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Preface

The field of Hadrianic studies is immense, despite, or perhaps because of, what at first glance seems like a dearth of factual information about the Roman emperor Hadrian (76-138 CE). We have information about his career – the honors, the politics, the travels, the campaigns – we even have a physical description of him. And, of course, we know of Hadrian’s great love for his favorite, Antinous, the youth who died too early and for whom the emperor’s grief knew no bounds.

But we know very little about the emperor’s wife, Sabina, and their relationship. What we do know is clouded by the socio-political agendas of the writers whose opinions have come down to us over the centuries, especially the anonymous writer of the Historia Augusta. These writers contend that Hadrian found his wife “moody and difficult”; that she refused to carry his child; that he would have divorced her had he been a private man; that she had a slave lover; that an “informality” or “familiarity” involving her led to the disgrace of the imperial secretary Suetonius and guard prefect Septicius Clarus; that Hadrian himself caused her death by poison.

Yet, at the same time, Hadrian affectionately called her “my Sabina”, she traveled the lengths of the vast empire at his side, and the emperor deified her after her death. Nor is there is any record of a contentious relationship between her and the emperor’s beloved Antinous.

What I seek to accomplish is to offer an alternative interpretation of the ancient writers without nullifying their statements, and, indeed, incorporating these intriguing morsels of information. What if outsiders were meant to believe that Hadrian and Sabina had a unhappy marriage? What if, instead, their relationship was, like many political unions, complex?

Historians may balk at the recontextualizing of the Hadrian saga as a work of erotic fiction, or that some liberties have been taken. Some names have been modified from the historical record to promote readability; the timeline has been changed very little, but may diverge from historical record for the convenience of plot; and, in some cases, a choice between historical interpretations has been made.

I do hope the reader enjoys reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it.
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Prologue



Germania Inferior, Colonia Agrippinensis, early February 98

“The assassins came out of nowhere. Or so it seemed.”

Hadrian sat on the dining couch, his fingers linked behind his neck, his elbows on his knees. He was exhausted. After the attack, he had walked several miles before he found a peasant with a horse, then, with all his might, had had to urge the pathetic nag to budge. It was the final push to complete his mission, and he had already traveled over one hundred miles without stop. Now at his destination, the initial exhilaration had dissipated to enervation. Yet, he had been the first to arrive at the governor’s palace to announce that, with the death of Nerva, General Trajan had become Emperor of Rome.

“Are you harmed, cousin?” Trajan asked with genuine concern. The two were more than cousins. Twelve years earlier, Trajan had been appointed guardian for the ten-year-old Hadrian after the death of the boy’s father, Aelius Hadrianus Afer. Having no children of their own, Trajan and his wife Plotina had treated their charge with affection.

“’Tis but a scratch. My aide-de-camp Marianus was severely wounded. Our horses were stabbed and drowned and our carriage smashed as we forded the Mosel. I was able to subdue my assailant but his companions fled. The scoundrel finally confessed to being in the service of my brother-in-law.”

“Servianus?” Trajan said with only a little surprise. He peered into his wine cup pensively.

“I stopped at the governor’s palace in Moguntiacum just after leaving camp. I stupidly told him the news of your advancement.” Hadrian took a long draught of strong wine to steady himself. “He would have preferred Nerva to have chosen him as successor. It seems Servianus felt that if he could not be emperor, he could at least garner the new emperor’s favor by being the first to deliver the news.”

A loud knock on the door to the private dining room startled the occupants. Trajan and Hadrian glanced at each other. Hadrian reached for his sword. The emperor raised his hand to calm his young companion.

“Yes?” Trajan called.

“An urgent message from Moguntiacum, my lord. From the governor of Germania Superior.”

The voice was familiar to the emperor, and he smiled briefly. “Come.”

A boyishly handsome soldier entered carrying a sealed scroll. He glanced quickly at Hadrian, blushed, then handed the missive to Trajan and bowed. The emperor lingered on the youth’s hand as he took the scroll, the hair on the soldier’s strong forearm bristling at the thrilling touch.

Hadrian was a little startled at the revelation of intimacy between the two men, master and servant, officer and soldier. He himself once had to fend off Trajan’s solicitations, but once he refused to play the role of the passive, the older man had relented, since then treating his ward almost as a peer. Hadrian diplomatically kept his emotions in check.

Trajan unrolled and glanced at the note. “You may go,” he said to the soldier, leering at the youth’s strong legs bound in tight winter leggings.

There was a fleeting smile on the young man’s delicate lips before he bowed again and left.

Trajan read the note one more time. “Apparently there is news from Servianus that I am the new emperor. He sends his most sincere felicitations.” He looked up at Hadrian. “He says nothing of you.”

“Playing it safe in case I survived?”

“Most probably.” Trajan drew in a deep breath. “Servianus is excessively ambitious, a quality that makes him untrustworthy and unpleasant. Sometimes I feel for your sister. She cannot possibly love the man.” He shook his head. “He has tried to set me against you by complaining of your extravagant spending and numerous debts, you know.”

Hadrian started at this. “On what am I supposed to have spent money?”

“Hunting dogs, fast horses,” the emperor eyed his former ward. “Perhaps pretty boys at the local spa.”

“My lord—Caesar, believe me, I have not been prodigiously indulgent.”

“No, no, of course not.” Trajan rose to pour himself another cup of wine. “Hadrian, my boy,” he began, sitting down next to his cousin and taking his hand. “Graeculus,” he said softly using Hadrian’s familial nickname, “there will always be people who want to harm us, to kill us, and even to harm our close friends and loved ones. You must be ever vigilant and alert.” He took a draught of wine. “But, son, you must not be overly suspicious. You must not be disagreeable to your own family and intimates. This is what killed Nerva’s predecessor, Domitian, and what would have quickly killed Servianus had he been named successor. Don’t be an arrogant fool like your brother-in-law.”

Trajan stared blankly at the floor, his expression of victory tempered by a sigh revealing his realization of the overwhelming task before him.

“And, in the midst of it all, in order to succeed, you must learn to trust and to love. Both require acts of courage, but both offer substantial rewards.” The emperor’s lips twisted in a wry smile as he looked up at the closed door. “Especially love.”


Part One: Tempus Vernum



Rome, Imperial Palace, November 100

“The ceremony went well, I think,” Salonia Matidia had said after the wedding. “Now Vibia, be a good bride and wait for your husband to come to your bed.”

Vibia Sabina lay on her back waiting for her husband as her mother had commanded. The wedding had been exciting, all the people dressed so colorfully, she herself draped in a flame-orange veil. She knew her husband Hadrian was an important man. As a boy he had been the ward of Trajan, perhaps even to be his successor on the throne one day, although one really never knew what was to be in Rome. Only the gods knew. And as Sabina waited in her bedroom she just hoped the gods were watching over her.

She thought about her husband, quite a bit her elder, by ten years at least. A man really, not a boy. He was handsome, tall, bearded, a soldier, a senator. She hoped that he would take her to some far off place in the empire – the east would be grand – where she would be his dutiful wife, welcoming him home when he returned from battle.

A female slave appeared and said she should position herself on all fours. Sabina did as bidden; the slave raised her tunic and uncovered her bottom. The slave rubbed oil on her privates sending unfamiliar sensations through her body. As the slave continued, Sabina felt lightheaded, her mind removed from the physical fondling which certainly was not unpleasant. Her toes tingled. Sabina wasn’t quite certain what was happening to her but her body was climbing, spiraling upward. She exhaled a moan. The slave suddenly stopped. The sensations lingered in mid-air waiting for her body to reclaim them.

The door to the bedroom opened and a slight commotion ensued. He was there. Her husband had arrived to consummate their bond. She tensed, not knowing what was to follow.

She heard him approach, felt his heat near her, heard him shed his armor, heard the woolen tunic drop to the floor.

He was standing behind her now.

As was only the husband’s right, he untied the knot of Hercules at her waist, and pushed the now-loosened tunic further up her body, his fingers only skimming at her ribs and missing her breasts entirely. He touched her left buttock, his hand warm, strong, caressing subtly but not desirously. He hummed a thoughtful moan then grunted and placed himself between her legs.

Sabina had been told what to expect, but she did not expect this.

He was large, thick, hard. He entered her slowly, deliberately. She winced, trying desperately to keep silent as she had been told. But then he pressed against her, against some barrier inside her. She felt it stretch, felt it hurt, and could no longer hold her tongue. She cried out.

His arm snaked around her waist. “Shh, shh,” he calmed. “It will be finished soon.” His voice was deep, soothing, convincing. His other arm wrapped around so his hand could touch her privates in the same place the slave had done. He massaged gently until her body relaxed in his arms.

And then he pushed in, tearing her apart. She screamed.

One hand clamped over her mouth, the other continued its sensual ministrations between her legs, his body now slamming forcefully against hers, riding a wave to its desired climax. She was completely and utterly controlled by his needs, secured in his grasp. He was breathing heavily, quickly, more rhythmically. His culmination came with a clipped groan. He remained inside her for a few seconds, spasming, still holding her in his arms, his breaths slowing to composure.

Then, just as quickly as he arrived, he left. She never actually saw his face. He never kissed her, nor told her he loved her.

That was what she had thought should happen when one got married. But then again, those were girlish fantasies, the dreams of a child. She should have known better upon entering womanhood.

Sabina slumped onto her side as the slave cleaned the blood from her broken barrier. The fact that her husband had not lavished her with sentimental affection did not detract from the experience. No, in fact his behavior had presented her with something rather unexpected. His command over her body, his possessive aggression had been exciting, thrilling, and, only now after the fact, did she realize how much more wonderful it had been than her childish illusions.

* * * * *

Hadrian exited his wife’s bedroom satisfied that he had done his duty. How many times would he be expected to do as such, he did not know. Women were useful politically, strategically. It certainly did not mean he had to become emotionally involved with them in the least. And he only had to bed them a sufficient number of times to keep up appearances.

Outside Sabina’s bedroom stood two guards, soldiers placed there by her great uncle Trajan less as a measure of security and more as a reminder of her regal position. One was older, plumper, the lines on his face exhibiting how he had become hardened by years of service. The other was young, green, experiencing, quite probably, his first palace assignment. His features were intriguing, a square jaw, sharp cheekbones, and pointed nose contrasted with his luscious, red, bowed lips. He stood rigid, his muscles taut and ready. The presence of Trajan’s adopted son made him nervous.

He will do just fine.

“Soldier,” he said officiously. “You are to come with me. Your cohort can guard the Princess Sabina for the time being.”

The guards exchanged glances, the younger with uncertain concern, the elder with a nod of expected duty. Both men knew full well the reputation of the young Roman, his arrogance and his decadence. But the younger guard hardly knew what all that could possibly mean. He followed his master a pace behind, realization washing over him when he was summoned into Hadrian’s bedroom.

Rome, Imperial Palace, early June 104

“You have not bedded your wife in how many years?”

The question was annoying, but as it came from Trajan’s wife, the Empress Pompeia Plotina, Hadrian had to answer. “Four, I believe.”

The two sat with Matidia, Sabina’s mother, and Marciana, Sabina’s grandmother, enjoying the fruits of early summer as they lounged in Matidia’s private garden in the Palatine complex.

“Vibia talks about you from time to time, you know,” commented Matidia. “Much less so now than when you were first married. She thinks you hate her and wonders if she should simply do the same.”

“Why don’t you two have some children?” suggested Plotina.

Like you and Trajan? Hadrian wanted to respond as he bit into an apricot. The emperor and empress got on fine, yet there had not been any issue from the union, and, given her age, there was not likely to ever be. “Children just get in the way of appointing an advantageous heir and successor, don’t you think mother?” he responded. “I think Germanicus would have agreed with me considering Gaius Caligula turned out to be such a failure.”

Plotina ignored her adopted son’s insolence. “At least, dearest son, you should stop cavorting with boys so publicly.”

“Like the emperor has?” Hadrian countered, this time out loud, as he finished his fruit. “Ah, yes, but at fifty he has slowed down somewhat. There are far fewer pueri in his bed these days.”

“That’s my brother you’re insulting, you arrogant fool,” Marciana snapped. “You should honor him. He has high hopes for you.” She narrowed her eyes at her nephew. “Only the gods of Olympus know why.”

Hadrian crossed his arms over his chest sullenly.

Plotina shook her head in acquiescence, unwilling as she always was to argue with him, knowing all too well he was correct. “Hadrian, I am only asking you to have the veneer of conviviality with your spouse. It’s good for politics, it’s good for your career, and it’s good for Rome.” She stood up and draped a thin linen shawl around her and motioned to her sister-in-law to join her. “Women are not so bad. I dare say you’ve already slept with one or two.” She glanced briefly at Matidia, before she took Marciana’s arm in hers and strolled away.

* * * * *

Matidia watched her aunt and mother leave, then rolled onto her back on the couch. “Sabina’s a lovely young woman now, Hadrian. She might attract. You should have dinner with her. She is your wife.” She tugged at and adjusted her clothing.

She knew Hadrian was watching her as she settled herself and made sure the diaphanous fabric of her tunic and stola clung provocatively to her breasts and belly. At thirty-six, she looked as good as her eighteen-year-old daughter. If he was bedding the mother surely he should have no compunction in bedding his own wife.

Matidia looked up and met his eyes. One side of his mouth was curved into a half-smile. “You look like a hungry wolf.”

He raised an eyebrow and nodded once. “And what would you do to stop me from eating you?”

Matidia felt a rush of heat pulse to her head. She sat up with intention and beckoned a servant. “Leave me and take the rest of the staff. I need to speak with my son-in-law in private.” She watched as the slaves and servants exited the garden. She turned to Hadrian. “I invited you here to discuss your relations with my daughter, nothing else.”

“And I should take marital advice from you?” he queried imperiously as he got up from his couch. “And which husband are you on this month, Matidia? Number three, or is it number four?” He stood behind her and leaned over. “I simply cannot recall.”

“You cur,” she hissed. “You will listen to me because I will tell Trajan that you are inconsiderate and disobedient. And I will have Sabina attest to that before her grand uncle.” Matidia looked up at her son-in-law. He was quite handsome, despite his arrogance, an attribute that had made her think her daughter would eventually become attached to him. His dark curls framed his angular face and set off his gray, almost blue, eyes. His beard, a feature Matidia thought she would never come to appreciate, was soft, not wiry, and invited touch. She reached her hand up to do just that, and stroked the dark hair on his cheek. She licked her lips in anticipation of what could possibly transpire next, since it always did seem to happen anyway.

Hadrian lowered his head and kissed her half-opened mouth, plundering her aggressively with his tongue as his hand found its way under her neckline to cup and squeeze her excited breast. Already she was panting like a dog in heat, wanting what she knew she should not have. With a twinge of disgust, Hadrian broke off and stepped away from the couch, turning his back to her.

Matidia stood up, adjusting her shear dress and overdress from Hadrian’s rough handling before she went to him. He was wearing a sleeveless tunic on this warm day, baring his tanned and brawny arms. She trailed her fingers lightly from his shoulder down to his forearm, feeling the powerful muscles and tendons under the supple flesh. A tingling chill of desire swept through her. She was only eight years his senior. It was a shame to waste his fully-developed masculine attributes on such a child as was her daughter.

“Is she as wanton as you?” Hadrian asked, still not looking at her.

She dropped her hand. “You will have to discover for yourself.” Her tone carried with it the disappointment of failed consummation.

Suddenly, Hadrian swung around, grabbed her arm, and flung her against a nearby garden stele carved with the laughing, drunken face of Bacchus. She gasped when her back hit the cool marble slab. He held both her hands in one of his just above her head, as his other hand lifted the hems of her long garments. His knee forcefully separated her bared thighs and he tucked the fabric behind her buttocks. Keeping his hips pressed against hers, his hand sought and found the folds of her feminine flesh. She was dripping wet.

Matidia let out a little whimper as her son-in-law commenced his sensual ministrations.

“You’re wet, you little whore,” he breathed. “You want to fuck me, don’t you?”

“Hadrian, please,” she sighed. She was lightheaded, his touch driving her inexorably toward a depraved climax.

He released her long enough to raise his own tunic and reveal his erection. He opened her thighs wider with his own and stooped to position himself.

She let out a moaning exhale of relief as his hot, hard flesh penetrated her. Instantly she came, clenching him, encouraging him to continue his demanding thrusts. She was dissolute, delirious, beyond ecstatic and racing toward oblivion.

Hadrian kept his control, his presence of mind, as he always did. She wanted him and he was willing to give her what she needed, especially if that meant she would keep her mouth shut where his marital life was concerned. She knew he did not need Trajan’s enmity; the emperor had already passed him up for several deserved promotions. Hadrian pounded into her, coolly observing her twisted expressions reflecting every single convulsing contraction choking his prick below. She could sense he too was on the verge.

“I won’t give you the pleasure of carrying your own grandson in your womb,” he whispered wickedly before pulling out and spraying his seed onto the ground.

Matidia slumped against him, and he dragged her back to her couch.

“Don’t involve yourself in my affairs, mother,” he said with caustic cruelty as he let her fall on the cushions. “Sabina is my wife. She will obey me and do what I wish her to do. You, despicable woman, should attend to matters of your own hearth and home.” He turned and stormed away.

* * * * *

“Where is my wife?” Hadrian bellowed to the first servant he saw in his palace apartment.

The frightened servant bowed. “She is in the garden, my lord,” he answered without raising his head.

With long strides, Hadrian tramped through the atrium, along the passageway, then into the garden. He spied his wife near a glittering glass-encrusted fountain reading a scroll. A few female slaves attended her with music and trays of cut fruit.

This should be easy. He changed his pace to a sauntering stroll.

She looked up when she heard him and blushed a little.

“Good afternoon, husband.” She did not try to mask the annoyance in her voice.

“Sabina,” he greeted with a nod. “What are you reading?”

“Poetry,” was the curt answer.

He scanned her body extended full-length on a garden couch. The fabric of her dress draped and clung to her shape exaggerating and emphasizing her feminine curves. He hadn’t realized until that moment that his wife was no longer the girl he married; she was an astonishingly beautiful woman. Her flame-red hair was coifed in simple plaits surrounding and framing her lovely face. Her eyes were not green, not brown, but somewhere in between, like an exotic polished stone. Hadrian smiled to himself. Once or twice a month in her bed might actually be a pleasant experience.

With a wave of his hand, Hadrian dismissed the servants waiting on his wife.

That drew a scowl from her. “What do you think you are doing?”

He sat on the edge of the couch, his hip deliberately touching hers. He pulled the scroll from her hand and placed it on the side table. With one hand placed behind her head to steady her, he took his wife in a deep and demanding kiss.

She gave in to his rapacious mouth and tongue, opening for him, letting him explore her, letting him lead her. She reached up and dared to thread her fingers through his curls. He had never kissed her before, and she had certainly never been kissed like this.

But it didn’t end with her mouth. He trailed nibbles and pecks down her neck while his hands worked at the clasps of her stola. He could feel her heart race, her breaths become labored. He slipped the delicate linen of her tunic from her shoulders and exposed her breasts to the warm summer air. His lips covered her nipples, first one, then the other, the tip of his tongue tickling the now-hardened peaks. Sabina let out a moaning sigh, then drew in a long calming breath.

Hadrian was surprised that his wife’s most assuredly feminine form was arousing him. He was utterly hard, his skin sensitive to her every touch. He wrapped his arms around her to pull her close as he continued pleasuring her yearning breasts.

It was only then that he realized that his wife had stopped touching him. And, what was more, her body was shaking, convulsing. He pulled back. Sabina was crying. Not just crying, she was sobbing.

“Dogs of hell,” he muttered. “What is it now?”

“You pig,” she screamed as she pushed him off her.

“Sabina—” he started and reached out for her.

“Don’t touch me!” She turned from him, sliding her legs to the other side of the couch. With shaking fingers she fastened the fibulae at her shoulders.

Hadrian tried to compose himself. “What did I do, Vibia?” he asked as gently as he could muster, using her familiar name.

“You know what you did. You smell like my mother.”

“What?” He turned to face her.

“She wears a particular oriental perfume given her by her husband. The fragrance is quite distinctive, and I smell it all over you.” She glared at him. “You’ve just fucked my mother and now you dare touch me?”

Hadrian sighed. “Vibia, love—”

“Don’t call me that. You don’t mean that.” Fresh tears fell from her eyes. “What were you thinking?”

“I saw you in the garden, I thought you looked beautiful.” He leaned in a hair’s breadth. “I thought we should make love.”

She faced him once again, this time with hate in her eyes. “What about all your slave boys? Are they not satisfying enough? Is your appetite so voracious you need to start in on the women of the imperial household?” She spat in his direction.

Incensed by her vituperation, Hadrian recoiled to strike her. He flinched, stopping himself, knowing abundantly well that he would be admonished harshly by the emperor himself.

Hadrian turned away and put his face in his hands. This was not going to be as easy as he had thought. He swallowed his pride. Honesty with his wife was probably the best course of action.

“Vibia, love,” he began softly. “Plotina and your mother would like us to be friendly to one another, for the emperor’s sake, so Trajan does not have to worry about petty affairs in his household. The best way, perhaps, to display this harmony is through fecundity. Ours.”

“You want me to have your miscreant children?”

“Vibia, please,” he pleaded. “You don’t have to be so harsh.”

“Hadrian,” she responded with tears welling in her eyes. “I’ve wanted you ever since our wedding night. I’ve yearned for your attentions for four years. But for four years I’ve had to put up with the knowledge that you’ve dallied with soldiers and slaves, my own mother even. I don’t understand that, really. I can only imagine it is to keep her as an ally.” She sniffled and wiped her eyes and face. “Now you’re here, not because you want to be, but out of duty to your emperor. Well, I’ll sleep with you out of duty to my uncle and my family. I cannot guarantee marital harmony and I cannot guarantee fecundity.”

Hadrian sat in silence. He had assumed his wife would comply with his demands as any good Roman wife ought. Of course, Sabina was not just any Roman wife; she was the emperor’s kinswoman, and Hadrian would have to act accordingly. “I have been horrible to you,” he admitted.

“Yes, you have.”

Gods, if Trajan hears about this… “Vibia, I’m…I’m sorry. Will you find it in your heart to pardon me?”

“Treat me as my station demands and I will consider it. I’m not like my mother, Hadrian. I won’t forgive you just because you are handsome and have a nimble prick.”

“Thank you,” he said quietly. He slid his hand along the couch cushion until he met her thigh. He reached further and found her hand in her lap and intertwined his fingers in hers.

They sat silently for a while until Sabina said, “You’re going to be elected praetor soon, before you are thirty I mean, are you not?”

Hadrian started. “How did you know that?”

She grunted. “I’m Trajan’s grand-niece, you fool. I hear things. I pay attention. And,” she hissed at him, “I am your blood link to the imperial succession.” She reconsidered her harsh tone. “I can be very useful to you, you know,” she said softly.

Hadrian felt a cold chill creep up his spine. She was completely correct. Sabina was a woman now, an adult member of the imperial household. She would begin to wield her own power, have her own allies. He would do well to maintain congenial relations with her. She was much more important to him now than Matidia. “I’m just beginning to realize that,” he admitted.

Sabina sighed. “You may come to my bed tonight, Graeculus,” she said. “I will bear your little monsters.”

Hadrian smiled. That she had called him by his boyhood nickname pleased him. He squeezed her hand. “I will sup with you first, Vibia, my dear wife. We have some catching up to do.” He stood. “But before then, I shall visit the baths.”

* * * * *

Dinner was elegant, simple, and in Sabina’s private bedchamber. The servants had been dismissed, and she waited on her husband with genuinely-felt deference. Over oysters and guinea fowl they discussed everything from philosophy to poetry to politics. With pastries and wine, they swapped stories and gossip about senators and other officials. She even listened to tales of his soldiering. Hadrian was pleasantly surprised by his wife’s wit and astute observations, especially for one still so young. He had been a fool for four years. She was going to make a very good mate.

Of course the only thing she could not fathom was his passion for hunting.

“The animal has not attacked you, and yet you wish to kill it?” she asked.

“It’s all about the chase. It’s thrilling, exhilarating,” he rolled onto his back on the dining couch and gazed at the coffered ceiling. “It’s a competition. When I win, I get to kill the animal.”

“But you said you toy with it first sometimes.” Sabina had had her fill of food hours ago, yet continued to poke at and organize the leftover morsels on the trays set between them.

“Yes, yes. If I know I have it cornered, I might let it think it can get free.” He looked over at her. “Really, Vibia, you should come sometime.”

“I think not, Graeculus. You take one of your slave boys whose job it will be to praise you and fawn over your conquest. I would only scold you.”

Hadrian smiled at her. The gods had blessed him with a wife who felt no compunction toward his predilection for young men. She was astonishing him at every turn.

He reached out his hand and she took it. She cast her eyes down, unable to look at his wolfish gaze.

Still holding on to her, he got up, as did she. She stood before him, shy, nervous. He tucked a strand of copper back into her plaits. He bent down and brushed his lips against hers, softly this time, not demanding but encouraging. She opened for him, and their lips and tongues explored to mutual satisfaction.

He pulled away to catch his breath and pressed his forehead against hers, now holding both her hands in his. At that moment she seemed so utterly innocent, a virgin once again.

“You’ve not been with another since our wedding night,” he said, surmising her fears.

“No,” she answered, a quiver in her voice.

“I’ll be gentler,” he promised. “It must have hurt.”

“No. I mean, yes, but it was wonderful.” She finally met his eyes. “Don’t mock me, but I have thought about that moment almost every day for four years.”

“I would only mock you because you said ‘almost’.”

She giggled. With boldness flashing in her eyes, she stood on her tiptoes and kissed her husband on his lips.

“Vibia, come,” he said and took her by the hand to lead her just before her bed. He stopped and stepped back to observe her, his eyes skimming up and down her body. Her pale blue cotton stola was girded just under the bust, emphasizing her youthful, buoyant breasts. Only then did he realize that was all she was wearing. She had prepared for his seduction by forgoing undergarments. Hadrian grinned at her, then chortled when she blushed. He bent down and one after the other, took off her sandals, tossing them aside. As he stood, his hands felt along her legs and hips, intermittently squeezing the flesh through the fabric. He untied the belt and unfastened the fibulae at her shoulders. The thin garment floated down and pooled at her feet on the floor.

Out of instinct or modesty, Sabina crossed her arms over her chest. Hadrian placed his hands on her shoulders and took in her form with an indulgent gaze.

“Ah, my Venus pudica. Do not cover yourself.”

“Am I pleasing to you, husband?” she asked ingenuously. “My body is nothing like a boy’s.”

Hadrian started at that. “Indeed not, love! Yours is very definitely a feminine form. You have the most beautiful breasts, a gift from the gods.” Hadrian stood behind her and cupped his hands under each fleshy orb, as if weighing them, and teased the nipples with his thumbs. He felt Sabina tense at first, then relax in his arms. “Yes, give in to the pleasure,” he encouraged.

One hand continued massaging a breast while the other slid down her waist, over her belly to her mons. He threaded his fingers through the hair there, flame and copper-red as on her head. He pulled at the strands until just before the moment of pain, feeling her flinch against him, then continued snaking his way to her pudenda. She was sticky wet as he knew she would be. His finger coursed through the pliant folds to her entrance, then returned, drawing more slickness to her clitoris.

As he massaged the nub, Sabina gasped and once again flinched, but this time Hadrian’s arm held her close to his body. As he pressed harder on her pleasure spot, deftly rubbing it toward climax, she wailed, struggling harder against him. Her weak tussles were no match for his thick arm. He restrained her facilely until she cried out and jerked against him, then went limp over his forearm.

Sabina raised her head, her breath still labored. “What was that?” she asked ingenuously.

Hadrian chuckled. “I am a failure of a husband for not providing you the experience earlier,” he said softly in her ear. “That was your crisis, and I promise there will be many more to come.” He urged her toward the bed. “Now let’s make a little monster.”

Sabina giggled as she climbed onto the mattress and burrowed under the covers, poking her head up to watch her husband strip off his clothing. She was riveted, fascinated.

“I’ve never seen a man utterly naked before,” she said with a touch of awe.

“And am I pleasing to you, wife?” he teased, concealing self-assured vanity.

She knelt before him on the mattress. “Skin so tanned,” she said as she caressed the solid flesh of his shoulders and arms, “means you are out of doors, half-clad,” she looked up at him provocatively and licked her lips, “working in the hot sun amongst sweaty soldiers.” She glided her palms down his rippled torso, threading her fingers up through the dense brown curls on his brawny chest, then followed the downy trail to his groin. Her hand stopped above her husband’s extraordinary attribute, her eyes widening in anticipation and trepidation.

“Touch me,” Hadrian intoned, his voice gravelly from need.

She wrapped her small hand around his erection, her fist barely covering the long and thick shaft, then rubbed her thumb over the smooth, tumescent tip. She moved her hand along the hardness, her face registering curiosity and intention, absentmindedly chewing on her lower lip.

Hadrian growled his approbation, but he could take her innocent playing no longer. In one swift move he maneuvered their bodies side-by-side under the sheets. Sabina gulped air, then remained still as if stunned and uncertain what to do. Hadrian realized that the one time they had been together she had been on all fours, as was the custom. He kissed her mouth as his hand smoothed over her body. When he reached her legs he urged them apart then moved to lay on top of her, their hips touching.

He lifted himself up on his arms. “You’re so small,” he said. “I fear I might crush you.”

He could feel the heat rise in her flesh. Something about what he had just said was enticing, thrilling to her.

Hadrian bent his legs and poised himself between her thighs, first spreading the sticky slickness at her delicate entrance and then on himself. Gods, but this is going to feel good. Tight and unused like a virgin passage, but eager and willing. “Are you ready, love?”

Sabina bit her lip again, uncertainty clouding her expression, but clearly wanting to say something. “Graeculus,” she blurted impulsively, “hold me down. Hold me like you did earlier. When I had my…crisis.”

Hadrian’s mouth opened in surprise before a grin spread across his face. His wife had enjoyed being restrained. The gods were truly on his side; surely this was too much to ask? “With pleasure, Vibia.”

He placed her arms above her head on the pillow and held them with one hand, one very large, strong hand. The other arm he wrapped around her waist. She was tiny, easy to circumscribe. He felt her heart beat in excitement, heard her breaths pant rhythmically.

As if to test his conviction, she struggled against him. He responded by holding her tighter, his lips curling in a wicked smile. His fingers felt the fragile flesh of her wrists bruising from the force of his grip. She gulped air at the pain, but her face melted into wanton desire. When he pulled even more on her stretched arms, he swore he saw delight flash in her eyes.

And then he entered her.

She let out a wailing gasp at the shock and her body jerked. Hadrian mashed his mouth against hers silencing her with his probing tongue. His body gripped her more tightly as he thrust mercilessly inside her. Her pitiful attempts to struggle excited him even further. He slammed against her, plunging deeper with each thrust. Her channel pulsed and clenched around his massive cock, driving him inexorably toward climax. He, of all men, though, knew he could hang on as long as he wanted. He was always in control.

Except this time.

Unwittingly, he erupted, his seed spewing forcefully as he held his hips between his wife’s legs. He raised his face to the heavens and let out an exultant groan, his body jerking with every jet of fluid still amazingly being expelled from his spent sac.

Exhausted, he released his hold on Sabina and crashed to the mattress at her side. He looked up and stared at the flickering lamplight dancing across the ceiling and let out a long, contented exhale.

“Graeculus?” came Sabina’s concerned voice.

“Vibia. I am indebted to the gods. You inflame me. I have never had such a marvelous tumble with a woman.” He quickly glanced over at her knowing he had said something that could very easily be misunderstood. “I mean, not like it is ever that good with a man either. It’s different with you. You’re different.” He stroked her cheek. “You are magnificent.”

He would be a fool no longer when it came to his wife.

Rome, Quirinalis Collis, May 107

“He has no heir.”

“Ah, but Balo, it is presumed that Hadrian will be his successor.”

“Yes, Bestia,” responded the Dacian to his host. “This is true, although Trajan has not named him as such. So, with his removal before such an announcement of an heir, we would have an empty throne and should move quickly to make the most of it.”

Balo of the recently conquered province of Dacia, and Vartan of the Parthian kingdom in the east were the guests of the Roman merchant Sextus Quintilius Bestia in his extravagant villa situated on the downside of the Quirinal – one of the famed seven hills of Rome – slightly prominent, slightly obscured, like the owner himself. The two foreigners were natural enemies against the Roman empire. Bestia was always an opponent of whomever held power as there was great profit to be had in backing those who craved power. The three feasted and conspired on a dais high above a chamber in which were performed the most wondrous and exotic entertainments. Bestia was known for his extravagant displays of decidedly prurient content. At the moment, an enormous African man was fornicating with a pale, blond Greek boy. On the back of the African a petite dark-haired Syrian girl vigorously rode a dildo strapped around his waist.

“And Hadrian is now governor of Pannonia Inferior, is he not?” said Balo as he watched the Syrian girl’s lithe form and bouncing breasts. “He would be too far from Rome to fill the vacuum of power. It would be easy to swiftly promote our man in the Senate.”

“Should we include Hadrian in our plan, then?” queried Vartan. “Killing him as he is far away in the provinces?” He turned from the show, apparently more fascinated by his host’s unusual eyes, one blue, one brown, and the scar that marred his face from eyebrow to opposite cheekbone.

“No, too risky,” responded Balo, knowledgeable from his recent experience with the war. “He is adored by his troops. He’s currently legate of II Adiutrix, but the men of I Minervia are still extremely loyal from his Dacian campaign. It would be difficult to move against him.” He vigorously chewed on a mouthful of sumen, a delicacy rare in the provinces. “However, I hear he beats his wife and cavorts with boys—”

“And fucks the Empress Plotina,” added Vartan, finally glancing at the lustful exhibition below.

Bestia grunted. “I heard it was his mother-in-law Matidia that he screws. Along with a few senators’ wives.”

“We may be able to discredit him as unworthy of succession,” concluded Balo.

“Trajan dallies with boys as well,” said Bestia, sipping at his wine thoughtfully. “Apparently the patrician ranks forgive their emperor his weaknesses and proclivities.” This was not always the case amongst the conniving patricians themselves. “I had not heard about Hadrian and his wife though.”

“She’s been seen with cuts and bruises,” offered Balo.

“That does not mean he beats her. He may have unusual sexual appetites.” To prove his point, the merchant waved his hand over one of the scenes before them. A female slave lay naked on a carpet, spread-eagle, her arms and legs bound tightly to four posts with leather straps. A dog lapped at her crotch as another slave poured fish oil on the writhing girl’s genitalia.

Vartan turned away from the scene in disgust and picked at the glossy cherries in a silver bowl before him. He dropped one of the succulent fruits in his mouth and chewed deliberately. “We absolutely cannot fail this time, gentlemen,” he said, spitting out the seed as he shot a look of censure at his Dacian colleague. The assassination attempt against Trajan the previous year had been an abysmal failure ending with the suicide of the Dacian king Decebalus and the annexation of the whole province as a client of Rome.

“And we won’t, Vartan, we won’t,” said Bestia with a calming gesture, trying to avert confrontation between his two guests. “The war had its benefits. I have Roman legion deserters and newly enslaved Dacian men in the provinces as well as here in Rome, all at the ready to act when the time is right.” He sipped his wine as he watched the display of bestiality, his own particular letch. Today’s performance was mild compared to what he preferred his girls do with horses. “What about the Parthian front?”

“We have some split loyalties,” answered Vartan, once again riveted by his host’s unusual face. “But I think it best we rely on Osrhoes’s men. He already has some spies established in Rome.”

A commotion below drew the attention of the three men. All the performers had exited and in their place were a dozen or more robust and athletic young men of different tribes each with his hands tied behind his back. All were nude and in various states of arousal.

“Ah, the insemination.”

The foreign guests exchanged bewildered glances. Neither had seen anything like the spectacles put on in their honor by Bestia. The acts were decadent and grotesque – to their sensibilities. Like Rome herself.

“My female slaves are required to produce offspring. I select my best boys to perform the task of impregnating the girls. We confine the boys with their hands behind their backs for two days and feed them oysters with garlic and other such virility-enhancing foods. My astrologers and a midwife assure me the girl is at her fertile peak.”

The chosen female slave was led into the chamber, staggering drowsily as if drugged, and followed by several nude girls. Each girl moved to stand next to her appointed youth, a few actually touching their men and rubbing seductively against their bodies. The female slave to be impregnated was lifted into a hammock, her legs spread and tied to the suspension ropes. Another girl massaged the slave’s clitoris with warm oil, delving her fingers deep inside her now-pliant passage. The bound slave moaned and writhed.

One by one, the nude girls masturbated the strapping youths almost to climax, then positioned them before the opened legs of the waiting slave. As each stood in place with an aching erection, his hands were untied, the signal for the young man to copulate until he spent his seed. Once unbound, their actions were wild, frenzied, each one coming with a vigorous grunting cry.

One by one, ten men filled the girl on the hammock. The eleventh, holding on desperately to the moment before the peak, did not succeed. He exploded the second he saw the slave’s well-used cunt, his semen dripping futilely onto the floor.

Irritated by the youth’s lack of discipline, Bestia called out to a guard below. “Kill him,” he commanded. “He is useless to me.”

Vartan and Balo both shook their heads at their host’s depraved impatience. Neither could continue watching as the rest of the parade of youths finished doing their duty.

* * * * *

Zuester sat in his cell eating his gruel, his thin woolen tunic no comfort against the damp of the underground prison. He had endured much since being enslaved in his native Dacia and sold to the corrupt merchant Bestia, but today’s death sentence against his friend Skiare was the final straw. He was determined that the first chance he got, he was going to escape.

It was difficult to form any sort of congenial relationship in the bowels of the villa of a perverted madman, and now his one friend was being sent to the slaughter for acting like the seventeen-year-old boy that he was.

The other slaves had been uncertain as to what was transpiring, until Zuester explained it to them. Zuester was the only among them who spoke and understood Latin, and he had had to struggle to maintain his composure when his master pronounced the fate of his friend. Bestia did not know of Zuester’s talent for languages, and Zuester did not ever want to reveal it. His master would simply use his ability for evil. That afternoon, Zuester had overheard quite a number of things he wished he hadn’t.

Skiare cried silently at his friend’s feet. Of course he had no interest in eating, which meant more for Zuester that night. It had been heart-wrenching to listen to Skiare’s sobs and regrets. Zuester had regrets of his own, the least of which was wondering if he would be leaving behind his own flesh and blood. It was ironic that he and the slave girl in that afternoon’s exhibition had once been in love, had once planned their wedding and named their unborn children. It was another reason he needed to escape. He had felt a twinge of guilt when he said he would convey declarations of love to Skiare’s parents and sister. Zuester probably would never see his own family again, much less that of a fellow prisoner.

The clanking of metal against metal sent an almost crippling chill up Zuester’s spine. The guards were here. Would they kill Skiare on the spot and clean up his body in the morning, or simply take the lad away screaming and do their dirty deed elsewhere? Zuester shook his cellmate to his senses. When he glanced up and saw who was coming for them, he shook some sense into himself.

Bestia had sent Brutus and Draco to do the job, both former gladiators who had been caught in a disgraceful act with one another. The merchant had purchased them fully intending for the pair to use their deviant wantonness in his private exhibitions. That was many years ago, and now too old for Bestia’s particular tastes, they had been reassigned to guard duty.

As Zuester watched, he formed his plan. The guards would be armed, yes, but there were only the two of them. Surely, he and Skiare were strong and cunning enough to take them on?

“Ski, listen to me,” Zuester said. “We’re going to get out of here, you understand?”

“W-what?” sniffled the boy.

“Look, you’re skilled in wrestling. You’re nimble and quick. All we need to do is to slip outside of the cell. The first opportunity you get, run. I’ll do the same, but don’t think about me. You need to get yourself out of here.”

The glimmer of hope perked the youth up from his morose mood. “Yes, Zoos,” he said compliantly, wiping his nose, pronouncing his friend’s nickname rather like “Zeus”.

“Skiare, you dog! Up!” Brutus called out in Dacian.

“We’re here to kill you,” said Draco in Latin. The two men laughed.

The door to the cell opened and the guards entered. Skiare plastered himself against the back wall.

“C’mon. Make it easy on yourself,” taunted Brutus.

“No,” said Skiare. “You have to come get me.”

“I’ll come get you, you little bastard whoreson,” said a very irritated Draco as he lumbered across the straw-strewn floor.

With thought as fast as Mercury’s boots, Zuester dove for Draco’s legs, grappling the massive calves and swiping the feet out from under the burly man’s body. The guard came crashing to the stone floor. Zuester reached for the man’s dagger and keys, then turned on Brutus, dodging and dancing, feinting and threatening until his back was toward the entrance side of the cell and Brutus was further inside.

“You pile of dog shit,” the guard sneered at Zuester as he grabbed his own weapon.

The moment of distraction was long enough for Skiare to dash out of the cell.

“Get back here, son of Hades!”

The additional distraction was long enough for Zuester to wound the guard. Brutus clutched at the gash in his waist as he watched the Dacian follow his friend and close the door of the prison cell behind him.

Pannonia Inferior, Aquincum, Governor’s Palace, May 107

Hadrian stared up at the coffered ceiling in his bedroom. He liked coffers, they gave a room a feeling of intimacy and an element of interest. Especially when they were done the way he wanted. Trajan’s architect, the damnable Apollodorus, had said Hadrian’s designs were naïve and compared them to summer squash. The Governor’s palace in Pannonia was no summer squash; it was a magnificent tour-de-force of classical Greek motifs that only one well-versed in the nuances of the style could have accomplished. Trajan had let him design his own palace in his own way out in the new province. Hadrian sighed. One day, it was presumed anyway, he himself would be emperor. Then, he would design all manner of monuments in Rome itself. Apollodorus was a fool.

Still, musing over such follies was merely a diversion from the tragedy at hand. Sabina had just miscarried their first child, a child conceived between battles on the Dacian frontier. She had been devastated, he had been numb. The following day, he had been angry – at himself, at his wife, at everything. Marciana, Matidia, and Sabina’s sister Mindia had kept Sabina away from him for a while until he calmed down.

Now husband and wife lay in bed together, she nestled in the safe cocoon of his body. If he should be angry with anybody, it should be with the gods, not his precious spouse. He pulled her more closely to him.

“Vibia, I’m sorry.”

“Graeculus, love, I’ve told you before, mother and our midwife Zosime say this sometimes happens naturally. It’s not your fault.” Sabina took a deep breath. “I keep having to tell myself it’s not my fault either.”

Hadrian nuzzled against her neck.

“We shouldn’t worry. We’ll try again,” she continued unconvincingly.

Moved by her self doubt and fear, Hadrian caressed her through her night tunic. Over the several weeks she had been pregnant, her breasts had grown fuller, although still a perfect handful. He wanted to feel them now. He pulled up her hem and maneuvered his hands underneath.

“The gods have blessed me and will continue to bless me,” he said, gently kneading her warm flesh. “They know best when the time is right.” He felt his erection growing. Hers was the only female body that could do that every time. He kissed her hair and pressed his fully-aroused cock between her butt cheeks.

Sabina twisted her head and sought his mouth with hers. As he kissed her deeply, passionately, he moved her beneath him and spread open her legs.

Sabina stopped his eager prick with a grab of her hand. “Graeculus, we can’t yet. You know that.” She let go of him. “I have to wait until after my next menses is complete.”

“And when will that be?” he asked. There was urgent irritation in his voice.

“I don’t know,” she responded with annoyance. “Zosime says I have to expel the undesirable humors that have built up in my body otherwise another baby might never take hold. It could be another month or more.”

“I can’t wait another month!” Hadrian blurted.

“Then have a boy!” she shot back. “Or use your damn hand.” She pushed him off and curled up on her side of the bed away from him.

Hadrian hated these little squabbles they had, husband and wife equally headstrong. This time, though, it would have to be he who recanted and made peace between them. “Vibia, love, I’m sorry. I just so want to be with you. I enjoy being with you.” He reached out for her, touching her arm, but she flinched. “Please, love, let me just hold you. I promise I won’t make any more demands of you.”

Sabina turned to face him, only then revealing the tears in her eyes. “I miss you too, you know.” She wiped her face with the sheet.

He pulled her to him. “Vibia, Vibia…”

“I have needs too. Sometimes I envy those damn boys of yours.”

“I feel absolutely nothing for them,” he reassured.

“But they make you feel pleasure. And you give them pleasure in return.”

Hadrian stared up at the coffered ceiling once again, thinking. What she said was true, and in the same way there was no reason he and Sabina could not make love. He found pleasure with young men in various ways. One of the ways, however, he refused to do with her. The mere thought of oral copulation with a woman was repulsive to him. She seemed to have no knowledge of the act and he hoped she would never request it. There were limits to what he would do to a woman. Still, they could enjoy conjugal relations. They just couldn’t do it in the usual way for a husband and wife.

“Vibia, please don’t be angry—”

“Graeculus, I know you have at least one or two boys a day. You’re a bull.”

“—but what if you and I could do that. I mean, have relations like I do with…boys.”

Now it was Sabina’s turn to stare up at the ceiling, uncomprehendingly. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“Vibia, when I’m with a boy…” How could he say it but plainly? “I make love to them in their arseholes.”

Hadrian felt his wife stiffen and thought for a moment she had stopped breathing. Finally she asked, “Is it nice?” There was the slightest touch of curiosity in her voice.

He let out a silent sigh of relief. “It is very nice. And I promise to make it extraordinarily pleasurable for you.”

Hadrian reached for the unlit lamp on the bedside table, removed the linen wick, then set the ceramic well on the mattress. In the dimly moonlit room, he could see his wife’s curious anticipation.

His wife… He wanted very much to witness her reaction – her pleasure – to the act. She would not be set on all fours like a boy sent in to amuse him. No. He would make love to her face to face.

“Vibia, lie on your back – as you are now – and put some pillows under your arse. I need you to be raised up a bit.”

She did as requested.

One special talent of a woman was that she made her own sensual moisture. Never truly enough for such decadent acts, but it was always a sign that she was at least enthusiastic. Hadrian tentatively touched his wife and found her beyond agreeable.

Sabina drew back slightly from his touch. “Not inside, Graeculus. I told you we should wait.”

“Shh, shh. No, don’t worry,” he reassured. “Not inside there.”

He trailed the sticky slickness from her feminine folds to the puckered hole just behind. She gasped when he circled his finger around the entrance; when he inserted the tip, she emitted a clipped whine.

Hadrian poured some oil from the lamp into his palm, then dribbled the liquid onto Sabina’s cleft. His free fingers worked the viscous fluid into the tight orifice, delving as deeply as he could, massaging the tight ring of muscles near the entrance. He did not want to cause pain when he breached the virgin passage.

Sabina’s labored breaths assured him she was feeling some enjoyment from his actions. He smiled. She was ready.

He smeared the rest of the oil in his palm up and down his now fully erect cock, playing briefly with the prepuce. He grabbed her hips and maneuvered her just right, then spread her cheeks apart.

“Love, it may feel strange, like being stretched to fullness, at first. I’ll go very slowly.” He knew precisely what to say. How many young boys had he deflowered in exactly the same way?

“I’m ready, Graeculus.”

Hadrian positioned himself at her snug entrance and slowly eased in. At the same time, his thumb worked his wife’s clitoris.

He could see the confusion of experiencing two very different sensations reflected in his wife’s face. Pain and rapture confronted her at once, twisting her expression into worried relief. Until Hadrian tried to push further to a point where he clearly could not fit.

“Graeculus!” she pleaded. “Please, no, it hurts.” Her hands moved to free her body from him.

Hadrian grabbed her hands and placed them over her head. “Shh, shh,” he said once again trying to alleviate her fears. He stopped for a minute and waited for her body to relax and accommodate his presence inside, all the while vigorously massaging her excited clit.

Sabina climaxed with a sharp moan. Her body’s natural jerking reaction caused him to slip in further.

“No!” she cried.

But it was too late. He was fully embedded inside her.

“Wait for a moment, love,” he said calmly. His thumb continued its delightful torture, and when he felt her relax once again, he began to move in and out of her deliciously tight passage.

He proceeded slowly. Intercourse with a man gave the receiving man pleasure inside. Such intercourse with a woman was a wholly different experience. Sabina would need constant stimulation during this her first time.

He curved over her and kissed her lips. “Is it good?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said haltingly. The confusing sensations were causing her to fall into euphoric delirium. He could tell she no longer knew which was pain and which was pleasure.

Hadrian understood her soft whimpers and straining breaths to mean she was fully caught up in the act. He increased the rhythm of his thrusts, groaning instinctively from the delicious friction.

“The gods have blessed me with you!” His head bent back facing upwards to his benefactors. His hand worked frantically at his wife’s soaking crotch.

Sabina’s moans became louder, her hips rocked, inviting her husband to plunge in mercilessly. He battered against the second ring of muscles deep inside her channel.

“Graeculus!” she screamed. He knew she had lost her grip on reality, her mind descending into an abyss of swirling pleasure and pain. Her orgasm ensued amidst screams and flailing arms.

Hadrian could no longer hold on to his own peak. He came forcibly, holding himself as far inside her as he possibly could, hot jets of semen surging into her depths.

He held himself upright until he felt his body ease, his prick diminish. Pulling out would also be a shock to his very accommodating wife, he did not want to hurt her needlessly. When he did so it was met with a sharp cry on her part.

He lay beside her and enveloped her in his arms.

“So that’s what you do,” she said quietly.

Hadrian chuckled. “It’s one of the things, yes. I might show you other acts one day.”

“Your boys are lucky,” she said before drifting off to sleep.

Rome, The Forum, June 107

Zuester and Skiare had been able to evade capture for the week or so since their escape. They were uncertain how much longer they could remain beyond Bestia’s insidious reach, so they planned and schemed every day about their next move.

Skiare wanted very much to return to his native Dacia. “I suppose the best way would be to attach myself to a legion heading for the frontier, don’t you think?”

Zuester had agreed. He would miss his friend when the time came, but knew his life belonged in Rome. Of course, they would have to somehow determine how to do this. They were making contacts and gleaning information at every moment they could, but with Skiare’s lack of Latin and their general anxiety about whether or not they would be caught this proved to be slow going.

The first night, and whenever they were able thereafter, they had bathed in the Tiber. They could not use the public baths because of their master’s mark branded on their backsides, a mark most likely recognizable by many despite their attempts at scarring it. They offered themselves to whomever wanted something done, finding, of course, that prostituting their bodies by night was often more lucrative – although


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
AND

SABINA
ASLOVE STORY,

HAD RIAN \l

REGINA KAMMER





