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Augustus Caesar was the First Citizen of the Roman Empire when Sophie stood naked at the slave market, a plaque that said “virgo” around her neck, her age listed as 16. She was a spoil of war, the rest of her family dead or sold off to other masters. A soldier of the Roman legion with money to spend came up and examined her. He looked old to her then, but he was only 24, back from his second campaign.

Another group of soldiers looked like they were bidding on a much prettier woman, older, and without the plaque that meant “virgin.” Soldiers had a bad habit of buying a slave for a day or two of use while they were bivouacked in an area, and then selling her back, much the worse for wear, when they had to move on.

The slave trader scowled at him. “Go with your buddies,” he said. “This one is going to a nice villa to be a kitchen maid. She’ll be for the master, on the side. Plain enough not to make his wife jealous.”

“That’s what I want,” the soldier said. “What’s your price?”

The trader named a price well above what he had expected to get for her, and he paid it without bargaining.

The soldier took off his cloak and covered her with it. She shrank into it, clutching it to herself as if it were a life-line thrown to a drowning person. It had been a couple of days since she’d been covered. Clothes were not wasted on slaves for sale, except the very highest class. What she had worn was already being sold at one of the stalls with used clothing. She stared at him, eyes wide, not knowing what to expect, trying to anticipate what he might do.

“My name’s Procerus,” he said, abruptly. “What’s yours?” He didn’t want to come up with a name for her, as some owners did.

She bowed her head. “Sophie, my lord.”

“Right,” he said. “Sophie, you’re a soldier’s woman now. Follow me.”

Procerus headed out, and she followed. He was looking around for used clothes for sale, so he could get his cloak back. He doubted anyone but another soldier would dare to steal his purchase, and she was too terrified to run. He looked behind him from time to time to make sure she was still there, but she was as timid as a mouse, keeping her eyes on the ground.

Sophie kept her eyes low, trying to shut out everything but his sandals and her next step. Suddenly, she lost sight of his sandals when someone in the crowd pushed between her and him. She fell to the ground in panic.

Procerus, meanwhile, just kept going. When he checked behind again and she wasn’t there, he looked around for his brown cloak.

“Sophie!” he called out. It took him a moment to see her, huddled in it, on the ground.

She looked up at him in pure terror. It was a look he’d seen before, but only in battle or its aftermath.

“Girl!” he said. “I’m not going to hit you! Get up!”

The force of his words brought her to her feet, still cowering.

He put his hands on her shoulders.

“Look at me, girl,” he said.

She lifted her eyes, and then calmed down a little, seeing that he wasn’t angry.

He sighed. “Here,” he said, putting her hand on his belt. “You hold on there. It’s crowded here, and you don’t want to lose me.”

From the way he spoke, she understood that he was not threatening her, but trying to protect her from the crowds.

He looked in relief as she took a breath, and he saw her terror ebb. “That’s the way,” he said. “I’m going to get you something decent to wear, and then I’m taking you back to the camp.”

He saw her cringe at the word “camp.” Which made sense. Not all the women taken back to camp today would be well treated.

“Look, Sophie,” he said. “I bought you for my contubernalis, not my whore.”

She cringed again at both words, since not even the first one meant ‘wife,’ but nodded her head. He didn’t seem to want to mistreat her. She was of marriageable age, and her parents had already been looking for a suitable match. As the daughter of a tenant farmer, a low ranking soldier might have been considered suitable.

Procerus covered the hand that was clutching his belt, glad she seemed to be finding her courage. “So, Sophie,” he said, “ready to go?”

She nodded, and there was the ghost of a smile on her face. 

“Good,” he said, and they set off for the stalls selling clothing taken as loot.

*   *   *
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“THIS IS SOPHIE, MY contubernalis,” he told Tritius and Calvus and the rest of his tent-mates, when he brought her back to their eight-man tent. “I’m taking her over the threshold when we get back to Capernaum.”

She was wearing a decent homespun slave’s tunic now, instead of his cloak, and had sandals on her feet.

Calvus looked her up and down and then said, “They’ve got a pretty one, over at Quartus’s tent.”

“Do I look interested?” asked Procerus, annoyed. Besides, he was hardly going to leave Sophie alone.

She sat with him outside the tent, and watched Calvus going into another tent across the way. Men went into that one and came out again, but it didn’t look like anything unusual was going on until one of them brought the woman out of it, to eat by the fire. She was naked, but no one made to cover her with his cloak or anything else. There was no blood, and what bruising there was did not give evidence of beating, but simply of rough usage. Fingerprint bruises from being held too hard. Other bruises from the weight of heavy bodies. Then, when she had finished eating, she sat there for awhile, until another man came by and took her back into the tent.

That night, Sophie slept with her tunic on, pressed between the side of the tent and Procerus’s back. For the several days they marched back to Capernaum, they slept like that, Procerus facing outward in case anyone, drunk or not, intended to dispute his ownership.

When they got to Capernaum, she spent one night in the barracks, next to him on his narrow bunk, up against the wall. 
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In the morning, he got permission to go into town, and they went to a three-story block of apartments. He gave the owner a coin and the owner gave him the key to a door on the first floor.

Procerus opened the door and threw his pack onto the dirt packed floor of the small, single room. Then he picked Sophie up in his arms and carried her over the threshold. There was a crudely carved image of a youth holding a drinking horn in one hand and an offering plate in the other, on the ledge over the hearth, and next to it a vaguely feminine figure.

Procerus swore, seeing that the hearth was not just cold, but empty.

“I’m sorry, Sophie,” he said. “To the market, here this time.”

It ended up being more of an expedition than he had expected. He started with the wood and kindling, but before they were done he had hired a boy with a hand cart and they had ground flour, yeast, garlic, salt, and other provisions. He’d even bought Sophie some wool and a drop spindle when she’d seen that stall. And a comb.

When they got back to the room, he unloaded the cart, dismissed the boy with a coin, and unlocked the door. He started to set their purchases on the packed dirt floor to one side of the door. But when Sophie made to enter and help him, he motioned her to stay where she
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