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CHAPTER ONE

The caravan advanced through the Numidian steppe, escorted by twenty soldiers on horseback wearing light armour.  Accompanying them were another twenty legionaries, who had obtained permission from centurion Rufius Fabrus to store their suits of arms in the wagon at least two weeks earlier.  Their steel loricas had turned scorching hot in the sun and it had become impossible to bear up under the weight and the temperature.

Senior centurion Furius Vorenus scanned the distance; he could make out a massive elephant, a small herd of zebras, some long-horned antelopes and, even further off, a pride of tawny lions led by a thick-maned male.  The centurion was followed on foot by a landscape painter, whose job it was to portray the wild lands of Numidia.

The caravan was composed of a dozen wagons carrying wild animals being collected for the venationes in the Roman arena: lions, leopards, monkeys and a huge black buffalo who had already shaken one cage so thoroughly that the bars had crumbled to pieces.  Each one of his snorts raised a cloud of dust and mashed-up straw. He seemed like a mythological creature, the Cretan bull himself.

Evening was falling and the shadows were growing longer.  The twilight breeze carried all of the scents of the distant Atlas mountains.  The wagons drew up in a circle around the bivouac while the native porters busied themselves with the fire on which they would roast the game that had been downed that day.  Three rings of guards took their places around the circle in the dark because the area was crawling with Gaetulian and Garamantian marauders.  Primus pilus centurion Furius Vorenus, a veteran of many battles in Germania, grandson of the centurion Vorenus who had risen to fame fighting under Julius Caesar in Gaul, gave orders to the sentries on duty and had an enclosure built for the horses.  In one of the wagons there was a gigantic black-maned lion who had been recently captured and had certainly never felt the constraints of captivity; he paced backward and forward in the narrow space roaring furiously and hurling his weight against the sides of the cage, making the entire wagon sway.

The horses, who were picking up not only the great beast’s roars but even more so his intense feral stench, were bucking and rearing up, as terrified as if the lion were free and could rip them apart.  The cage’s slats were reinforced and the horses were bound with ropes to the palisade.

Not all of the tents sheltered by the circle of wagons were occupied by the military; others had joined the expedition. Several of the wagons housed a gladiator named Bastarna, once the idol of the crowds of the Roman arena, who had chosen to retire from the combat, as well as two retiarii, Triton and Pistrix, trained to fight using only nets and tridents.  They were joined by a lanista, Corsicus, and his assistants, in charge of organizing not only the gladiatorial contests but also the venationes in which wild animals were brought into the amphitheatres.


In the last wagon of all was another wild creature, splendid and dark, skin glowing.  She was almost naked; only a perizoma covered her loins.  When one of the guards approached her cage and raised his lantern to see if she had consumed her meal, the incredible green of her eyes shot through the darkness and her teeth, gleaming like pearls, were bared as her lips curled into the snarl of a panther.

Halfway through the first guard shift, Vorenus got up and ventured outside the circle to ensure that the sentries were wide awake.  About two thirds of the way around, he met Fabrus, who’d had the same idea.

“Everything all right?” he asked. 


“Yeah. Everything appears to be in order.”


“Would you be interested in a glass of wine before calling it a night?”


“I would. That fire’s calling us. It’s really cold tonight.”


Vorenus opened a wooden flask and took a couple of cups made of wood from his bag as well. He poured out all the wine that remained, in equal portions.

“I’ve never seen a creature like that one. You?” said Fabrus, nodding towards the last wagon.


“No. Never,” replied Vorenus. “Not surprising for someone who spent his whole career serving in Germania… Listen, I was thinking of her too. Here we are, close to the fire, drinking a good glass of wine.  And there she is,” he said as he pointed his finger, “without anything on, in this bitter cold.”

“She’ll be fine.  She’s wild, like the animals,” replied Fabrus. “I saw her staring at the leopard in the cage next to hers; she was looking straight into his eyes, as if thoughts were flowing directly between them…”

 
“But she’s alone, and defenceless. Has she eaten?”


Fabrus shook his head.


“Drunk the water they’ve given her?”


Fabrus shook his head again.


Vorenus looked straight into his eyes. “I’m going to hold you personally responsible if anything happens to her. Do you have any idea of how much she’s worth?” 

“The servants won’t get close to her cage. They’re saying she’s an evil spirit.”


“Well, wake up the cook then! He’s not afraid of anything. Tell him to take her whatever is left over from dinner, and some filtered water. Now.”


Fabrus obeyed, and the three men approached the cage of the black panther together.  The cook knew what he had to do.  Her eyed her warily: she was curled up on a wicker mat. Sleeping, or totally exhausted.


The cook drew nearer to the wagon and reached in between the slats with a bowl full of zebra meat.  Before he could pull back his hand, the creature sprang at him, grabbed his wrist and pulled him towards her with such violence that his face smashed against the cage.  The cook screamed out in pain, waking a great number of legionaries and Bastarna the gladiator as well, who ran towards the cage with his sword unsheathed.  Vorenus stopped him cold with his voice and stare. “Put that away!” he ordered and then, seeing that all his men were thronging around the wagon weapons in hand, he yelled: “Go back to your tents, all of you! Nothing is happening here!” He spun around. “Fifteen iron-clad legionaries for a single unarmed woman? Have you lost your minds?”


They all backed off and Vorenus, on his own now, took the water bowl in one hand and a resin-coated stick in the other, which he lit using a lamp.  He slowly approached the wagon and the cage, one step at a time.  The girl was moving towards him as well, even more slowly, creeping forward on the wagon’s floor.   She didn’t take her eyes off the water bowl; she was probably dying of thirst.

Vorenus got closer. He was less than one step away from the cage. The girl glared at him with fiery eyes: she was challenging him.  Vorenus took the dare: he stretched out the arm that held the bowl between two of the slats. He could feel her readiness to attack: she could have bitten his hand right off.


Vorenus did not pull back, but raised the other hand holding the torch and ran it under the bottom of the cage. Water or fire! She understood. He lowered the bowl onto the mat. She pushed forward on her arms until her mouth was on the rim of the bowl.  She dropped her eyes then, and drank avidly.


Vorenus pulled the torch back out from under the cage.  The girl raised her head. He poured her more water. She drank deeply. In the lamplight, Vorenus could see something shiny dangling from her neck. A copper necklace engraved with strange, unreadable letters and an image that looked like a rough landscape with a winding path or road twisting through it.

Having slaked her thirst, the girl ate, ripping into the raw meat with her teeth.


Vorenus returned to his tent, but he could feel her eyes on his back.


He lay down on the camp bed and tried to fall asleep but there was an air of restlessness in the encampment despite the late hour. Many were uneasy after what had happened.
He could vaguely hear Corsicus, the lanista, speaking in a low voice with Bastarna, although he couldn’t make out their words…

Corsicus was excited: “Did you see what power? What speed? She’s as fast as lightning.”

The gladiator shrugged: “A frightened animal, that’s what I was seeing.  Where did you find her, anyway?”

“A tribe of the forest brought her to us, exactly as you see her now. It took four men to hold her down, and we paid them in gold powder. None of them spoke our language, but one of our interpreters managed to exchange a few words with the forest hunters: no one could say where she had come from.”
“She moves like a panther. Did you see what she did to the cook?”

“I did, but the cook is no gladiator. And you saw how little it took for Vorenus to get her to back down.”

“For now. She’s intelligent: she knows when not to fight back.”

“There’s a message going out for the emperor,” said Corsicus.  “I ordered my freedman, the one who paints landscapes, to make a picture of her to have sent back to Rome.”
Bastarna shook his head. “How on earth did you think of doing such a thing?”

“You think I’d tell you?” replied Corsicus. “Let’s get to bed; it’s nearly dawn.”

But just then Bastarna raised his hand in a gesture asking for silence.
“What?” asked Corsicus.

“A noise… hear it?” A dark shape approached; it was Rufius Fabrus taking the second guard shift.

The cook appeared as well and addressed Fabrus: “I can’t find my sword.”

“What?” said Bastarna.

“My sword,” repeated the cook. “I can’t find it.”

“You idiot!” muttered Bastarna, unsheathing his own. “That’s where the sound is coming from,” he added, pointing to the last wagon.

“Not any more,” observed Fabrus.

“What’s going on?” asked Vorenus, awakened by the alarm in his men’s voices.

“This idiot let the black girl slip his sword off him… and now she’s cut the ropes.”

“…she’s gone,” concluded Corsicus.

Vorenus cursed under his breath. “Get me the horses, light torches. Now, damn it. We’ll fan out! She can’t get away. It’s all open ground around us.”
“Wake the two retiarii too!” yelled Bastarna.

It took no time for ten horsemen to fan out in an even front at two hundred feet from one another, torches lit. They were joined by the retiarii with their nets.  As they galloped out over the plain they set the stubble ablaze with their torches.  The flames flared up and a vast expanse of the grassland caught fire: a semicircle that glowed scarlet like the shimmering light of  the setting sun.
“There she is!” shouted Vorenus. “Close the circle!”

The horseman obeyed the centurion’s orders and converged to form a semi circle. The girl was trapped with the fire behind her and the horsemen in front.

“Nobody is to touch a hair on her head!” shouted Corsicus. “She is to remain unscathed!  She is worth more than her weight in gold! In less than a month the emperor himself will have a likeness of her in his hands. Let’s close in on her, now.”
The girl realized what was happening and turned toward the blaze: she had no choice. She began racing swiftly towards the wall of fire.

Bastarna rode up to Corsicus. “Let me take care of this,” he said, motioning to the others to stay put. “She thinks she can make it through the flames…”
Corsicus was watching her dumbfounded. “Incredible. She’d rather burn to death than be taken prisoner.”

“And I’m going to go around and wait for her on the other side!” said Bastarna.

“Right. If she makes it through,” observed Fabrus.  But Bastarna had already taken off at a gallop.

The gladiator found his way around to the open field on the other side of the wall of flames. Despite the ample halo of light generated by the fire, there was no sign of her, and he realized that she hadn’t managed to cross through the blaze.  He slowly rode across the burnt field that was cooling rapidly in the cold night air as the flames died down.  Bastarna lit a torch and advanced unhurriedly in total silence; blond as he was, with his light complexion, he stood out against the black steppe behind him.
The girl had not disappeared but was merely invisible, dark against the darkness, and he found her suddenly in front of him, like a ghost.  Arms splayed wide and sword in hand, she let out a yell, terrifying the horse that bucked up and threw his rider.
The girl moved fast towards the felled gladiator, her blade flashing in the red light of the flames.  Bastarna was fairly certain that his adversary had no idea of how to wield the weapon she gripped in her right hand, but he was wrong.  She struck first with lightning speed, going straight for the gladiator’s heart but he fended off the blow and thrust his own weapon forward. The girl made an acrobatic leap, dodging the stroke that would have slain her. She twirled around and flew behind Bastarna, aiming to cut his head off from the back.  The gladiator had sensed her intention and spun swiftly so he was facing her chest first. Their blades clashed in a cascade of blue sparks and Bastarna had to take stock of the unsuspected strength of his enemy.  She slithered like a snake, clawed like a panther, screamed like an eagle.  Nature at its wildest and most savage flashed in her fiery eyes.  Could she be a barbarian divinity of those ferocious lands?
Bastarna could now hear the trampling hooves of his companions on horseback and his foremost thought was that they must not witness such a challenging duel between the greatest gladiator of Rome and the dark wild girl who was less than half his weight.  He thought of trying to overwhelm her and crush her with his bulk, but she was too fast.  The horsemen encircled the two contenders and the retiarii launched their nets.  The girl became completely caught up in the mesh and was dragged out of the blackened combat ground.  She was bound and transported back to camp, where she was newly imprisoned in the cage on the last wagon of the circle.
She screeched and roared all night like a wild animal. It wasn’t until dawn that her feral cries subsided, turning into long gasps and finally into a low, incessant lament.

The moon showed her face from behind the clouds as if summoned by that solitary wail rising from the vast, dark expanse of the parched prairieland.  The steppe echoed with roars and with the wild creature’s fitful cries of desolation.
CHAPTER TWO


The next morning at dawn, the landscape painter caught the wild girl sleeping, stretched out on a mat.  He knew he had to take the opportunity to sketch her likeness. He applied his charcoal to a wooden tablet that had been covered with a lead white surface which had taken on an ivory tinge.  It still wasn’t easy to get a good depiction; he had to fill in the figure here and there where the bars of the cage interrupted his view.  He kept his distance nonetheless; he wouldn’t dream of trying to get any closer to peer in between the slats.  He poured his efforts into catching the effect of the morning light on her dark skin and on the contours of her divine figure.


He kept on painting until the light got too bright and the dusky girl opened her eyes.


They were green.


How could that be?  Was he seeing something that wasn’t there? He couldn’t fathom how on earth she had such unusual colouring, until he realized that the superb creature embodied the hues of nature: the brown of the tree trunks and the green of the leaves!  Only verdigris would do to portray the tone faithfully; he searched through his pouch until he found it.  Once he’d applied it his painting seemed to take on new life.


It was a masterpiece, in the end, and Vorenus would have given anything for a copy, but he knew that wasn’t possible.  Corsicus had orders to send it straight to Rome.


The portrait was duly wrapped in a rabbit skin and turned over to a courier who set off swiftly in a northerly direction.  The rest of the caravan continued its slow trek through the Atlas mountain chain before descending on the trails used by shepherds and herdsmen and coming within view of a beautiful city, Cesarea, stretching out along the shores of the sea.  It had once been the fabled home of Juba the First of Numidia, before he took sides with Pompey against Julius Caesar. Juba was the son of Hiempsal and the grandson of Massinissa, the first king of Numidia, but when he realized after Caesar’s victory at Thapsus that all was lost, he barricaded himself in the capital, Zama. He knew there would be no mercy for him, as he himself had never had mercy for anyone, and he had no choice but to prepare himself to commit suicide.


“It wasn’t too far from here,” said Vorenus to Rufius Fabrus, gazing out over the sea, “in Utica, that Cato, the champion of the Republican cause, decided to take his own life for the same reason.  He had no intention of begging or supplicating the victor, Caesar, to spare his life, even though he was the lover of Cato’s sister Servilia.  He invited all of his friends and his children to dinner, where he read from Plato’s book on the immortality of the soul.  When he reached for his sword, he found that his sons had hidden it, foreseeing his intentions.”  Fabrus was listening, but seemed more interested in watching the caravan wagons making their way downhill towards the beach, where they were to line up in preparation for embarkation.  “When he couldn’t find it and he called out to his servants in a steady voice, ordering them to bring it to him immediately.”


“I’ve heard the story,” said Fabrus.  “I’ve seen Cato’s statue in Utica with his sword in hand. But how can you be sure that it’s really true?”


“I know because I was told so by an eye witness,” replied Vorenus. “My grandfather, who told me the story shortly before he died.  He was thirty years old at the time, and present when it happened.  Would you be capable of taking your own life when that life has lost its meaning?”


“Look, down there. See that man on the bay horse?”


“Of course. It’s Bastarna, the gladiator.”


“Do you know how often he’s prepared himself to die? Every time he entered the arena.  He’s not a Stoic philosopher, he’s never worn a toga or donned the laticlave stripe of a senator. He’s only a combatant with a barbarian name who knows he’s going to die, sooner or later… for nothing.  Tell me what difference there is between him and Cato.”


“There’s a big difference,” replied Vorenus. “Every time he goes into a fight, Bastarna has a one in two chance of surviving.  When Cato picked up his sword, he made sure that the tip was sharpened and that the blade had been perfectly honed.  He knew that Caesar was approaching with his troops, and Cato knew that he and he alone could decide whether he should live or die.  He lay down on his bed, thrust the tip of the blade under his breastbone and drove it all the way into his chest, up to the hilt.  He fell on the floor, covered with blood.


“They called a doctor,” continued Vorenus, “who managed to stop the bleeding and sew up the wound.  When Cato, who had fainted, came to and realized what they were trying to do, he tore open the wound and expired at once.  He wanted to die as a free man, a Roman citizen and a senator of the Respublica.


“Freedom has no price. Men who are worthy of their name die for freedom: for their own and that of others.  His example will be remembered throughout the centuries.  Think of the way we’re living today: we’re forced to obey the whims of a young despot who can do whatever he likes with our lives.”


“Well I don’t mind him so much,” said Fabrus. “Claudius Nero pays us back for our service in a lot of ways: in money and in food.”


“Of course, like we do with our dogs.  We keep them on a chain but we give them what’s left over from our plates.”


“We have a house,” continued Fabrus, “we’re well dressed and our armour draws the attention and the admiration of the Roman people when we parade down the streets of Rome. We are respected. The friendship we share was forged on the battle field, and we’ve earned decorations for our actions.  Don’t let yourself get caught up in politics, Vorenus. Pitting factions against one another leads to war, and the spilling of blood.  The blood of your brothers.  What about the work we’ve been tasked to carry out here? Do you think they’d give a job like this to just anybody?”


“You feel honoured to have been sent to a distant, barbarian land to capture noble beasts? Majestic lions that will only be massacred in the arena, without meaning or glory?”


“That’s not the only reason we’re here!”


“Ah, you’re talking about the wild girl… Finding her was pure chance.”


“I’m not so sure,” replied Fabrus, as the port and the city fanned out before their eyes.  “It takes months and months and months to reach the land of the Ethiopians; and a great many who tried to cross the sea of sand never returned.  Who knows, maybe they found a new life on the other side, in lands very different from our own, or maybe they died trying.  Have you ever heard talk of Publius Petronius’s expedition to Meroe? Where did they get to, in reality?”


“I’m not familiar with Petronius’s expedition,” replied Vorenus, “although I have heard about it.  Meroe, the famed land of the black queens…  You know, maybe the wild girl has to find her way somewhere on the same route that we’ve been travelling on, but in the opposite direction.  It’s very possible that she has a destination in mind, and that we’re the ones who will allow her to make the last leg of her journey by crossing the sea.”


“Have you noticed that pendant she wears around her neck?”


“I have.  Before we set off on our return, I checked that she was still wearing it; I was worried she’d lost it when she fought Bastarna. I’d wager that there’s something important there.”


The vessel that was docking at the port of Rusicade to receive them was called the Gavia and it was owned by Corsicus, the lanista. The city and its port were well equipped for traffic arriving from inland: cereals grown on large plantations as well as wild animals for exportation.  Pistrix and Triton, the two retiarii, dived into the water and reached the ship with a few powerful strokes.  They were hoisted on board, and were followed by the two centurions.


From the railing of the Gavia, the city could be admired in all of its glory; it was teeming with merchants, dockers, wagons and carts, and densely-placed stands where a wealth of goods were up for sale: wine, oil, fabrics, just-baked breads, fruits and sweets.  Behind a stretch of white-plastered houses rose a theatre with countless bronze statues decorating the arches, as well as a stone amphitheatre,  denoting the great prosperity of the region.


Aboard the Gavia were a number of crew, ten in all, half of whom were Ethiopians from the depths of inner Africa.  Rufius Fabrus watched them as they expertly handled the rigging on board.  “Who know where those black men are from, and how long of a journey that had to make to get here to the sea,” he mused.


“Hundreds of miles, maybe even thousands,” replied Vorenus.


“That’s not possible,” said Fabrus.  “Africa’s not that big.”


“I can assure you that it is.”


“How can you say that?  So few people have got past the sea of sand, and even fewer have come back to tell about it.”


“I know some who have.”


The ship was quite substantial in size, designed and built for a transporting loads of considerable weight for long distances.  It was followed by a freighter that was being towed to the dock to be loaded with the animals’ cages.  Two at a time, the barges manoeuvred up alongside the freighter from which were lowered the ropes and hooks which would be used to haul the cages onto the Gavia using a pulley system.  Vorenus and Fabrus were clambering up the ship’s sides using rope ladders to oversee the job, when Vorenus heard some short, high-pitched shrieks that sounded like they were coming from a bird. It was the wild girl who was looking out over the sea and letting out a cry each time her cage swung and hit the side of the ship.  She was frightened; perhaps she’d never seen the sea in her whole life.  Other loads were being hoisted aboard as well: dolia filled with water or with oil, crates with provisions of every sort, and even live animals – lambs, chickens and kids – to nourish the lions and leopards.  There was even a snake. An enormous one.


The ship set off, fortunately eased along by a brisk Ostro blowing from the southwest, and they entered the open sea with sails unfurled.  Vorenus went to talk to the vessel’s captain: a Sicilian named Trago, most likely the freedman of a Roman citizen.  A seafaring veteran, he claimed to know the route like the back of his hand.


“The weather seems fine for now,” said Vorenus, “but I’m afraid the sea might get rough and cause damage to our cargo.”


“Don’t you worry, centurion, I have great experience in the transport of wild animals… and I’ve already spotted that little black panther that seems to be the jewel of your haul.  I’ve never seen such a beauty; too bad she won’t let anyone close.  I’ll have her hoisted on deck.”


“Don’t get any ideas in your head,” snapped back Vorenus, “or you’ll be sorry.”


“No doubt,” replied the helmsman. “I’ve got no ideas in my head at all concerning that young panther.  Look at her: she’s afraid of the sea; she’s probably never seen it before.  Every time a wave hits she grabs on to the slats of her cage… the wind is picking up, I’m afraid.”


“As I was saying,” observed Vorenus.


“As I was saying, there’s no need for worry.  I know this sea well and in a few days’ time we’ll be setting ashore in Catania.”


“Your crew… where do those Ethiopians come from?”


“From very far away, from beyond the region of Nubia, beyond the kingdom of Meroe.  From the lands of the forest Ethiopians… like the girl herself, maybe.  They might even have a few words in common.”


“Can they speak Latin?”


“Some of them do, a little.  We might be able to understand something from them.”


The waves were getting stronger, fuelled by the wind.  The leopard started to growl  and to hurl himself against the wooden slats.  His eyes seemed to meet those of the wild girl.  The lion was pacing in circles, with brief syncopated roars.


Trago had the girl’s cage hoisted onto the deck and ordered that she be released.


“Are you mad? She’ll try to escape,” protested Vorenus, but then he stopped.  It was evident that the girl would never dare throw herself into the sea; the African coast was far out of sight and the Sicilian coast was not yet visible. One of the Ethiopian crew stopped to look at her and it was instantly clear that his gaze was captured by the necklace she wore.  He motioned to his mates, who formed a circle around her.  The one who seemed their leader pointed to the pendant and all together the men lowered their heads.  Vorenus nudged Fabrus’s side with his elbow to get his attention.


“They are rendering honor to the girl,” he murmured.


“It looks that way,” agreed Fabrus.  “But look, they’re saying something.  Are they speaking among themselves or to her?”


Trago walked towards the Ethiopian who had spoken aloud and asked him something in simplified Latin.  The man answered: “Big boat… water very big… where…”


“Somehow I don’t think they got that,” complained Fabrus.


“Well try for yourself then,” replied Trago. The conversation was suddenly interrupted by a powerful wave slamming into the side of the ship.  “Tighten the knots on the lines!” he shouted at the crew.  One of the sailors ran to the leopard’s cage, which had started to swing, but it was too late: the rope had stretched to his limit and snapped with a hard yank. The slat it had been secured to broke in half and the leopard slipped across the deck all the way to the railing unable to get a claw hold on the wet planks.  The animal fell overboard into the water.


Trago gave an enraged yell: “I’ll skin you alive, you idiots!”


Vorenus was yelling as well: “The girl!” But it was too late.  She had dived into the sea and was embracing the leopard who was thrashing in the waves.  He clutched on to her.


The whole crew, except for the helmsman, had run to the railing, but they were all paralyzed with shock.  No one knew what to do.  Vorenus shouted: “Pistrix! Triton!” The two retiarii understood what was needed of them, but they could not net the girl and the beast together: the leopard would have mauled her in its panic.  But neither the girl nor the animal would release their grip.


The two retiarii twirled their nets with the cords twisted tightly on their arms, but even just staying on their feet was a difficult endeavour.  The leopard was hit by a violent wave and disappeared under the water for long moments.  The girl went under as well, but the leopard emerged again towards the stern: Triton tossed his net and with the help of his mate, and of a couple of the crewmen, he began pulling his catch on board.  The girl surfaced as well, and it was Pistrix’s net that enveloped her; the other Ethiopians lent a hand in hoisting her up and onto the deck.  The storm raged for hours and it wasn’t until dusk that the men were able to settle the leopard into a new cage.


Vorenus ordered that the girl be left free.  She was given food and a blanket.  One of the Ethiopians tried to exchange a few words with her, but she seemed interested only in the leopard, who was licking at his coat where the fur had been ruffled by the salt water.  She asked several times for water to assuage the thirst her salty bath had caused.


The next day she accepted Vorenus’s company; she had understood that it was thanks to him that both she and the leopard had been saved and perhaps sensed that he might be able to help her.  Vorenus tried to introduce her to the most basic words of his language.  She was learning fast.


She was dumbfounded at the sight of Catania.  Vorenus pointed out the looming bulk of the solitary snow-covered mountain that stood behind the city.  She spoke to one of the Ethiopians, seemingly with the intent of trying to communicate something to Vorenus.


“What did she say?” he asked immediately.  The man explained that the girl had already seen mountains like that one, even taller than that one, in the land she came from.


When they disembarked and entered the city she was even more astonished.  Vorenus thought of buying her some clothing, even though she had perhaps never worn any.  Any sort of garment would protect her from the exaggerated attention of passers-by and relieve him and Bastarna, who walked on her left side, of having to react to said unwanted attention.  She had never felt naked before arriving there, but the shopwomen selling fabrics and garments found dress after dress that they proudly claimed made her extraordinarily fascinating.  Looking into the mirror that was offered her, the girl was astounded by her own appearance.  She herself noticed that these simple cloths draped over her body graced her features and her figure much more than the bare skin she had shown among the soldiers at camp, or on the ship or even when she had begun to walk down the city’s streets.


Vorenus and Fabrus accompanied her to the markets alongside the port, where she could watch the fishermen offering the day’s catch, some of which were very big.  Some were still alive, and flopped around on the counters in the market stalls.  There were hundreds of people talking, shouting, eager to sell their goods: not only fish, but fruits and herbs of all different sorts.  Vorenus wanted her to taste some roasted fish, but he had to put some in his own mouth first.  Had she never eaten cooked food? It seemed that way, although he realized that one could never trust first impressions with her.  He had assumed that she’d never seen the sea, before watching her swim with incredible strength and agility through storm breakers while holding on to a leopard.


They returned aboard the Gavia on the same tender which had brought them ashore.  One after another they climbed up the netting that hung from the ship’s side.  The freighter followed with all of its cargo.


The night suddenly lit up in flames, as rivers of incandescent material began to flow down the slopes of the enormous mountain, while the earth resounded with bellows and roars.


“The mountain is a volcano,” said Vorenus to the girl. “It’s called Aetna.”


She gripped the railing and seemed mesmerized by the thunder that sent the water into ripples like tiny shivers and by the streams of fire mirrored in the sea’s surface.


Vorenus came close enough to brush her shoulders.  “What’s your name? What are you called?” he asked in a quiet voice.


The girl turned towards him and murmured something.  Was she answering him? Telling him her name?


He would have given anything to understand that sound.  Instead he got only a glimpse of her green eyes in a burst of lightning that throbbed for a moment on the horizon.
CHAPTER THREE


Corsicus, the lanista, busied himself with buying everything he would need for the crew and the animals on board, for the voyage through the strait that separated Sicily from Italy, and then across the Tyrrhenian Sea.  The weather was fair, the sea was calm and a land breeze kept the ship sailing at a moderate, even speed.  Three days later they passed not far from another volcano, not as tall as Aetna, that rose directly from the sea.  In the meantime, Vorenus had succeeded in learning the name of the wild creature, Varea, and even, thanks to the crew, what her name meant: solitary.


The girl was learning many things as well, mainly words and even some complete phrases in Latin.  On the right side of the boat, they watched together as the coastline of Italy unravelled before their eyes. It was evident from the look on her face that she had never, in all her life, seen anything like this.  They crossed a gulf  which reflected another huge volcano as well as the houses and monuments of a great and beautiful city: Naples.  Vorenus imagined that this must be an entirely new world for her: cities large and small, set between sea and forests, stupendous villas overhanging plunging cliffs, colonnades, staircases, statues, huge vases brimming with water, rose gardens with thousands of flowers, pine forests with hues of green as deep as the sea itself, woods of holm oak, myrtle and cypress trees.  Scents which drifted out to them with uncommon intensity, each single note undistinguishable in the blend of thousands and thousands of mysterious essences.  Vorenus would have given anything to read her thoughts.  What are those buildings? She must be thinking. Abodes of the gods? Figures garbed in white who wandered through the landscape, appearing and disappearing in those paradisiacal settings: what had they done to earn such a wondrous destiny?


And still there were stairs carved into the rocks that led all the way to the waves, all the way to beaches covered with golden sand.  On their left huge fish with flat tails and short, toothy snouts broke the surface of the water and took flying leaps over the waves, diving back under in a cloud of spray and silvery flashes.  Dolphins.  They accompanied the Gavia on her journey towards their final destination, almost all the way to the mouth of the harbour.  Two large piers marked off a wide basin of water, an artificial island and a lighthouse, on the right.  At the end of the dock was a rectangular square with a porticoed gallery beneath which shops and stalls were spilling over with meat and fish and every kind of ware for sale.  From that vast marketplace, shouts and cries and every sort of noise imaginable were carried out all the way to their ship, drifting and mixing into a single concert made of a thousand voices.


Vorenus turned towards the captain, Trago, turning his head towards the girl. “What will become of her now?”


Trago shrugged.  “A message was sent with her image, crafted by the landscape painter, no?  It was you who told me that. By this time someone important, someone very important, will have seen it.  Someone who neither you or I can have any influence over. Am I right?”


“I have some money… couldn’t you see to it that she slip her away when we get to the port of Rome?”


“Don’t even think about it: Corsicus would have my scalp if I did such a thing.  The landscape painter will have made a very good likeness and Corsicus can smell a good deal miles away.  His clients are very demanding.  I wouldn’t be surprised if Caesar himself were interested in her.”


Vorenus lowered his head and didn’t say a word.  The sun was setting into the sea, staining it red, while Varea was crouching next to the leopard’s cage, passing him little chunks of meat.  She would stroke him now and then and the splendid beast seemed to relish the touch of her hands.  The helmsman pulled up parallel to the coast so as not to lose sight of the shoreline during the night.  He had decided not to put ashore, but to continue navigating straight to destination.


Once the Gavia came within sight of the port, the sails were furled and the ship made her entrance into the great mirror of water of the port of Rome.  Captain Trago oversaw the docking operations and then crossed the gangplank to go ashore.  On the opposite side of the square were the offices that housed the company which imported wild animals for the arena.  He turned over the list of the animals he’d been transporting to the scribe, who ran his stylus down the list, checking them off one by one. He lifted his eyes to look into the captain’s and asked with a vaguely inquisitorial look: “Is there nothing missing?”


“It was quite a fortunate voyage!” replied Trago.  “None of the beasts died, or even fell ill.  Not even the snake!” he announced with pride. “If you would be so good as to provide the payment agreed upon in our contract…”


“There’s no hurry,” replied the scribe.  “I’ve been told that there was more than this on board.”



“That’s true,” admitted the vessel’s captain.  “Fifty or so modii of wheat, sixty amphorae of oil from the hills of Leptis…”


The scribe very slowly shook his head. “Don’t get funny with me.  You know what people say where I come from? That a fox will sooner or later end up stuffed.”


“No, we’ve got nothing further for you.  Other customers, other contracts. You know we’re not going to be travelling with an empty hold.”


“Well, I see I haven’t explained myself well enough: it’s that dark-skinned woman you carried aboard your ship. She’s worth twice as much as the whole load put together.”


The captain understood he didn’t have a choice and he was sorry that he wouldn’t be able to do a favour for the centurion, Vorenus, who was that rare person who stood out for his courage and honesty.  He made another try nonetheless: “The creature you’re talking about has nothing to do with the games in the arena, she’s not part of any buying or selling agreement.  She’s a young woman, and she’s under the protection of centurion Furius Vorenus, famed officer of the Thirteenth Legion and hero of war.”


“You can just stay out of this, friend,” said the scribe. “That brown girl has piqued the curiosity - and the desire - of a number of very powerful men.”


“That’s simply not possible,” replied the captain.  “No one, apart from a few men who I know personally and can count on the fingers of my hand, has ever seen her.”  Yet while he spoke, it occurred to him that this must have been the doing of the landscape painter.  ‘Artifice can be more powerful than reality,’ he mused.


Vorenus and Fabrus entered just then.


It was Vorenus who spoke first. “What’s the problem here?” he asked, and the scribe jumped.  The man of steel standing before him had fought against the ferocious Germanics, had marched east all the way to the Caucasus, south to the first cataract of the Nile, and as far west as the Fortunate Isles.


“He wants the wild girl to be included in the list of African beasts,” replied the commander of the Gavia.


At that moment the company’s owner emerged from the back of the office: he was a Syrian called Aulab, or Olabius in Latin.  He used the same words Vorenus had: “What is the problem here? And who are they?”


Vorenus replied by introducing himself and his companions.


Trago addressed the owner’s question. “This scumbag here,” he said, nodding at the scribe, “thinks he can include a person who was travelling with us in Africa in the list of the wild animals destined for the arena.”


“We have precise orders,” retorted Aulab. “And I have no intention of getting myself drawn and quartered for disobeying them.”


“You haven’t disobeyed anyone,” replied  Vorenus. “We’ll go and inspect the ship’s contents now, together.  You’ll accept the consignment, sign for it and pay in full.  If you like, you can have the ship searched.”


Aulab didn’t know how to answer and followed them in the direction of the Gavia.  The hoist was being placed into position on the side of the vessel and the crewmen were beginning to lower the cages holding the animals onto the pier where carts drawn by four mules each were waiting to transport them.


A group of guards assigned to policing the port approached.


“Let them search the ship,” said Aulab with a scowl.


Vorenus exchanged a glance with the others. Trago gave a brief nod and muttered in a low voice, “No worries.”


“You could have told me you were going to help me out,” hissed back Vorenus.


“I thought about it after you left the ship, centurion.”


“Where is Varea?”


“In the storage area under the bow, under a batch of felt blankets that are going out to the fortified camps in Germania.  I gestured for her to stay still there and I think she understood.”


The guards began searching the ship. Some stayed above deck, others descended into the hull.  Both the lion and the leopard were fretful and distressed, and were smashing against the bars of their cages, roaring and snarling.  


To calm their own fear, the guards had armed themselves with clubs and were jabbing them between the bars of the cages, with the effect of tormenting the animals instead of getting them to retreat. The lion was hurling himself against the cage sides and thrusting out his paws, causing the entire structure to shake and creak.  The leopard seemed crazed and was letting out ferocious growls. There was fire in his eyes.


Varea could hear him.  As the two guards were poking their sticks through the felt blankets covering her, she sprung out, snapped their sticks in two and smashed the two men’s heads into one another, knocking them out entirely.  She ran above deck and placed herself firmly in front of the leopard’s cage, engaging in a wild battle with the other four guards.  She lashed out at one and then another with acrobatic leaps, scratching, biting, deafening them with shrill cries.  Then she darted over to the rope that was part of the lifting mechanism and rode it down to the ground. She ran off swiftly through the square and disappeared into the maze of streets in the neighbourhood surrounding the port.


Two of the guards, along with the scribe, interrogated the ship’s captain and Vorenus, who imposed the authority offered by his rank and his fame as a formidable combatant. The centurion soon understood that the port officials had no certain information about the situation and were relying mainly on hearsay.  He had no doubt, nonetheless, that after what had just happened aboard the ship, stories about the girl’s astonishing and inexplicable energy would spread like wildfire.


The four uninjured guards were sent out looking for the fugitive.


The lion’s and leopard’s cages were lowered to the pier and remained there the entire night, because the carts that were needed would not arrive before dawn.


On the ship, no one managed to get any sleep at all.  They were listening to the rasping yowls of the leopard, which were replied to in kind by cries coming from the area beyond the harbour.


Varea.


Perhaps hers was a message for Vorenus and the other members of the ship’s crew as well.  Varea must have found a hiding place where she could keep clear of the guards.  Maybe she was afraid, bewildered – thought Vorenus – the society and surroundings she was used to had to be radically different from that of the great metropolises of the known world that she had been hurled into.  She had certainly never seen a city of those dimensions, and never anything like the Roman army, armed men operating in organized groups.  She surely had never seen huge sea-faring ships like those in the port, or a lighthouse like the one shining on the southern end of the dock, which would keep burning all through the night.


At the end of the second shift, the four guards who had gone out on the hunt and the two recovering from Varea’s blows returned to the company office.  The lights inside stayed on for quite some time, before finally being put out.  It was then that Vorenus, Fabrus and Bastarna started to make their way through the vicinity of the port, following the echo of the leopard’s roars.  Pistrix and Triton had returned to their barracks; their job was done.  The others thought it would be best to split up, but Fabrus objected. “The girl won’t have forgotten that it was Bastarna who was out to kill her.”


“We’re not in Africa here,” retorted Bastarna. “She’ll soon change her mind.”  And thus they agreed to meet up again at the foot of the lighthouse, once they had searched the city and the thermal baths.  Each went his own way, but before long the roar of the leopard that should have guided them could no longer be heard.


The three men chose roads they sensed could be dangerous, but had no luck finding the girl. Vorenus and Fabrus met up first, not very far from the baths, and ended up walking on together.  A sudden call from Bastarna caused them both to turn. The gladiator was motioning with his hand for them to follow, as if he wanted them to see something.  The two centurions hurried towards him and soon realized what Bastarna wanted to show them: Varea had her back to a wall and was surrounded by a group of delinquents, the kind of vermin that any big city was crawling with at night, including Rome.


“We have to help her!” said Vorenus, drawing his sword.


“No we don’t,” replied Bastarna. “She’s doing very well on her own.”


The obscenities that her assailants were hurling at her made their intentions very clear, but Varea was moving lightning fast. She was striking out with unfailing aim using a big knife that she must have taken from one of them who was lying in the middle of the street in a pool of blood.  Even when it seemed like the others had her blocked she slipped out of their clutches like a snake, showing up behind them to deliver kicks in the back, legs and testicles, and slashing out at anyone who threatened her with a weapon.


Fabrus, Bastarna and Vorenus drew close and the few attackers who had remained scattered as soon as they saw them.  Varea shot a scathing look at Bastarna, recalling the harshness of their duel amidst the flames of the burning African prairie grasses, but then understood almost immediately that all three were on her side.  They walked off together in the darkness.  Every now and then Varea would let out a leopard’s hoarse roar, but there was no echo answering her call.


“Your friend’s not around anymore; he’s far away by now,” said Vorenus, trying to accompany his words with gestures of his hands.


An hour later they had reached the eastern gate of the thermal baths, where lights were still on in a tavern, and the three men escorted the young woman inside. The story of their exploits were already making the rounds and had already been inflated beyond recognition, since there is no better place for rumours to spread than in a tavern.  The girl had become a legend in her own right, while the three men accompanying her had already earned their reputations.


Spending the night in such a place seemed risky, and Bastarna offered a small house nearby that he used for occasional encounters.  There were two rooms inside; Varea took one of them and Fabrus and Bastarna stretched out in the other.  Vorenus laid down on a mattress he placed on the floor, across the threshold of the entry door. Anyone trying to get in would have to step on him first.


They were all tired, but Vorenus found it hard to fall asleep.  He was thinking of the girl alone in the dark, of the acute sense of solitude she must be feeling.  Everyone here was s stranger to her. She couldn’t make herself understood, she couldn’t even understand anyone who was trying to speak to her.  She’d left her homeland against her will, perhaps, along with all the people who were familiar to her.


There were thousand of things that the centurion was wondering about, regarding Varea. Everything about her was a mystery. How had she learned to fight in that way, and why? Who had trained her, and what had they been training her for?


Why had the Ethiopians aboard the Gavia bowed down when they saw her?  And what about that pendant she wore on her neck?  How had that forest tribe managed to capture her? 

Had she initiated this journey on her own or had someone forced her?  

He pondered how he might be able to help her, to protect her.  The lanista, surely, and probably even Bastarna himself, had set their eyes on her, and not for her own good. They would already be gloating over the profits they could make on her. Bastarna could train her and show her the tricks of his trade, while Corsicus could organize exhibitions in the arena, certain that amphitheatre goers had never seen anything the likes of her.


Finally, Vorenus couldn’t stop thinking about who had commissioned her portrait.  How could anyone in Rome have known what was going on in the heart of Africa?


He felt his heart aching to think of what might happen to her, and he yearned to protect her in her solitude. He hoped that sooner or later she would learn his language and so they’d be able to talk on and on; she’d tell him all about her life, the remote land she came from, the mysterious language she used to communicate with animals and maybe even with birds.  Through her eyes he imagined boundless plains and thick forests, unknown beasts, enormous herds of antelope galloping through the grasslands, vast hordes of elephants with enormous tusks, mountains soaring towards the sky that the winter covered with snow. Her people, still close to the gods.


All at once, in the silence of the night, he thought he heard her crying.
CHAPTER FOUR

Varea’s crying in the night cut deep into Vorenus’ soul.  

The man who had defeated the sons of the fiercest Germanic tribal chiefs on the battlefields of the North was moved like he had never been in all his life, without understanding why.  His mind was filled with the scene of her throwing herself into the raging waves of a stormy sea, battling the elements to save a terrified leopard, and of how the beast clutched at her, not to hurt her but because he couldn’t control his panic, and she who let him do it so that she could save him.


In the silence of the night Vorenus heard the crashing of the waves as if he were still there, hanging on to the lines of the Gavia, but all at once the sensation subsided and then disappeared as he realized that he was hearing something else. Soft chatter was coming from inside the other room:  Bastarna and Rufius Fabrus were cooking something up, and from what he could understand, the topic of their plotting was the girl.  Vorenus crept closer and got down on the floor, his ear close to the crack under their door.  

Bastarna was the most eager: “That creature is a miracle of nature; I’ve never seen anything like her.  She would drive the spectators in the arena out of their minds; she’d become an idol in no time.  There won’t be anyone in all the Urbe who hasn’t heard about her and any impresario will be willing to spend her weight in gold to have her.”


“It’s just too risky a plan,” said Fabrus. “To capture her you’d have to hit her with such violence that you could end up destroying her or turning her into a cripple.”


“You’re wrong about that.  We could slip something into her food, or put one of those potions in a drink that will make her fall fast asleep.  If you help me I’ll make you rich.  Whatever you decide, the die is cast now, and can’t be taken back.”


Fabrus muttered something that Vorenus couldn’t make out, but he’d heard enough to understand what they were up to.  The third guard shift was starting and he could hear noises in the distance.  He got up and dressed quickly, girded his sword to his belt and walked outside, stealing along the walls of Bastarna’s house.  He climbed up a pine tree from which he could see a stretch of two or three hundred steps down the road they’d come in on.


A squad of twenty or more legionaries was approaching, along with several reziarii armed with nets; he could make them out in the torchlight.  He returned swiftly and silently to Bastarna’s house, entered and approached the door of the first room. He lifted the latch and leaned towards Varea but she was instantly on her feet and holding a knife to his throat.  Vorenus motioned for her to follow him, calmly and quietly, putting his finger to his lips.  He backed up until the single lamp lit up his face.  Varea recognized him and gave him a deep nod.


They disappeared into the darkness, hastened by the sounds of the soldiers storming into Bastarna’s house.


Vorenus had a modest house on the first of the Tusculum hills and they reached it before dawn, after running together through the night.  The servants who came to the door with oil lamps in hand were surprised to see their master arriving at such an hour, and were even more astonished when they caught sight of Varea.  None of them had ever seen a similar creature and no one had the courage to ask who she was or where she came from.


Vorenus summoned them into his study.  “Listen well,” he told them. “Let none of you dare say anything at all in public about what you’ve seen here tonight. I’ll think nothing of selling you off to a wicked master who enjoys seeing his slaves suffer.  You know I’m not joking. Is that clear to every one of you?”


“It is, master,” replied the gardener, who oversaw the work of the others as well.


Vorenus had always treated his servants well, convinced that none of them would want to risk losing a humane and generous master to end up in the clutches of a maniac.  In reality there was no cruel maniac, but the prospect served as a handy warning for indolent servants.


More than a month went by in which the centurion dedicated himself completely to Varea and taught her to speak his language.  Having completed his task of procuring wild animals for the arenas, he had no further obligations at the moment.  He was almost fifty, and it was rare for men his age to be sent out to the front; they were often assigned special tasks, like the one he had recently concluded.


Varea led a serene life in his home day after day.  She had nothing to fear and enjoyed the courtesy and consideration of the household.  Vorenus tried to make her understand that this situation was unlikely to last forever, but as long as word of her presence did not leave the house, no one could suspect anything.


And so life continued in this way for another month.  Varea felt safe, but since she still wasn’t able to understand everything Vorenus was saying, she began to feel confined in such a limited space and started to leave the house, curious to explore a territory she had never seen.  It was thus that one day, in Vorenus’ absence, she was noticed.  One of the servants warned his master as soon as he saw him arriving from the market. He spoke to Vorenus as he took the horse’s reins and helped him get down.


“There was someone walking near the property today,” the gardener told him.


“Someone?” asked Vorenus, instantly alarmed. “Did you recognize him? Do you know who it might have been?”


‘It was surely Fabrus,’ he thought. He’d waited even too long to show up again, after his failed plotting with Bastarna.


“It seemed to be a person I’ve already seen in your house, talking to you.” The servant tried to describe the man he’d seen wandering just outside the gardens.


“Was he armed?” asked Vorenus.


“No.  Well, if he had a weapon, he kept it hidden. He was about your age, light-coloured eyes, short hair with a bit of grey, a well-trimmed beard. A sturdy build, but lean.  You could tell he’d done combat, or worked in the fields.”


“And you got close enough to see the colour of his eyes?”


“I was hiding behind the thicket of young oaks behind the horses’ shed and he passed very close by.”


Fabrus’s eyes were dark grey and his hair was brown with blonder streaks, so it couldn’t have been him. But Vorenus didn’t need to keep guessing for long: a few days later a man came up to the house on foot, holding a horse by its reins.  Vorenus signalled for Varea to withdraw to her room and he went out to meet him.


“Subrius Flavus,” he greeted his visitor. “What brings you to my door?”


“Can we sit and talk?” asked Flavus.


“Of course. It’s a beautiful day; would you like to have something to eat under the arbour? There’s boiled chicken and I think a foccaccia in the oven.” 


Flavus was happy to accept the invitation.  A few moments later they were sitting opposite one another at a rough oak table, smoothed by many generations of calloused hands.


As soon as the cook had brought out the chicken on a plate with a salt cellar and the freshly-baked bread, with two cups for the red wine, Flavus spoke up: “The animals you captured in Africa have all of Rome talking…”


“You too?” Vorenus interrupted him. “Get to the point, but first tell me whether you want to eat or talk business.”


“As you prefer,” replied Flavus with a sly expression.


“I say we talk while we eat,” proposed Vorenus.


“Like old soldiers?”


Vorenus nodded: “Like old soldiers.”  In the meantime, the cook had split the boiled chicken in two and placed half of the meat on each of two plates.


Flavus took a bite and began: “The wild girl. That’s what they’re all calling her. She can’t stay with you any longer in this house.”


Vorenus poured the wine himself, an African red with character. “Why not? She’s not part of the lot of animals commissioned by the port agents. She’s not an animal you see, but a person.”


Subrius Flavus was at the peak of his career as a tribune of the praetorian guard, but like Vorenus he had served with the Thirteenth Legion in Germania.  They had been friends for a very long time, because both of them were originally from Cisalpine Gaul.


“I know,” he answered. “No one doubts that. But unbelievable rumors have been circulating; about her amazing strength, her cat-like agility. Legends, like the one that claims she saved a leopard in the raging waters of a tempest.”


“It’s not a legend: I saw her myself,” said Vorenus, and immediately wanted to bite his tongue.


“See?” said Flavus.


“Who wants to get his hands on her? A lanista?” demanded Vorenus. 


“No. The emperor.” Vorenus lowered his head. That spoiled, corrupt youth could not be denied anything. “But wait, don’t get strange ideas in your head. I don’t think the wild girl – does she have a name? – is at any risk.”


“Her name is Varea. Who’s telling you she’d not be at risk?”


“The emperor’s too concerned with guarding himself against his enemies, who are plotting in the shadows.”


“Enemies? Really? From time immemorial there’s never been a plot that didn’t come to the light thanks to some unwitting slave or freedman”


“There is a limit to everything. When enough is enough, those who are willing to risk their lives rather than live in terror and slavery can take the upper hand.”


Vorenus did not believe that Flavus identified with such men, those who were willing to risk their lives in the name of liberty, but he thought he might be able to trust him, even though they had not seen each other for quite some time.


“Why does he have to have Varea then?”


Flavus took another glass of the wine that Vorenus was pouring and replied: “Curiosity, pure curiosity.  He’s never seen such a creature.  He wants to hear her voice, admire her features. He wants to watch her react to the marvels of our civilization.”


“I don’t trust him,” replied Vorenus.


“I’ll be there. I’m part of the emperor’s guard and I’m always at his side. Think about trusting me instead of someone you don’t know or instead of the emperor himself.  If you trust me, we’ll avoid her being taken by force  by armed men.  Nero won’t stand for anyone who disobeys an order: especially when the one doing the disobeying is a soldier.  Remember that he’s Germanicus’s nephew.”


He hadn’t finished speaking when Varea appeared dressed in a short red tunic of the kind that legionaries wear in the summertime. She didn’t seem embarrassed and was holding a papyrus scroll in her hands. Both men turned towards her with a look of surprise.


“Can she read?” asked Flavus.


“Not that I know of,” replied Vorenus. “I’ve taught her the basics of our language and she’s done just a bit of reading and writing.


“Scio,” said the girl suddenly. “I know.”


“Quid scis?” asked Flavus.


“Quomodo loqui et quomodo legere,” replied Varea.


Vorenus was impressed.  He’d never heard he speak Latin with such ease.


“Show me what you have in your hand,” he said.


Varea extended the scroll, which seemed to have been opened.  It was labelled with the name of its author and the title of the work: Annaeus Seneca, De Nilo. In fact, the illustrious scholar and counsellor to the emperor had recently been focusing his attention on the great African river. The papyrus was a draft, with a drawing which appeared on the left part of the scroll from top to bottom and which represented the course, or part of the course, of the majestic and mysterious river.  Varea gave Vorenus an enigmatic look, but without ever losing track of Flavus, as his gaze wandered over her body. She suddenly felt a burning sensation on her chest and her hand shot out to stop Flavus’s as he reached towards the pendant hanging from her neck.


A Roman military tribune could not allow his hand to be blocked by the strength of a young girl’s wrist and Vorenus intervened to dissolve the strong tension rising between the two of them before it came to blows.  Varea loosened her grip and stepped back with the scroll in hand.


The table was still scattered with the remains of their meal, and Flavus spoke again: “She’s strong, but the men coming with me to take her will be stronger. And will very likely have orders to take her life if she should resist or become aggressive. Try to get that across to her. It’ll be better that way.”


Vorenus gave him a long look filled with fear, anxiety, a bid for help.


“Help me,” he did say in a very low voice.


“I am helping you,” replied Flavus softly as well. “Can’t you see that?”


Vorenus hung his head: “Yes, I do see that and I’m grateful. Well then?”


“I can give you no more than two days. I’ll have one of my freedman tip you off first. The password will be veniunt.”


“That’s easy,” replied Vorenus with a half smile.  They clasped hands and then gave each other a hard hug.  Flavus mounted his horse and rode off down the path that went downhill towards the Via Tuscolanum.


Varea, who had disappeared, walked up behind Vorenus and asked a proper question: “Quis est ille?” pointing her finger at the horseman riding off.


“Amicus meus est.” That was as far as Vorenus could go with his Latin and expect that Varea could understand.  There was so much more he needed to tell her; he had to make her understand what was going to happen to her.  He had to explain that he would never betray her but that he would be powerless against those who would come to take her. He had to let her know that he would always stay close to her, mo matter where she was.


How could he possibly get her to understand?  The concepts he needed to convey were too complex, the words that he’d managed to teach her were too few and too simple.


He slept poorly that night and only just before dawn did he think of a solution: the landscape painter! It wouldn’t be too difficult to find out where he was.  Most probably he was still somewhere in the vicinity of the harbour and if that were the case, the port administrator would know where to find him.


He woke the man who served as an overseer in his small household and made him promise to keep an eye on Varea.  He was to give her anything she wanted, to treat her as a member of the family and to assure her that he would be back soon.


The overseer yoked the horse to a cart.  Vorenus took off swiftly and soon reached the banks of the Tiber, where he boarded a barge with his horse, holding him by the reins. By the time he got to the port, the sun was above the horizon; he headed to the agency which imported wild animals.  Aulab was already there, bent over on his work table, intent on going through his registers.


“Well look who we have here!” he said, raising his eyes from the inventory list. “The hero of the empire who made off with the wild girl. What are you doing in my neck of the woods?”


“You can forget about the wild girl; the gods only know where she might be now.  I’m off on a new mission and I’m looking for the landscape painter. Do you know where I can find him?”


“At this time of day he’s on the red dune. It gives him a perfect view of the fishermen coming in from their night’s work. Later he’ll be going around the villas, offering his seascapes and market scenes for sale; they say that his depiction of the colourful fabric stands are something to see.”


“I thank you,” replied Vorenus, jingling a few coins which found their way to the table, only to be scooped up by Aulab. 


“Always glad to be of help to the defender of endless frontiers,” replied Aulab in a mellifluous voice.


Vorenus rented a fishing boat and pointed the bow north.  In less than an hour he was within sight of the red dune and the landscape painter. He moored the boat and made his way up the dune’s slope on foot.  The painter smiled at seeing him: “Centurion Vorenus, how wonderful to see you! How on earth did you find me here?”


“You can even find water in the desert if you need it badly enough. And I need you.”


The landscape painter smiled: he couldn’t really believe that such an illustrious man could actually need his services in any way. He was even more flattered when he learned what Vorenus wanted.


“…I can’t protect Varea any longer. In a few days’ time, she will be seized by a group of praetorians and led to the presence of the emperor, who has heard speak of her prowess and is eager to meet her.”


“What a fortunate young woman!” exclaimed the landscape painter. “If the emperor falls in love with her, she’ll live like Cleopatra, surrounded by dozens of slaves, dressed in silk gowns, carried around on a litter, a guest in the most beautiful villas of the Empire…”


Vorenus hushed him. “It’s the exact opposite of what you’re thinking. She’ll feel betrayed by me; she’ll see me as her enemy. She’ll find herself in an utterly unfamiliar place, just after she’s managed to become accustomed by my house and my company.  I absolutely have to explain what’s about to happen to her, and only you can help me. Come with me and I’ll pay you well. It will be your drawings that show her what will take place in just a couple of days.  I’ll be by your side to add in a few words that she might be able to understand. I’m sure gestures will help as well. Will you do this for me?”


“Certainly, with pleasure. When?”


“Now.”


“Now?”


“Yes. We’ll return to the port, where my horse and cart are waiting, and we’ll go to my house. Along the way I’ll explain point by point, scene by scene, what you will have to draw for her.  Take your paints, and your brushes. It’ll be an easy job for you. You painted her once before… remember?”


“I remember very well. But we don’t have to go to all that trouble, I can paint using little dummies to create the scenes.”


“No, every picture will have to be perfect, every person completely recognizable… wait, now that I’m thinking about it, I don’t even know your name. What is your name?”


The landscape painter smiled. “I don’t have a name,” he said. “I never have.”
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