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​CHAPTER ONE

WITH HEARTS POUNDING, the two women desperately raced along the steep incline above the river’s edge. The sound of dogs baying in the dark grew ever closer. Low-hanging branches, like unseen hands, clawed at their faces and hair. Sonya and her mother, Antonia, were on the verge of collapse.

A sudden thud made Sonya jerk around in time to see her mother grab her head in agony and fall to the ground. The temporary distraction was calamitous. Sonya lost her footing and tumbled down the embankment into the night. Barely realizing what had happened, Antonia peered down to the river’s edge, wiping the blood out of her eyes. She could just make out her daughter’s silhouette lying half in and half out of the river.

With no thought for her own safety, Antonia dragged herself to the embankment and tumbled down its steep side, grabbing small plants and shrubs to break her fall. Miraculously, she landed just a few feet from her daughter’s limp form. Drawing Sonya into her arms, she rapidly searched for signs of life. Almost crying when she felt a strong pulse and hot breath against her face, Antonia thanked the gods for this one reprieve.

Voices of soldiers suddenly echoed above her at the top of the hill. What had happened to the dogs? she wondered. Her answer was quick in coming when a chorus of baying hounds retrieved the fresh scent.

Sonya moaned and slowly came to consciousness. While the river represented the slimmest chance of escape, Antonia realized it was their only hope. “Hold on tight, and whatever you do - don’t let go,” whispered Antonia. Clutching her daughter’s arm, she dragged the two of them, foot by foot, into the swift icy water. The powerful current and unexpected turbulence caused instant panic. Immediately both women inhaled silt-filled gulps of snow fed water and tumbled downstream.

Just as Antonia sensed she was going under for the last time, she reached out and grabbed a large, floating branch of a sycamore tree as it raced past. Buoyant enough to hold their weight, they clutched the life-saving limb and each other with what little strength they had left.

The glacial shock of the water helped clear Antonia’s head, and the makeshift raft, which propelled them down river, gave them both a chance to regain some hope of survival. It was a short-lived rest. In the distance, they heard a growing and ominous sound that foretold of more turbulent rapids ahead.

Realizing they had little time to avoid disaster, Sonya and Antonia instinctively began kicking for the nearest shore, pushing the sycamore ahead of them.

“We’ll never make it if we don’t let go,” yelled Sonya. Nodding in agreement, they loosened their grip just as white-tipped swells appeared, rushing toward them. Taking in what might be their last breath, they swam like women possessed by demons. Jutting rocks bounced them like dead wood, slowing their rapid descent until they finally landed on the sandy shore. They were miles from their pursuers. It was quite some time before either spoke. “Mother, are you all right?” Sonya finally whispered. Hearing no answer, Sonya crawled close enough to view her mother’s face shining in the moonlight, and saw her heavy, regular breathing. Antonia’s eyes were open and alert. She was just too exhausted to speak.

After a few minutes, Antonia revived enough to think again. Finding her voice, she startled Sonya. “We’ve got to find shelter soon, or we’ll perish in this cold night air.” A quick look around revealed no obvious solutions; they slowly rose and began walking cautiously downstream. Each was glad to be alive, but also feared how long she could last.

Instinctively, they headed for higher ground to gain a better view and to search for a place to hide. A flickering light in the distance revealed the outline of a small hut. The sound of sheep made it obvious that a shepherd’s encampment was within reach.

Rough low-lying shrubs, almost invisible in the darkness, left cat-claw-like slashes on their bare legs. Progress towards the hut was tedious.

Approaching carefully, Antonia and Sonya listened for sounds of human activity. Hearing none, they walked cautiously up to a hole cut in the side of the primitive structure and saw a man sound asleep. He was lying on a sheepskin on the floor, his face illuminated by the spasmodic glow of a single candle. He looked safe enough.

Can we risk waking him? wondered Antonia.

“Sonya, I want you to stay outside. I’ll go in and see if the man will let us stay for the night. If there’s trouble, I want you to run and don’t look back.” Sonya protested, but her mother’s look allowed no compromise.

Antonia quietly stepped through the front opening of the hut and gently cleared her throat. The slumbering man jerked rapidly to his feet and looked menacingly at the intruder. Before she could retreat, Antonia was taken aback by the immediate transformation of the man’s expression standing before her. His combative mood gave way to a widening smile when he said, “It’s obvious you’re no sheep thief.”

Too surprised to respond, Antonia stood motionless, debating what to do next. The man’s face was deeply tanned by years in the sun. A gentle look with strongly etched smile lines around his mouth and eyes danced in the candlelight. Finally, her judgment made, Antonia motioned to the window.

Alarmed by her movement, the man slowly reached for a large skinning knife by his side and waited. 

When Sonya stepped through the door and stood next to her mother, the man laughed and relaxed his grip on the knife. “Am I safe,” he laughed, “or are there more of you?”

“We are alone,” said Sonya, and then collapsed, shivering, on the dirt floor.

The man’s kindness saved their lives. He unrolled several sheep skins which had been lying in a corner and wrapped up each woman until their shivering subsided. He never asked about their trouble, nor did he try to take advantage of their weakened condition. The man simply let them sleep. And sleep they did - until noon the following day.

The previous night’s adventure down river had two small benefits. Antonia and Sonya were well bathed, and the large cut on Antonia’s forehead had been cleansed as if by a surgeon. Despite their tattered clothes and extreme hunger, they were in remarkably good condition.

The shepherd’s name was Luis Escobar. He lived with his wife in a modest but attractive home a few miles from the shepherd’s hut he had used for the night. While his two unexpected guests had been sleeping, Luis went home and packed some food and fresh clothing, freely given by his wife. He returned before daybreak and presented his gifts to Antonia and Sonya when they woke up.

“Why have you helped us so freely, with no questions?” asked Sonya, as she ravenously ate the flat loaf of wheat bread in her hands.

Observing Sonya and her mother, as if for the first time, Luis saw two beautiful women. One was almost his wife’s age and the younger beauty, perhaps 20, would have been his daughter’s age, had she lived.

“Trouble comes to all of us,” he replied, “especially with the boot of Rome upon our throats. Your clothing told me you were too long in the company of our country’s plunderers and your skin color tells me you have our common ancestors’ blood in your veins. Besides,” his smile widening, “it’s not often a man finds two barely clothed women standing in his shepherd’s hut in the middle of the night. What else was I to do?”

With their hunger satisfied, and proof of his generosity on their backs, Antonia and Sonya took no offense and laughed with him.

Growing serious again, Luis said, “It’s no business of mine, but you are obviously on the run. If you’ll trust me with where you’re headed, maybe I can help get you there. But, unless I miss my guess, you had better act quickly because your pursuers won’t give up their search easily.”

Antonia and Sonya looked at each other with the sudden realization that they had no idea where they were headed. Their flight had been so sudden, there was no time to think.

“The only thing I know with certainty,” said Antonia, “is that if we don’t leave Hispania, we won’t survive. A Roman soldier is dead - and you know what that means if we’re caught.”

“The best I can do is help you get to the port of Barcelona, about two days from here by road. If my wife and I take you in our cart, you’ll likely be safe enough. From there, you may find passage on a trading vessel to make your escape. I’m sorry we can’t do more.”

Astonished at Luis’ kindness, the two women, who suddenly had no country and an uncertain future, agreed to his plan.

Doras threw open the door to her husband and immediately understood the plight of Luis’ bedraggled looking companions. She also sensed potential trouble and quickly waved the three inside their modest but handsome stone and stucco villa.

It didn’t take long for Luis to fill his wife in on Antonia and Sonya’s plight. Nor did Doras hesitate to lead her newfound refugees to a hot bath, more fresh clothes and a desperately needed meal.

If possible, Doras’s kindness exceeded even that of her husband. She plied Antonia with questions, but carefully avoided topics clearly too painful for the two women to discuss. By nightfall, the three women had become fast friends and readied themselves for their early morning journey.

The four travelers made it safely to the outskirts of Barcelona, at the mouth of the Iberius River on the eastern coast of Hispania. From there, ships set sail to many destinations accessible through the Mediterranean Sea. Trade with Rome had opened up most of the world to Hispanic merchants. They exported everything from iron and silver ore to vast quantities of grain, as well as leather products. Much of what Hispania produced supplied the various Roman garrisons dotted across the known world.

“It’s best that you go the rest of the way on foot,” Luis indicated. “You can make out the harbor from here.” Doras handed Sonya enough bread for two or three days wrapped in cloth, and some goat cheese as well. 

“We will ask the gods to find you safe passage and a better life wherever you go.”

Antonia stood looking first at the open sea, then back to their benefactors. With tears in her eyes, she said, “I will never understand why you two have risked so much for total strangers. I promise you this. If we can ever return to this country, we will find some way to repay you.”

No reply came from Luis and Doras; they merely reached out and hugged the two women, turned the cart toward home and waved goodbye.

​CHAPTER TWO

The pungent aromas coming from the harbor were overpowering. A scent of fish, mixed with sweat, grain, and wine, was all- encompassing. The two women found it relatively easy to stay unnoticed amidst the teaming activity. They kept their ears open for any opportunity that might arise to escape their pursuers.

Less than an hour had passed when Antonia overheard an angry captain cursing the fact that his ship’s cook had taken ill and couldn’t make the voyage.

“And how am I supposed to feed my crew with no cook?” he raged at no one in particular.

Antonia saw the opportunity and took it. Walking up to the captain, she tapped him on the shoulder and stood back. Turning to see what other bad news might have come his way, he saw Antonia with Sonya standing just to her right.

“What do you want?” he barked.

“I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but I overheard that you’ve lost the services of your cook.” Getting no response, she rushed on. “My daughter and I would like to seek passage on your ship, and in return, I will do the cooking you require.”

Staring hard at Antonia, the ship’s captain said, “You don’t even know where we are headed. Besides, I don’t have women on my ship; they’re bad luck and nothing but trouble.”

“I admit, sir, that we have fallen on hard times. My daughter and I just want to make a new life somewhere else. I’ve cooked for crews three times the number of yours,” she said flatly. Her job at the Roman fortress from which they had just escaped was as a cook to the legionaries. 

Caring less about Antonia’s story than his quickening pulse at Sonya’s obvious beauty, he relented somewhat.

“We are headed for Sicilia to drop off our cargo and then exchange it for supplies going to the Roman garrison in Caesarea. I’ll take you as far as Sicilia. If you can’t do the job or cause trouble with my men, I’ll throw you both overboard. And you’ll both stay in my cabin,” looking again at Sonya. “Otherwise, I can’t guarantee what your fate may be - if you follow my meaning.”

Antonia understood all right. She had seen that look before in men’s eyes and almost turned away when she saw three Roman soldiers walking along the harbor’s edge, looking too hard at the passersby.

“We accept,” she said, and without hesitation, Antonia and Sonya walked up the rickety plank and onboard the heavily laden ship.

Captain Juan Alverez, while gruff at first, seemed to soften once the ship got underway, and the docks disappeared over the horizon. Life at sea seemed to put a needed distance between him and an unpleasant existence ashore. He treated Antonia and Sonya benignly; he even complimented Antonia on her culinary skills, given the limited ingredients she faced. The captain was grateful the crew was pleased with their fare.

During their third day at sea, Sonya found her first opportunity to go on deck, to sit in the sun near the ship’s bow and actually review the events of the last several days. She had avoided reflecting upon their current circumstances, partly because there had been little time until now, but mostly she didn’t want to face her role in the disaster that had befallen them.

Watching the gentle swells roll under the bow, Sonya forced herself to relive the night of their flight from the soldiers. She realized that what had taken place was merely the result of events that had begun two years earlier.

A strong contingent of Roman soldiers had swept through their village in the northern part of Hispania, near to the border with Gaul. They had captured nearly everyone, gathered them together near the marketplace and informed them they were now the property of Rome. Roman authorities separated the men from their wives and children, sending them south to mine silver ore for Rome’s treasury; Sonya’s father was among them. The women were marched to a southern garrison near the mines. From there, some were taken to slave markets elsewhere. The troops kept those who remained to cook and clean, or to gratify their physical needs. The troops kept those who remained to cook and clean, or to gratify their physical needs. It had been Antonia’s cooking skills and her insistence that Sonya be her assistant in the kitchens that miraculously kept them both out of the soldiers’ beds.

A year-and-a-half had passed, when word came to the fort that a man had escaped from the mines and was being brought to the fort for execution the next day. About noon, when the man was dragged in chains into the central compound for all to witness, it horrified Antonia and Sonya to see the man was Sonya’s father.

One particularly vile soldier knocked Antonia’s husband to the ground and declared, “Dogs who try to escape will meet a dog’s end,” and ordered him to be crucified outside the walls of the fort. Before Antonia and Sonya could plan some way of preventing this horror, the order was carried out. Their world, already a misery, was shattered before their eyes. It was shortly after this that Sonya conceived her plan to make Rome pay for its crimes, especially the bastard who had ordered her father’s death.

Disgusting though it seemed, Sonya made use of her beauty to attract the brute’s attention. It didn’t take long. At first it was just an occasional smile directed his way. In the days that followed, however, she loosened her clothing in ways that revealed her striking figure when they were almost, but not totally, alone.

On the night of their escape, Sonya had whispered to him in the soldiers’ mess hall as she was serving dinner, “You must be lonely in a desolate place like this. Come and visit me in our room tonight. My mother will be away.” 

Grabbing Sonya around the waist, he said, “It will be a night you’ll remember.”

It was a prophetic statement, but not for the reasons he had in mind. Sonya’s mother did indeed have late duties in the kitchen preparing a feast to commemorate some Roman slaughter elsewhere in the vast empire.

The soldier soon burst into Sonya’s room, somewhat drunk, but well able to perform the act he had in mind. Sonya had thought of calling off her plan but realized that it was too late and her hatred too strong to postpone it. Undressing casually so as not to betray her intent, Sonya lay down and beckoned the already aroused soldier into her bed. The worst part would allow him to become lost in the frenzy of making love, but she knew that this would be his only time of vulnerability. Overpowering him in a straightforward confrontation would be impossible.

As her father’s executioner had his way with her, Sonya slowly reached under the bedding and withdrew a large knife she had stolen from the kitchen earlier in the day. 

Guiding it cautiously until the point was poised just beneath his ribcage, she uttered a false cry of passion and rammed it home, penetrating the man’s heart in one thrust.

The look of shock on his face brought angry satisfaction to Sonya’s eyes, and she cursed in his ear. “That is for my father, you murdering pig. Rot in Hades, or wherever you filthy Romans go.” His eyes widened in comprehension. Then crimson horror washed over his face as blood suddenly gushed from his open mouth. The man’s eyes rolled back into their sockets, and his full weight collapsed on Sonya’s sweat-drenched body.

Before Sonya could heave the brute off, Antonia burst into the room, having heard the commotion as she was passing by. Seeing blood everywhere, she rushed to her daughter’s side, thinking Sonya had been attacked. When it became apparent that it was the soldier’s blood dripping between her daughter’s breasts and soaking the bed, she cried out, “By the gods, what have you done? We are both dead, for sure.”

There was no time for questions or recriminations if they were to escape. Antonia wiped off what blood she could from her daughter, who seemed suddenly listless. Slapping Sonya in the face, more to rouse her than out of anger, she firmly ordered her to get dressed.

“Get a hold of yourself, Sonya. We’ll have to walk to the gate and tell the guard that we have orders to go outside the walls to gather mushrooms for tomorrow’s banquet.” Sonya looked puzzled.

“At night?” she asked. “The guard will never agree.”

“He will if we tell him we forgot it during the day and that we’ll be flogged if we don’t come back with the commander’s favorite dish. I know this man on duty; for a Roman he has been reasonably pleasant to me in the past.”

To Sonya’s amazement, the plan had worked. Once outside the gates, beyond the vision of the sentries, the two fugitive women ran for their lives. It would not be long before the soldier’s body would be found. 

And so, their journey of the last days had begun. Sonya instinctively knew that murder was wrong, but her hatred for Rome and what it had done to her family overpowered her moral convictions. Sleeping with the soldier had seemed a price worth paying to achieve her end. But somewhere deep inside grew a sense of self-loathing, which Sonya didn’t want to face. And so, too, grew a new life in her belly, though it was too soon for Sonya to realize it.

On the morning of their sixth day at sea, Sonya awoke and found that her mother had not yet risen. Antonia was usually up an hour before her daughter to begin her preparations for the crew’s morning meal. This morning Antonia lay shivering in a pool of sweat in her bed, almost unconscious. Dressing rapidly, Sonya went on deck in search of the captain, who came quickly at the news.

“It can’t be something she ate,” he said, “or the rest of the crew would be sick as well. I don’t like the look of this, and I don’t want you two near the crew until we reach port tomorrow.” Kindly, he volunteered to get his things and sleep on deck that night, rather than force Antonia to sleep in the elements. Fear was in his eyes as fever on board the ship could kill them all if it spread. Ordering extra sail, he steered the fastest route to Sicilia and safety.

Antonia was no better the next day as the port came into view. The captain called Sonya on deck and made his case plain. “When we get to port, you must take your mother off the ship. I don’t know where you can take her, but I’ll make some inquiries. We’ll be in port three or four days. Keep me posted as to her condition. If she recovers and is no threat to the crew, perhaps the two of you can continue on with us to Caesarea.” 

Looking puzzled, Sonya said, “I thought you said we could only come as far as Sicilia?” With a faint smile, the captain said, “She is a better cook than I thought. Besides, there are better places to leave two women than in this port.”

Suspicious but grateful, Sonya did as he had said, nearly carrying her mother off the ship. Leaning up against a sea wall with her still shivering mother, Sonya wondered what to do next and where she might go for medical care. The reality of her condition struck her. She had no money, only the morning’s meal in her stomach, and no one to trust. Sonya held her mother tightly and broke down sobbing. Maybe life as a slave in a Roman fort wasn’t so bad after all.

The captain was better than his word. Roughly an hour after the two women had left the ship, they were still wondering what to do. A woman dressed in a gray tunic with purple trim came up to them and said, “Your captain has arranged for you to stay at my inn just down the road. I have one room far from the others where your mother may recover, if she will. Come as quickly as you can; I have called a physician who will tend to your mother.”

“But we have no money, and little prospect of gaining any,” Sonya responded.

“It’s been taken care of,” was all the lady said as she walked toward her establishment.

Somehow, Sonya got her mother to the inn and bedded down in what was a surprisingly clean room. It was not long before a knock on the door brought the doctor to Antonia’s side. Examining her closely, and feeling under Antonia’s arms and around her throat, the doctor remained silent for some time. When he spoke, it was with some compassion in his eyes.

“I’m afraid there is little I can do,” he said, addressing Sonya. “This kind of fever rarely spares its victims. You should keep her cool, give her as much water as she will take, and wait. If she lives two more days, she might survive, but don’t be too hopeful. Call me if there is a sudden turn for the worse. I may have some herbs to ease her pain.” Having done all he could, the doctor left Sonya and her mother alone.

It was as bad a time as Sonya could ever remember. She felt so helpless watching her mother slip in and out of consciousness, sometimes writhing in pain. There were periods of calm, interrupted by ramblings of gibberish which Sonya could not make out.

On the night of the second day, Antonia seemed to recover some of her strength and lucidity, enough to talk with her daughter in brief spells.

“Mother, I’m so sorry. It’s my fault we’re here. If I hadn’t killed that soldier, you wouldn’t have gotten sick.” Antonia looked up at her daughter and weakly raised a finger against her lips.

“Hush, Sonya, don’t take it upon yourself. We don’t control all the events in our lives. It was the soldiers who destroyed our family. Think of it no more. There are more important things to settle now.”

Holding her daughter’s hand, Antonia continued. “My body tells me I won’t survive this illness.” Choking back her tears, Sonya protested, but her mother shook her head and continued. “When I’m gone, if there’s time, you must go back to the captain and offer your services to him on the voyage to Caesarea. Sicilia is not far enough away to escape the reach of Rome. The captain has been good to us, much better than I suspected he would be. He’s the only hope you have of leaving here in safety.”

Regaining her strength, Antonia went on. “You are young, and very beautiful, and I want you to make a life for yourself. You can still find the happiness your father and I knew. You are also a woman of Hispania and I want you to promise me that someday, when you feel it is safe, you’ll return to our homeland. Have a family and tell your children about your father and me. We would have loved to see our grandchildren playing in the sunshine in our beautiful valley.” Antonia’s grip suddenly tightened as she rose to whisper in Sonya’s ear. “I love you, Sonya; I always will.” And with her last breath, Antonia fell limply to her bed. Sonya had never felt so desolate. Shattered and filled with remorse, despite her mother’s words, Sonya curled up with her knees tucked under her chin next to her mother’s lifeless body and cried herself to sleep.

The next day, after making arrangements with the innkeeper for Antonia’s burial, Sonya dragged herself down to the dock to report her grim news to Captain Alverez. Her eyes were almost swollen shut from her night of tears, her shoulders slumped forward, and her voice was barely a whisper.

He seemed genuinely saddened by what he heard and somewhat awkwardly asked Sonya about her plans.

“I’d like to offer to replace my mother as your cook in return for passage to Caesarea, if you will have me.” The captain told her that there had been a delay in their planned departure. Some rotten boards were discovered at the stern of the ship below the waterline. After his merchandise was unloaded, it would take at least another week or two to make repairs before loading their new cargo.

“You may continue staying at the inn until we are ready to go. I’ll take it out of your wages when we leave.” Sonya looked carefully at the captain to see if he was simply toying with her.

“What wages are those?” she asked suspiciously.

“The ones you earned for helping your mother on the way here. Her work alone was more than enough to cover your passage here. I won’t be known as a cheat. Now, be on your way and report back here in a week to check on our progress - and Sonya, try to stay out of trouble.”

Two days later, Sonya awoke feeling nauseated and feared that she had caught her mother’s illness. She crawled out of bed and went over to a small basin in the room's corner and spent the rest of the morning throwing up. It was not until late in the afternoon that she reflected on the fact that her monthly flow should have come and gone days ago. Panicked by the sudden possibility that she might be pregnant by the soldier she had slain, Sonya leaned over and wretched again into the bowl.

Trying to think through her situation, conflicting emotions overcame Sonya. She knew that in this early stage of pregnancy, there were herbs she could take to end the child’s life. That might be the way of corrupt Rome, but it was in stark contrast to the traditions of her people. The unborn child was sacred. To take its life was a hideous prospect. But how could she possibly carry a child spawned by her father’s murderer? She knew that every day the child would remind her of the awful events which had brought it into the world. Against every instinct, Sonya knew that something would have to be done.

Seeking the woman innkeeper, Sonya discreetly asked if there was an herbalist nearby, as she was not feeling too well. “Do you think it’s your mother’s illness?” she asked in alarm. “I can’t have it spread to others in my establishment?”

Sonya calmly assured her it was just some vague feminine problem, which was the common lot of women. The innkeeper gave a knowing smile and directed Sonya to someone who she thought could help with such matters.

After a few brief questions, the herbalist confirmed Sonya’s worst fears. “You are likely pregnant, though not far along. It will be painful, but if you insist, I can give you something to abort the child. It’s no matter to me, but there is always danger. I’ll take no responsibility if complications arise.”

Returning to her room at the inn with the concoction, Sonya battled with her conscience one last time. She then opened the vial of foul- smelling green liquid and drank its bitter contents. For a while, there was no obvious reaction. An hour, then two, passed, and she wondered if the herbalist had duped her. Had she spent the last of the coins the innkeeper had lent her for ineffectual medicine? And then it hit her.

Doubling over with violent cramps, Sonya let out a cry of despair. It was the worst thing she had ever experienced. It was far more pain than when she had broken her leg as a child falling off her father’s horse. Then came the sweats and the nausea. “God, let me die,” she cried out, and then Sonya fainted from the pain of her contractions.

It was not until the next morning that the innkeeper found her still unconscious and curled up on her bed in a pool of blood. After the woman saw what had happened, she ran to the docks and told Captain Alverez about Sonya’s condition.

She awoke to the gentle sound of water lapping against the side of the ship. They had been at sea for a full day. Sonya had been vaguely aware of someone entering what she believed was her room at the inn, occasionally. A damp cloth would wipe her forehead and then she would drift off again. When clarity finally came, Sonya wondered with some alarm how she had ended up back on the captain’s ship. How could they possibly be at sea? After all, hadn’t the captain said it would take a week or more to make his repairs?

During her speculation, the cabin door opened, and Captain Alverez walked inside. “Well, some cook I hired. I offer you a job,” he said with a slight grin, “and you almost die on me. You’d better get well soon, or the men will revolt. Apparently, my cooking doesn’t agree with them.”

“I don’t understand,” Sonya stammered. “How long have I been here?”

The captain looked at the young woman, who remained beautiful despite her near brush with death. “This is the end of the sixth day since we found you in your room.”

Astonished by the news, Sonya returned the captain’s look. “Then it was you who has been tending me - the damp cloths, and I remember some broth?”

“Well, I could hardly leave you unconscious at some seaport inn. Besides, your former hostess wanted to raise the price of your room since you seemed to cause so much trouble. I figured it was cheaper to bring you on board and work it out of you later. When you get your strength back, a decent meal for the crew and for me would be appreciated.” Then he turned and left Sonya to wonder why she had been shown such kindness from a man, who, upon first meeting, seemed to have less than honorable intentions.

The next few days passed without incident. Sonya rapidly regained her strength, an advantage of youth, and she resumed her cooking duties. Some of the crew seemed irritated at the distractions that an attractive woman brought to the ship. Most, however, welcomed her for exactly the same reason.

Late one evening, Sonya found the captain standing at the bow of the ship, looking out to sea. A crescent moon reflected its light on the tops of modest swells. Walking up to meet him, she paused, standing at his side.

“How much longer before we reach Caesarea?” she asked.

Breaking away from his distant thoughts, Captain Alverez turned and saw Sonya, her long dark hair gently blowing in the soft sea breeze.

Fixing his gaze back out to sea, he replied, “About seven more days if the wind holds.”

“Captain, I have a hard question. May I ask it?” 

“You want to know why I didn’t take you to my bed on our journey?” Startled by his bluntness, Sonya blushed slightly.

“I’m surprised by your candor, but yes,” she responded with equal measure. “If you’ll forgive me for saying so, my mother and I expected that might be the price of our passage.”

“Then why did you accept my offer?” 

Thinking quickly, Sonya responded, “It’s complicated, but let’s just say it seemed a less dangerous possibility than what awaited us had we remained in Barcelona.”

Turning to Sonya, the captain put his hands on her shoulders and turned her squarely into his penetrating gaze. “The simple answer is that I don’t take what isn’t freely offered, no matter how tempting the prize may be.” He removed his hands, and for the second time that night, turned away from Sonya and walked to his cabin.

Alverez’s words stayed with Sonya for the remaining days of the journey. He had been a stern but fair man with the crew and had as much of their respect as sailors would give any captain. She owed him her life. It was a debt she could never repay in money or work, but repay him she would with the only gift she had to give.

The wind did as the captain needed, and their last sunset came in exactly seven days as the captain had promised. The waves seemed bathed with fire. It was a glorious sight. Later, Sonya finished cleaning the galley’s pots and cooking utensils and hurried nervously to the cabin and made her preparations. As the captain entered his quarters and closed the door, he stood motionless as he took in the sight. A few more candles than usual were lit, casting shadows across the room, and in the middle stood Sonya in her sleeping robe. Looking more beautiful than he had ever seen her, she slowly raised her hands and slid the robe gently off her shoulders until it fell quietly to the floor. In a trembling voice, she whispered, “I freely offer in gratitude what you would not take. It is all I have to give.”

The next morning, Sonya awoke to find herself alone in the cabin. Her night with the captain troubled her, though it was not without its pleasure. But, most of all, Sonya had felt safe for the first time in weeks.

Sonya gradually noticed that the rhythmic roll of the ship had ceased. Freshening herself and dressing quickly, Sonya went up on deck. The site of a remarkably gorgeous city riveted her, stretching along the azure blue waters of the seaport.

The day was beautiful. Her spirits rose, knowing that she could stop her flight and make some kind of life for herself until it was safe to return home. Her hopes were short-lived. Captain Alverez walked up the gangway and onto his ship at a brisk pace and came straight for Sonya. He didn’t look happy. Standing in front of her, he wanted to take her hand, but decided it would be best not to. He closed his eyes and let out a deep breath. When his eyes opened, he said, somewhat awkwardly, “I’m sorry I left you alone this morning, but I wanted to do some investigating after we docked. While you’ve revealed little, it’s obvious that your flight from Hispania has drawn the interest of Rome.” His words rushed out. “Caesarea is a major Roman city and headquarters of the Roman Procurator. I went to the gates of the garrison where they post reward notices for those wanted for various crimes. News of you and your mother’s escape has reached here before we have. I suspect our delay for repairs in Sicilia allowed the news to pass us on a swifter ship.”

Devastated by the news and fearing the worst, Sonya gripped the rail, determined not to cry. “What did the notice say?” 

“Details were brief,” Juan said. “It asked citizens to look for two Hispanic women, a mother and daughter, with olive skin and long black hair, traveling together - one about 40 years of age and the other maybe 20. There was a reward of 100 denarii, not a lot of money, but enough to draw too much interest.”

Seeing Sonya’s panic growing, he reached out to soothe her. She practically crumbled into his grasp, saying, “When will it end? Where can I go with soldiers everywhere, and now who can I trust? Can’t I just stay on the ship with you?”

Though he wished it were possible, he knew it would be the worst place of all for her long-term safety. No extended life at sea for a woman alone would be worth living. Also, the unspoken truth was he had a wife (unbearable though she was) and family 600 leagues back to the west in Barcelona. There was no place for Sonya in his life.

Trying to comfort her while communicating the impossibility of her suggestion, he cupped her face in his hands and drew her eyes to his. “It’s not that I don’t want you, Sonya, but half the time my passengers are soldiers from this very port. Even if they didn’t become suspicious of your presence on board, I couldn’t protect you from them if they wanted you. They would have the right to buy you for themselves, since I’ve no legal claim to you as a slave. There is no life for you here.”

Sonya knew, even before he had finished, that he was telling the truth. “You said the notice mentioned me and my mother traveling together?”

“That’s right,” he said.

“Then at least I’ll be less noticeable alone. I can cut my hair,” she said, her voice on the verge of tears. “I’d better gather up my things and leave.”

The captain checked her departure and suggested that she wait until evening. He would go ashore and find her a place to sleep for the night. Sorrowfully he said, “... and then I’m afraid you are on your own. I’ll ask whatever gods that take care of beautiful young women in peril to watch over you.”

Her day undercover in the captain’s cabin was long and depressing. Fear and anger swept through Sonya’s mind. She set her jaw and silently vowed that someday she would make them pay.

Early evening finally came. Once again, the captain was true to his word.

“I’ve found you a place,” he said, entering the cabin. He handed Sonya a piece of papyrus with directions to a place called The Eagle’s Tavern, along with a small leather pouch filled with coins. Waving off her objections, he said, “You’ll need this to make it to Tiberius. It’s a medium- sized city on the western shore of Lake Gennesaret, about a week’s journey north and inland.”

“Why Tiberius?” asked Sonya, wondering at the certainty of his plan.

“Tiberius is a very cosmopolitan city compared to anywhere else in Palestine. People from many parts of the world live there, including a few scattered neighborhoods of our own countrymen. You won’t stand out nearly as much there as in most other Jewish towns. If you are fortunate, you might make friends among some of our own who can help you.”

Satisfied, and with no other real alternatives, Sonya thanked the captain for all his efforts, gathered her small bundle of clothes and followed Juan Alverez out of his cabin and onto the deck.

Before Sonya could speak, the captain turned away from her and looked off into the city, whose lights had just flickered in the early night. “Thank you for your gift last night. I won’t forget you.”

“Nor I the kindness you have shown me,” responded Sonya. “You’ve saved my life, and it was what I had to give. I did so willingly.”

Turning and looking into her tear-filled eyes, the captain wondered to himself what lay ahead for this lone young woman to whom misfortune seemed to cling like wind in a sail.

“Be careful,” is all he could bring himself to say, as he watched her walk off the ship, down the gangway, and into the darkening night and an unknown future.

​CHAPTER THREE

Sonya found The Eagle’s Tavern with no trouble and settled into her room. She hadn’t eaten since morning on the ship, so she went outside and walked down the cobblestone street, looking for a place to have a meal. A decent enough looking establishment was within easy reach.

Wanting to draw as little attention to herself as possible, Sonya found a table in a corner and ordered her food. The meat pie was better than she would have guessed, looking at her surroundings more carefully. Checking that no one was paying any attention to her, Sonya relaxed a little and considered how she would make it as far as Tiberius. She made a mental note to check with the owner of the tavern when she went back after dinner. Maybe he could give her some advice.

Sonya paid for her meal and headed back to her room, where she planned to cut her hair as an added safety measure.

Walking through the dark street, it happened before she could react. With a hard blow to her head, Sonya was harshly shoved into an alleyway just to her left. Falling onto the hard ground from the force, she felt hands groping at her waist as her money pouch was ripped from under her garment. She tried to roll over to face her attacker, but by the time she did so, Sonya was alone in the silent side street. She was bleeding freely down the back of her neck.

It took a few moments for the magnitude of her assault to sink in. Her physical wounds were minor, but the captain’s gift was both her passport to Tiberius and her only means of survival until she could find some type of work.

She felt like lying there in the street and never getting up. What had she ever done that life could have turned into such misery? Resisting the desire to surrender to her thoughts, Sonya dragged herself to her feet and trudged back to The Eagle’s Tavern.

The owner looked up in time to see Sonya approach the counter, which he was washing down with a brown rag. Her torn dress and matted hair made it obvious that the woman was in trouble.

“Had a fight with a lover?” He was seemingly unconcerned about her plight.

“I was robbed of my purse not fifty paces from your door,” Sonya spit out, angered by his attitude.

“This is a rough part of town, in case you hadn’t noticed. What were you doing out at night alone in the first place?” he asked, ignoring her hostile response. “Do you want me to call the soldier who patrols this part of town? I doubt it will do you any good,” he chuckled. “Whoever took your money is far from here by now.”

Sonya was alarmed at the idea of getting a Roman soldier involved. There were too many questions she didn’t want to answer. The innkeeper’s sharp eye noticed her hesitation, and he looked Sonya over for a second time more keenly. Even in her tattered condition, he could see that Sonya was a rare beauty. She was taller than the average woman, with deep brown eyes, high cheekbones and full lips. The fall of her dress could not conceal her firm, well-shaped breasts and broad shoulders. The man saw the potential for profit in her misfortune. He took a different tack with her.

“I’m truly sorry for your trouble. Please forgive me if I seemed uncaring. It’s just that these things happen so often in this section of the city, it’s easy to pass them off as part of everyday life.”

His softened attitude was puzzling but welcome, and Sonya let down her guard somewhat. “Since you have only paid for one night here,” he continued, “may I ask what your plans are now, seeing that you’ve no more money?”

“I was planning on coming to you for advice on how I might best travel to Tiberius. I could have paid something, but now...” her voice trailed off and her shoulders slumped in resignation to her fate.

Brightening at the good fortune which had befallen him, the innkeeper paused for a while, seeming deep in thought. When he saw Sonya was pleadingly open to what he would suggest, he offered her some hope.

“I know a man here from that city. He and some other merchants are on their way back to Tiberius tomorrow or the next day. He might be persuaded to take you along with them.”

Her hopes rising, Sonya told the innkeeper that she would do anything if it could be arranged, even mentioning that she had cooked for Captain Alverez.

Promising to do his best, he encouraged the bedraggled young woman to go back to her room, clean up, and try to get some sleep. He would contact her in the morning.

Uncertain why the man’s attitude had changed so quickly, she took his advice. Sonya put off cutting her hair, which she considered a last humiliation, hoping something would work out with the merchant in the morning.

A knock at her door early the next day found Sonya already up and dressed. The innkeeper was reserved but polite and told her arrangements were made. She should be ready to leave that afternoon. He added she could use her room the rest of the day if she chose. An afternoon meal was also provided.

Sonya asked what the merchant wanted in return for escorting her to Tiberius. He waved off her question and asserted that the man had simply said that he could find something for her to do when in Tiberius that would adequately cover any debt she might owe.

The overland journey to the city of Tiberius took a full five days. They were the loneliest in Sonya’s young life. The merchant who had allowed her to accompany him and his small caravan was cool and aloof from the beginning. He gave his name as Hadid. He spoke little, other than to say that Sonya would walk behind the second of two over-burdened camels with two other women who wore coverings over their faces. Whatever language they spoke, it meant nothing to Sonya. They kept to themselves.

Whenever the troupe stopped to rest, one of Hadid’s associates would bring water and sometimes dried dates; he never spoke directly to Sonya. He occasionally made brief conversation with the other two women, who looked in Sonya’s direction while they spoke. It was impossible to tell what was being said or thought.

Sonya tried to console herself that, in one sense, her isolation at least protected her from prying questions. If she had wanted anonymity, her wish was granted. She was also grateful to be putting some distance between herself and her pursuers.

Only on the fourth day did Sonya comprehend the depressing truth of her situation. Mid-day at a small oasis, Hadid wandered back to where Sonya sat eating her afternoon meal. The other two women were huddled together, as usual, several yards away.

“You are doing well?” Hadid addressed Sonya as though concern for her welfare had been a routine topic of conversation.

“Yes, I’m well enough. I don’t want to seem ungrateful, but this has been a very lonely journey, and we have yet to discuss how I can repay you.”

“Your name is Sonya, is it not?” the man asked; “... and you are a woman of Hispania?” 

“Yes, to both,” she replied.

“And you are, shall we say, a fugitive from Rome? You needn’t deny it. The man who runs The Eagle’s Tavern is quite adept at spotting people eager to avoid scrutiny,” commented Hadid, with his eyes narrowed. “His inquiries of the sea captain who paid for your stay were quite revealing.” Sonya didn’t know how much more the man might know; so she simply nodded in assent.

“Well, Sonya - if I may call you that,” Hadid continued coolly, “let me spell out the realities of life for a woman in your position. It may be different where you come from, but in this part of the world, women have no rights. You can own no property, and unless you are Jewish, the work you can do as an unmarried foreigner is limited to the most menial, such as cleaning latrines. You can, of course, beg. Few Jews will allow a dark-skinned pagan in their homes, even one as lovely as you. Do you see?”

Sonya thought she had already imagined the worst that could befall her. This man had suddenly made such speculations seem like blessings.

“So, what you are telling me,” she haltingly replied, “is that my situation is hopeless and that I would have been better off selling myself as a slave in Caesarea?”

“Not entirely hopeless, but your fate will be if you don’t consider my offer seriously.”

Sonya stiffened. “In that you have made no offer, what is there to think about? I’ve not been spoken to since we left.”

Pausing long and hard, Hadid’s black eyes sharpened before he spoke again. “Do not overstep your bounds, young woman. I have already gone to some expense to bring you this far. I’m under no obligation to take you further. You should hear me out before you insult me. I could withdraw my offer.”

Continuing as though no threat was made, he said, “A woman of your beauty is always in demand in certain circles. I have many associates with whom I do business that would pay well for your company. Of course, it also follows that I shall be rewarded if you please them. I am not an unreasonable man.” He waited for his words to sink in. He spoke slowly as he continued. “At the end of one year in my employ, your debt to me for bringing you to Tiberius will be paid. If you are unhappy with what you can earn and how you live after that time, you will be free to find something else to do, if you can. Many of the women in my employment have found it quite rewarding.”

Sonya could hardly miss the meaning of Hadid’s words. Prostitution. There was no other way to disguise what he was suggesting. Her stomach churned and nausea almost overpowered her senses.

“Never will I sell my body to repay a debt. I would rather die,” she spat. Rather than being taken aback by her fury, Hadid only smiled and said, “Then perhaps you will.”  

Oddly, Hadid made no further mention of their conversation during their fifth and final day. It was as though the subject had never arisen. The morning had brought an arduous walk, ascending steeply into hill country. The road, such as it was, swirled with dust, caking her feet and ankles in a pale brown powder. Stones bruised Sonya’s poorly shod feet as she struggled to keep pace. The gray-blue sky offered little protection from the unrelenting heat. The only respite from the drudgery was an occasional faint aroma, which came from small stands of yellow flowers struggling skyward from the rocky soil. Progress was terribly slow, but it gave Sonya added time to consider what she had been told.

In her country, prostitutes were at the lowest level of society, and Sonya knew it would be even worse in Palestine. She had heard of the strict laws that governed Jewish life and the harsh treatment which accompanied sexual sins. The idea of lying with a man for money was detestable. Even now, she could smell the Roman soldier she had bedded. There had been a purpose to that act, she told herself. Whoring for money could have no justification. Sonya resolved that no matter what pressure was applied when they reached Tiberius, she would refuse to cooperate.

Reaching the highest point in their long climb, the caravan stopped and looked down the wide slopes that descended for miles and ended on the edge of a beautiful inland sea. It was known as Lake Gennesaret to the Romans, and the Sea of Galilee to the Jews.

Spread out on its southwestern edge was the city of Tiberius, gleaming in the afternoon sun. Tiberius was founded less than 40 years earlier by the Jewish King Herod Antipas. The homes of many wealthy Jews and Romans dotted the sea’s coastal waters.

The last leg of their journey down to the city took just three hours. As they came to the city’s outskirts, the merchant stopped and gave some brief orders to the other men with him. One came and led the other two women away, taking one camel with them. Sonya now understood what fate awaited them at their final destination. It would not be hers, she vowed.

Hadid came and spoke to Sonya. “You will come with me to one of my establishments and there you will spend the night. You owe a financial debt to me of 2000 denarius, which I have papers to prove. But I will not force you into my service to repay the debt. If you can find another way to pay what you owe, and if you make exact payments on time, I will not pursue the matter in the legal system here. It’s a complication I’d prefer to avoid, but I will do so if it comes to that. I suspect that in time you will come to prefer my offer to the other choices which await you.”

Sonya stood in stony silence. Finally, she said, “I’ll find another way. Your debt will be paid.”

“As you wish,” Hadid replied.

Their brief passage through the outskirts of Tiberius drew no particular notice. Most of the buildings were relatively new, and prosperity was abundant in many sections of the city through which they walked. Even as they left the opulent Roman sectors and arrived at Hadid’s more modest complex, Sonya was surprised at its cleanliness and attractive gardens.

There was a disconcerting confidence in Hadid’s attitude, which kept Sonya preoccupied. It was almost as though he knew she would end up as his prisoner, held with invisible chains wrought in desperation.

It chilled her the next morning when he summoned her to his outer chambers. Leaning against several beautifully covered pillows and surrounded by ornate furnishings of carved wood and stone, Hadid looked calmly at Sonya.

“Your debt to me is to be paid in the amount of 40 denarius each week. If you are late with your payment, it will be 60 denarius the following week. Miss two payments and I will have you beaten. If you continue to fail meeting your obligations, I will take you to court, where you will lose your freedom entirely. I will be forced to sell you in the Roman slave market, where I guarantee you will end up as a prostitute to their troops; the conditions will be much worse than those I offer you now. Have you reconsidered?”

His bluntness shocked Sonya, but tried to remain calm. “I will find some way to meet your price,” she said as firmly as she could.

Then, to her surprise, Hadid rose and stood before her. He handed her a small pouch, which jingled with several coins. “I am not an unfair man. Here is sufficient money to buy food and find someplace to stay for a week. When it’s gone, there will be no more help from me. Your first payment is due two weeks from today. That should give you time to find a different line of work than I offer you.” Looking her over slowly from head to toe, he added, “It would be such a waste of your obvious talents- and Sonya, don’t run. You will be watched. I guarantee the price you would pay for leaving Tiberius would be much higher than what you owe me now.”

Hadid then escorted Sonya out to the street. Pointing to the left, he showed where the nearest market could be found and where some type of room might be available. Standing behind Sonya, he leaned forward and spoke into her ear. “Be here in two weeks and don’t be late.” With that, he stood back and closed the door behind her. The sound of a bolt sliding in its track jolted what little confidence Sonya had. She felt as though she was condemned to life in a prison with no walls.
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