use your finger.” He pulled up, momentarily freeing her mouth. “Get it good and wet and…you know what to do.” She chuckled as she wet her finger. “You want this sliding in your ass?” Why could he request the stimulation, but he couldn’t bring himself to say it? “Yes.” He sank back into her mouth, his movements slow and distracted. Parting his cheeks with the heels of her hands, she positioned her dampened finger and matched his next inward stroke. He drove into her mouth and she pushed into his ass, synchronized, in perfect unison. He groaned, his anus tightening spasmodically. Then his mouth returned to her pussy with renewed purpose. He carefully sucked on her clit then thrust his tongue into her core. Back and forth, back and forth, a dizzying teeter-totter of sensations. She came suddenly, crying out around his cock. The pleasure was so sharp and unexpected that she was unable to take him with her. When the last spasm faded, she slowly drew her finger out and waited to see what he’d do next.
 
 Theos carefully climbed off Elaina and turned around on the bed. They were both upside down now, but it didn’t matter. He lay on his side and pulled her against him, drawing her leg up until he found her entrance with his straining cock. She curved her leg around his hip and pulled herself closer, taking him deeper than he’d been before. Her mouth tasted like him, so he pushed her taste across her tongue until they both tasted the same. “I want to fall asleep inside you and wake up inside you and come home so I can be inside you.” He flexed his hips, his movements shallow yet rolling. “I see a pattern here.” She nipped his lower lip and squeezed him with her inner muscles.
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 “This feels so good.” He closed his eyes and focused entirely on the blissful slide of his cock in her cunt. “I never want to be without you again.” He opened his eyes and met her shimmering gaze. She urged him over onto his back and settled astride his hips. Bracing her hands on his chest, she fucked him with long, caressing strokes. “If it is within my power, I will never leave your side again.” “And I will fight with my last breath to remain with you.” He arched into her, unable to remain still with the pleasure swirling around them. Faster and harder she rode his cock, back bowed, thighs tensed. Her eyes revealed the depth of her devotion and the heat of her desire. He reared, grasping her face for another deep kiss as he surrendered to the power of their love. Pleasure burst from him in shuddering spurts as he clasped her to his chest. For a long, silent moment they kissed and savored the smoldering heat. He finally released her mouth and smiled into her eyes. “The only thing that would make this better is if your son were asleep in an adjoining room.” “I would love that too, but Fez is not an ordinary boy. He is heir to the throne of Fedoros. I can’t pretend that’s not true.” “I know. I just hate the sadness in your eyes when you think of your son. A mother’s heart should be filled with joy when she pictures her only child.” “When the crisis is over, I’ll petition the emperor. If I can prove that my household is secure, perhaps he will reconsider my request.” “You are married to a gladiator. Who better to defend young Fez against any form of danger? Haven’t you heard, we are not afraid of anything.” She smiled and buried her fingers in his hair. “What’s more, my gladiator can speak six languages, so he will make an excellent mentor for my son.” Theos stilled, searching her gaze to determine her sincerity. “I know little about children, but I am eager to learn.”
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 “And Laetif assures me you’re an excellent student.” “It is settled then.” He held her firmly against him then carefully lowered her to her back. “We will harass the emperor until he relents. But no more sadness tonight. We must enjoy this time together. It is the princess’s command.” “So well and so long that we make others nauseous?” She laughed and wrapped her legs around his waist. “My thoughts exactly.”
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