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        … and to my daughter, Kristen, to whom I pass

        on the blood of this ancient people.
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      This book is a work of historical fiction. The events chronicled here are derived from archeological evidence and historical records, but some of the names, characters, places, and specific incidents are the product of the author’s imagination and are used with actual people and places in Sicily to illustrate the history of the island and bring it to life. Any resemblance of these characters to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

      The time frame for Crossroads of the Mediterranean: The Sicily Chronicles, Part II begins in the era referred to as B.C.E. or “Before the Common Era,” which is the generally accepted scientific reference to the time before the birth of Christ (formerly written as B.C.). In later parts of the book, the reader will note the use of the term C.E., or “Common Era,” to refer to the time since the birth of Christ (formerly written as A.D., for Anno Domini). The use of B.C.E. and C.E. is a religion-free nod to today’s world of science; however, Vito Trovato, the old man in the story who is mentoring Luca, hasn’t accepted the modernization of the term yet and, so, in his quoted passages the reader will still see B.C. and A.D.

      

      The Ancient Place Names list attached at the end of the story describes the names of islands, villages, towns, and cities as they evolved over the millennia. The Vocabulary is an aid in deciphering the words used in antiquity, along with the modern meaning. The List of Characters includes those individuals, both historical and fictional, for each era and portion of the story in which they appear.

      

      
        
        This volume, Crossroads of the Mediterannean: The Sicily Chronicles, Part II, is preceded by Islands of Fire: The Sicily Chronicles, Part I.
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        To have seen Italy without having seen Sicily is to not have seen Italy at all, for Sicily is the clue to everything.

        JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE
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      Leaving my sociology students behind, I booked a flight to the island of my forefathers. I was cheered by them, envied by some, and I have to admit that I experienced a pre-trip sense of glee and anticipation as the day for departure arrived.

      The plan was to rent a car and circumnavigate the island, mostly sticking to the coastline cities that I had read about in the guidebooks. One side of my father’s family was from western Sicily, so I decided to begin my sabbatical there.

      And “sabbatical” it was. The trip was set for summer so I wouldn’t miss any classes, but to explain my extended absence to the university administration, I wrote an essay about roots and how I planned to combine research in my genealogy with a cultural study of the people of the land. I figured I could go back to the late-19th Century, when the movement by the Fasci Siciliani rose to counter the influence of the government. The fact that our family tree only went back this far was additional reason for me to begin there.

      Arriving in July in Palermo, I did as my plan called for. I rented a car and drove around the coast to Trapani, a city that shared my family’s roots with a place on the eastern shore, Siracusa, spelled Siracuse on many American maps. I assumed that since our surname was Siragusa – a rough transliteration of the city’s name – that might be an important place for me to go and pour through church records and official files to unearth more details on the generations of my family before their emigration to the United States.

      Since I intended a return to Trapani, I didn’t hang there very long and continued the drive around the coastline, arriving at Mazara del Vallo on the southern coast at about the right time to stop for the night. I settled into Hotel Grecu, a little hotel just off the main square and enjoyed a light supper at a nondescript café in the piazza before turning in for the night.

      In the morning, I went for a walk and found that I liked the little seaside city. It was large enough to have businesses, shops, schools, and lots of cafés and restaurants. I even walked by a public library that was large enough to exceed my expectations. But then, I thought, what expectations did I have?

      I decided to stay in Mazara del Vallo another night, take advantage of what the city offered and use it as the starting point for my sojourn on Sicily. I also figured that the library would be an asset, one that I would spend some time in throughout the afternoon and get my scholarly “feet wet” as they say.

      The walk did me good so, upon returning to the hotel, I retrieved my notebook and began scribbling thoughts. I had a laptop computer and knew that it would be better for collecting data, but I also knew that I could carry my notebook in my backpack and always be ready to capture some item of interest.

      In the morning, I was anxiouis to begin. Walking around the streets of the city to take in what it offered, I made small notes of government buildings, shrines to the Catholic saints, and churches that I intended to return to. Noon approached and the coffee and fruit of the morning breakfast left me hungry, so I ventured out and found a seat at the same café where I had supper the night before. The food was excellent, far better than the informal appearance of the establishment. I ordered frutta di mare, fruit of the sea, since Mazara – in fact all of Sicily – was known for seafood. The assortment of little fried fish arrived on a plate inscribed with “Café Tramonte” printed on its edge. Along with a glass of wine, some fresh bread, and olive oil for dipping, the meal was the perfect remedy for my hunger.

      I spent that first afternoon at the library that I had discovered on my morning walk. It was a beautiful old building that housed tens of thousands of books, most of them in Italian. More specifically, I must say that they were Florentine Italian, the official language of the country. I knew from my family stories that Sicilian was a bit different from mainland Italian. More than a dialect, but not quite a different language. I had learned the official Italian language but picked up numerous words and phrases in Sicilian from family gatherings. I was thankful that this library’s contents were not written in the local language, although there were some volumes that were clearly that, including a local version of the internationally famous Il Leopardo by Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa.

      The time spent in the library was very productive. I knew I wouldn’t uncover anything about my family there – unless by some wild chance someone in my genealogy had a claim to historical events – but I also knew that the books on these shelves would undoubtedly offer a broad and deep understanding of Sicilian history and culture. I relied on the librarian’s advice in finding the right books with which to begin, a tall, kindly gentlemen whose pale complexion suggested that he spent most of the sunny days indoors at his “high court” of learning. He pointed to two shelves with books that were written in English, but I soon discovered that these were mainly novels, and I was in search of history.

      When I explained this to him more carefully, spicing my request with what Sicilian jargon that I possessed, it was as if a light went on for him. Brightening up and raising his right index finger as if he was pointing to the light that had suddenly illuminated, he took my hand and guided me to another row of shelves. Pointing very deliberately, he said that these books were just what I was looking for.

      He was right. The shelves he had led me to were about Sicilian history and were written in Florentine Italian. Just what I had hoped for. I spent several hours piecing together a chronology of the island working backward from the present time to the 1800s. Upon completing my afternoon work, I stacked up the five books that I had pulled from the shelf. But when I stood to return them to their place, the librarian appeared at my elbow, smiling, and took the books from my hands.

      “I will do,” he said in accented English.

      I smiled back, thanked him, and left the library. It had been a fruitful day, with intermittent visits by my new patron who guided me toward books that fit the research I was doing. I had mentioned to him only that I was delving into Sicilian history – not my own family – and that my aim was to present the findings to my students back in America when the fall semester began. He smiled and seemed to understand most of what I was saying, and I concluded that his English was better than my Sicilian.

      That evening I found another place to eat, perched on the edge of the main piazza, and I enjoyed another wonderful meal. I wasn’t actually in the town of Marsala but I ventured to order the Vitello alla Marsala, assuming that this – one of my favorite dishes back home – should be an unmatched pleasure here in Sicily. I was right. It was an intensely flavorful dish, but not what I had come to expect when that recipe is made by an Italian-American in the States. The veal was very tender and the sauce was richer, a little sweeter than the American version. Wine came with the meal and although I didn’t immediately recognize the style, the owner of the little trattoria proudly showed me the bottle and proclaimed that Nero d’Avola was Sicily’s own hidden gem.

      After dinner and a walk around the piazza that seemed to draw dozens of locals for the evening passeggiata – meaning a walk around with friends and family – I retired to the hotel and fell fast asleep.

      By morning, I was refreshed and ready to go again, still considering my schedule and itinerary, and how long I should spend in Mazara del Vallo. I packed my notebook, pens, and water bottle and headed out.

      I hadn’t had any breakfast before leaving the hotel, which sported a nice little dining area with coffee, hard rolls, and fruit. I was regretting having passed up the breakfast, meager though it was, and then I spied a glass-walled café on the corner, Café Amadeo, and slipped inside to supply the nourishment that I had forsaken at the hotel.

      Here, I met Vito Trovato, a man of indecipherable age although clearly into his eighties or nineties. He walked with slightly stooped shoulders but without the aid of a cane. He had a full head of gray hair, deeply wrinkled cheeks, and hands veined and curved a bit, seemingly by arthritis. But his eyes shown brightly with a liveliness that was out of sync with the age of his body.

      Vito knew immediately who I was although I was certain that we had never met. He slipped into a corner table as if he owned it, signaled once for the barista to bring coffee, and then crooked his finger at me, inviting me to join him at his table.

      “You are Luca Siragusa,” he said as I approached, although I couldn’t understand how he knew that. He proceeded to question me, my plans for research, and my present knowledge of his “country,” Sicily. And then he launched into a long discussion of the history of the island, going much farther back than my departure point, into the thousands of years that passed and the changes that occurred on the island.

      He said that the librarian was a friend of his and that the two men had shared a dinner the night before, the librarian telling Vito of the stranger from the United States who was here, in Mazara del Vallo, to study the Sicilian people.

      It will take all the pages of an entire book to describe Vito Trovato with fairness. His depth of knowledge and intensity of feeling for the island of Sicily made an indelible impression on me. Over our many meetings, I became convined that he is the greatest historian and culturist of Sicily, and I spent several weeks in his company learning about the island, the people, the culture, and how the dozens of countries had invaded it, leveraged it for their own purposes, and subjugated the people and their industries to foreign purposes. The earliest times – from tens of thousands of years ago – Vito described almost as if he had lived them. I captured his comments, anecdotes, and explanations in my journal, but then had to buy extra copies of blank books to continue to absorb all that he was telling me. From ancient geologic eras that defined the Mediterranean basin by tectonic shifts, droughts, floods, and migration, to the political uprisings that refined and defined the Sicilian culture, Vito kept me rapt with his stories.

      My earliest conversations with him dealt with the thousands of years before the common era, from the Zanclean Flood in the Pliocene Era and the millennia of volcanic eruptions that built and then sculpted the collection of islands around Sicily, to the invasions of developing cultures who claimed the island as the way station and battleground for exploration of the region. These notes filled three volumes of my writing and I planned to explore those times in a separate volume about Sicily, treating the events and passage of time as the birth of the island.

      But I couldn’t tear myself from Vito and remained in Mazara del Vallo for the weeks that I had planned to spend touring the island. Instead of seeing Siracusa, Agrigento, Enna, and Cefalù, among the cities on my itinerary, I remained in Mazara del Vallo at this Café Amadeo, sipping espresso with Vito every morning and at times enjoying some wine with him at Trattoria Bettina, recording all that he was telling me about his island.

      When the time allotted for my trip was expiring, I pleaded that I should go back to the States but, by that time, my mentor had only reached the time of the Roman invasion of Sicily in the first century before Christ. I knew that my studies were only just beginning, and I knew that I would have to remain in Mazara del Vallo even longer. I calculated the beginning of the fall semester and decided that I could squeeze in another two to three weeks here.

      And, so, with Vito’s patient – and may I say, eager – acceptance, I stayed in Mazara del Vallo studying with him to learn about the Sicilian people from the time of the Romans to the present day.
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      “They can’t eat,” came the shout. It came from the outskirts of an angry crowd gathered in the piazza, but the words soon turned into a chant.

      The Siracusans were talking about the Romans, and what was left out of the chant was the ending: “…without our grain.” The city, like most of their island, had been conquered and exploited by the Roman legions, but the citizens weren’t without leverage. They knew that Rome possessed little farmland and it coveted the wide grassy plains of the island which produced thousands of ships full of grain each year.

      Rome had been expanding its territory for many years, mostly to supply natural resources through taxation. The people of Trinacrium, as Rome called the island, knew this and fought among themselves over whether they should accept the situation, or rebel.

      “If we don’t send grain, they can’t eat,” was one side.

      “But if we don’t send grain, they’ll crucify us like they did the slaves who rebelled.”

      “And,” another added, for emphasis, “it’s not so bad. They want our grain and they make their bread. But it’s only a bit of what we produce. Certainly, we can share it.”

      For those who resisted, Rome had a response. They would declare their farmland ager publicus, public land, and confiscate it. It would then be redistributed among the cooperative farmers – for a price – and farming would resume.

      “I said ‘no,’” muttered Livaius, a farmer whose land had been taken.

      “He’s from Lilybaeum,” said another, referring to Livaius’s village in western Trinacrium. “They lost everything.” The speaker didn’t mention that everyone in Lilybaeum lost everything. Rome didn’t like the city’s resistance through the years of war on the island, and so the conquerors set the city up for the harshest punishment.

      “We need to eat too,” shouted Fenestra. She worked alongside her husband in the fields, often bringing her children out to help, and she hated the taxes levied by Rome.

      “Sell it!” came the shout.

      The crowd had grown so large and unruly that a bark could come from any corner without the throng knowing its source. But the retort to this suggestion was swift.

      “We have nothing left to sell!”

      Rome took the first ten per cent of the harvest in taxes and then invited the farmers to sell another ten per cent of their grain for profit. But the second portion was sold at prices set by Rome. The amount of the annual harvest varied with the climate and weather, so the tax and margin for profit would also vary. Roman administrators came each summer to assess the harvest and determine the quantities to be submitted under taxation, leaving room for dishonest appraisals of quantity and quality. If the farmer couldn’t meet Rome’s demand, or had to give the best crop for the tax, they were often forced to go into debt to the publicans – the Roman tax collectors – to make up the difference.

      And Rome only credited the grain that was received by them after transport. Shipping costs would be charged to the farmers, costs which were distributed – sometimes liberally – to the ship captains that Rome sent to collect the grain. The ten per cent levy plus the shipping cost would be taken out of the farmers’ purses before the money ever made it back to Trinacrium.

      Then there were the pirates who trolled the waters in the sea between Trinacrium and Rome. The farmers were only paid for product that survived the voyage to Ostia, Rome’s port, so the farmers were forced to pay for armed ships to accompany the grain shipments.

      It was obvious to these farmers that the assessment of the harvest and the shipping costs could be manipulated. The system was ripe for corruption, and the angry mood of this crowd was proof of it.

      Rome had declared Trinacrium a province and treated it roughly ever since taking control of the island after the wars with the Punics and the slave rebellions that had erupted twice. In retribution, Rome allowed land in Trinacrium to be parceled out to rich Romans, further alienating the people who had lived for centuries on the island. The rich families who took land required the sharecroppers to supply the grain to cover the usurpers’ taxes, and then took their own cut from the remainder as payment for their ownership of the fields.

      Many of the Trinacrians were reduced to a status not much better than slaves; in fact, the Roman provincial conquests and victories over the rebellious slave revolts caused the enslaved masses to grow. Between farmers crippled by debt and taxation and restless slaves lamenting their failed revolt, Trinacrium became a tense environment pitting Roman power and money against the citizens of the island.

      A squad of Roman soldiers entered the square, forming two lines on either side of governor Gaius Verres who walked through the crowd as if he owned them. Which, in a sense, he did.

      “Kill him.”

      It was barely audible, a plea that was on everyone’s mind but no one dared to voice it. Until Timeus spoke out.

      But on this occasion, the guards escorting the governor were walking past Timeus when he said it. The soldier in the middle of the guard, one with a red plumed helmet and armored plates covering his legs and chest, swung his head around toward the protester.

      “Captain!” he shouted to the squad leader, Antipias Quadras. “Here is a man who would kill our governor.”

      Timeus tried to slip backward into the crowd and away from the Roman soldiers but he was unsuccessful. They grabbed him and tossed him limp at the feet of the governor. Verres looked down at the frightened man but showed little mercy.

      “Fix him to the post and give him one hundred lashes. If that doesn’t kill him, hang him by his ankles from the same post until the blood drains from his body.”

      Then, turning around to survey the crowd around him, Verres said calmly, “The man is a fool. No one can kill the governor.”

      At Quadras’s signal, the soldiers dragged Timeus off to the post in the middle of the square and were tying his hands to it and stripping his cloak as the governor and his escort exited the piazza.

      Verres was well known to the people in Siracusa and to those around the island. He had become governor two years ago and was supposed to depart after the first twelve months. But his replacement was caught up in another uprising on the peninsula, so Verres remained as governor for another one-year term, and then another. As the son of a Roman senator, the governor seemed immune from oversight or punishment, and as his time in Trinacrium kept being extended, he assumed that he could do what he wanted.

      Which included raising taxes on the island, even for cities that had favored Rome in earlier wars and should have been considered exempt. Verres also confiscated gold and jewels and was even known to impound rare antiquities from his friends. His greed knew no limits, and the people of Trinacrium were his immediate victims.

      It’s no wonder that the locals harbored fantasies of killing him. But they knew these thoughts were mere fantasies.

      At the sound of the cracking of the whip, the crowd began to disperse, just as Verres knew it would. He had enslaved sons of wealthy families on trumped up charges, forced others to pay for their sons’ freedom with their money – and sometimes with their daughters – and committed an increasing array of selfish crimes against the entire population of Trinacrium. His reputation was well known and he was despised, but his connections in Rome were enough to protect the governor from reprimand.

      “We can find some way, can’t we?” There was a small gathering in Fenestra’s home and she appealed to them for a solution. “Verres is taking everything we have, and each harvest it is worse. We will all be slaves soon.”

      “We already are slaves,” replied Lilia sullenly. She was Livaius’s wife and already familiar with the suffering of the farmers around Siracusa and the rest of the island.

      “Verres does what he wants,” Livaius chimed in. “There’s no power higher than his.”

      “Not in our country,” said Fenestra, “but does Rome care?”

      Livaius scoffed at this.

      “Of course not. They put him here. And the Romans are getting their grain. Why would they care how he collects it?”

      One man had been listening from a darkened corner of the room. At Livaius’s comment, he stepped forward and joined the conversation.

      “Rome may care,” Pilio began, “if they knew.”

      “How do you mean?” came the reply. “Do you think there are honorable souls in Rome who might despair at Verres’s treatment of us? Or is there someone in the Senate who would confront Verres’s own father, their colleague, with criticism?”

      Pilio shrugged his shoulders at this.

      “I believe that Rome wants to continue to get its grain, but it has also fought the slaves and the Punics and is now fighting other tribes around the world. I don’t think the powerful ones in Rome want to risk another rebellion here in Trinacrium. They might be warned that Verres poses that potential, and that they should step in and correct the problems that he has caused.”

      “And, if they do,” Fenestra added, “do you think Rome will remake Verres into a virtuous person?”

      A gentle chuckle swept the room.

      “Of course not,” Pilio concluded, “but they could remove him.”
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      Despite Verres public show of confidence, he worried that the circle of people he could trust was growing smaller. His habit of leaving no one exempt from his pillaging was alienating those he might need to count on to continue his practices, not to mention to survive.

      He had fashioned a powerful career in his youth in Rome, siding with Gaius Marius, a successful and popular Roman general, even when pretenders to Marius’s consul position repeated efforts to overthrow him. The general didn’t reward Verres particularly well, or publicly, taking the obeisance of the young sycophant for what it was – self-serving praise.

      But by manipulating his position and his name, Verres managed to move up the ranks, first as praetor of Rome, then – with the help of his father – as the governor of the new province of Trinacrium. In the beginning his path to power showed no outward signs of abating, but Verres still decided to maximize his profits from any position that he assumed.

      Now, however, it was different. Verres walked the streets of Siracusa only under guard, less for the pomp and ceremony and more for protection. And when he laid his head down for sleep at night, he insisted on having two armed soldiers outside his door. When, in the early days, he had only one, he became paranoid that this single soldier could betray him and kill him in his sleep. He assumed – or perhaps only hoped – that no two soldiers would dare to act on the same traitorous thoughts simultaneously.

      The public tension throughout Siracusa grew worse with each passing month. Verres had been the governor for three years and he believed that he could transform his power into another position in leadership – far from this island. When he gave honest thought to his tenuous situation, he had made so many enemies in Trinacrium that escape was advisable.

      “We will arrange a journey to Bruttium,” he told Quadras one morning. The captain knew this as the land area at the point of the peninsula, across the strait from Messana.

      “I want to meet the new governor there,” Verres continued.

      Quadras knew that a governor had recently been posted to Bruttium by Rome, but Verres had never shown any interest in another man’s position. And the governor certainly wasn’t interested in a proposal concerning power sharing.

      Verres plan was more complicated. It involved removing himself from Trinacrium under supposedly peaceful purposes, then moving farther up the peninsula and returning to Rome. Quadras had been in the governor’s employ for the entire three-year term and was often by his side. It was not difficult for the captain to assess Verres’s intent. But the soldier in him compelled him to comply. Besides, Quadras concluded that getting Verres off the island might have additional benefits for him. If Quadras remained on Trinacrium while Verres was traveling toward Rome – and before a new governor could be appointed – he would become the de facto ruler, even if only temporarily. And when a new governor took up his post, Quadras would be there to introduce him to the people and practices of the land. An enviable opportunity for a military man with no obvious access to political power.

      Verres suggested that the voyage remain “simple,” a word he used when he meant to not publicize it. Quadras understood Verres’s signals, and this one convinced him even more that the governor had no intention of returning to Trinacrium.

      Quietly, over the following few weeks, Quadras made arrangements for three ships to take himself and Verres to Bruttium. The crews were not told who was going nor their destination, but they were instructed to prepare for a few days’ journey. The governor had made a point of shipping his pilfered goods off the island over the course of his tenure, so the small convoy would not have to bear a great cargo. Only the gold statues, gilded paintings, elaborate vases, and silver servings that Verres required for his daily enjoyment. Quadras knew that it would be best to leave some common furnishings in place to disguise the intent of governor’s departure a bit longer, but he also knew that Verres would not consider leaving any of his treasures behind.

      On the appointed morning, the governor rose early while the mist still clung to the harbor in Siracusa. He had his men load five old farm wagons with his remaining personal items and plundered riches, then cover the wagons with woven burlap and a layer of field hay. Departing his quarters under guard, as if he was merely going for a stroll, Verres boarded the largest of the three ships and immediately gave orders to push off.

      He was on the sea and out of the harbor at the same hour the farmers were trudging out to their fields for the day’s labor.

      The departure of the three ships didn’t raise any questions, but the arrival on the following day of Marcus Tullius Cicero did. He was not known yet to the people of Trinacrium, but his sudden appearance was cause for much discussion. By then, Verres absence had been noticed and, although he tried to keep his enquiry casual, Cicero’s questions indicated that he was pursuing some allegations against the now-departed governor.

      Some citizens of Siracusa dared to approach Quadras.

      “Is his honor Governor Verres on a journey to procure funds for Trinacrium?” asked one man. He didn’t expect an honest answer but wanted to open a dialogue and then judge the manner of the captain’s answer.

      Quadras did not answer the man at all, but his steely countenance, and Cicero’s continuing investigation, led the people to conclude that a change was about to take place.
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      “And you, sir,” began Cicero when he questioned a farmer the next afternoon, “how was your harvest? Last year, I mean.”

      The Roman inquisitor was sitting on one side of a broad desk in the governor’s quarters. The thin, dark-haired man across from him had been brought in as part of Cicero’s investigation into the activities of the governor who, by that time, had been absent from Siracusa for over a week.

      “I mean you no harm,” Cicero said to the man. “We are merely following up on some questions that have been raised in Rome.”

      “About how much we pay in taxes, and whether it is enough?” the man replied. He didn’t know yet whether Cicero was on the side of governor Verres but dared to ask a leading question that might incriminate himself and other farmers.

      “Quite the opposite,” responded Cicero. “We are asking whether you have paid too much.”

      The farmer leaned back against the chair, wishing to believe the words he had heard, but suspicious of the intent of anyone from Rome, the powerful conqueror that had taken so much from Trinacrium already.

      “I have paid the ten per cent,” was the first reply, but the man continued. “And I sold another ten per cent to Rome. But that was allowed, as you know.” The farmer’s defensiveness showed through his thin layer of bravado.

      “Yes, of course. But what else?”

      The farmer paused, trying to decipher what Cicero was asking. The people of Trinacrium had surrendered much to Verres, including their harvest and their personal possessions, usually at prices far below the true value. And the people had often been forced to surrender their daughters, particularly when Verres toured their country in search of temple adornments to confiscate. The young women were presented to him by his soldiers as companionship for the nights that the governor spent in the rural towns across the island.

      The man sighed and stared directly into Cicero’s eyes. He believed the interrogator from Rome was looking for the truth, but was he willing to risk his life on that belief? A fleeting image of his wife and young son flashed before him as he opened his mouth to speak.

      “The governor buys all the grain we harvest, but I wish he paid more for it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If he leaves us no grain for our own families, we need money from the sale to buy food. But he – and his soldiers – buy for such a low price that we can’t afford to eat.”

      “Can you say no?”

      The farmer just looked at Cicero without replying.

      “Then can you insist on a higher price?”

      “No. The governor says that this is the true price. He says the harvest was very small anyway, and it is of poor quality. So, he won’t pay any more.”

      “And was the harvest small? The grain of poor quality?”

      “Every year, your honor?” the man replied.

      Cicero looked at the farmer for a moment before dismissing him and signaling for his attendants to bring in another Siracusan for questioning. After another two weeks spent investigating the allegations against Verres, Cicero returned to Rome to report his findings.
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      Cicero’s journey was kept quiet, given his assignment to investigate poor judgment, at the least, and embezzlement at the most. Verres’s crimes were against the people of Trinacium but they were also against Rome.

      “Verres was cheating the farmers,” Cicero said at Verres’s trial. “And his policies or, more precisely, his thievery, is fomenting rebellion.”

      Cicero paused theatrically in his speech, turned slightly to his right and addressed a new quarter of the Roman Senate before continuing.

      “Our republic has already fought wars against the Punics to take Trinacrium, and two more wars to put down the slaves and keep the island. Now we have a new war against the criminal Spartacus.”

      Turning around to face another portion of the assembly, he added this.

      “Rome cannot let the brigand Verres start another avoidable conflict just to fill his own purse. As the Senate knows, I have traveled to Trinacrium and spoken to the people. They have filed specific charges against the governor.”

      Cicero paused again, lifting his chin and looking up as if he was carefully considering his next words.

      “There is an ancient law called Lex Calpurnia.”

      Some of the senators nodded as if they understood what he was referring to. More likely, they only feigned cognizance to impress the men sitting next to and behind them.

      “It refers to Lucius Calpurnius Piso, a tribune in my father’s day. Lex Calpurnia recognizes that not all men chosen by Rome to rule its provinces can be trusted. The law was put in place to control the impulses of particularly evil governors.”

      There was a stirring among the assembly as the senators took the speaker’s inflammatory words – thievery, brigand, evil – and they recognized that the Senate would be forced to take action against Verres.

      The governor himself was not in attendance on that day. He had arrived in time for the proceedings and sat through the preliminaries, but as Cicero reported his interviews with the farmers and listed the grievances they filed, Verres grew uneasy. By the third day, as Cicero warmed up to his subject and littered his speech with caustic remarks and vile insults, the governor took his leave.

      The prosecution of the former Sicilian governor was so successful that it could not be disputed. After failing twice to subvert the process, Verres’ lawyer, Quintus Hortensius faced a determined Cicero whose opening remarks are recorded to have been sufficient in themselves to convict Verres.

      Seeing that Verres’ prospects of acquittal had grown slim in the face of Cicero’s magnificent presentation, the lawyer told Verres that his best option was to flee the country, which he did, going to Massalia on the northern coast of the Mediterranean in exile.
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      Mantius bent low over his oar and peered out of the small slit in the hull of the ship at the dark, choppy waters beyond. It was quiet belowdecks at this time, in the middle of the night. Beside him slept his benchmate Samson. Mantius was Greek but the snoring man who was slumped over his oar next to him was from Africa. His sweat-glistened skin was as dark as the moonless night that Mantius saw through the oar hole.

      Mantius elbowed Samson to push him back away, then returned his attention to the night sky outside his tiny window. Some stars were visible; the night was as cloudless as it was moonless. But the gentle rocking of the ship made it hard for Mantius to concentrate on the star clusters as he had always done in his home in Thera, back in Greece. Now, after having fought and lost a battle between Octavian and Sextus Pompei on these very waves, Mantius was destined to spend all his remaining days chained to the bench of Octavian’s ship.

      Before his capture, he had been a middle-level sailor in the Greek navy that protected the cities on the eastern half of the island of Trinacrium. He was high enough in the command that he was privy to some of the news that drove events in his life and the lives of all the others who fought these wars. In his ten years of naval service, Mantius had come to know of the assassination of Julius Caesar some years back, and of the rise of Caesar’s heir, Octavian, to a position of power. That whole family had dreams of empire and their individual control of Rome and its provinces, exactly why Julius Caesar had himself proclaimed dictator for life. It was a self-serving advancement that led directly to him being attacked by a knife-wielding crowd of other Roman statesmen, and to his death.

      Mantius was a proud Greek citizen and he prized the democratic rule of his country. He had come to Sicania – what the Romans called Trinacrium – just as his countrymen had come, to settle in the new land and extend the Greek culture throughout the Middle Sea. So, he was opposed to the rise of Julius Caesar and his followers, particularly Octavian, who most people agreed would rule with less tolerance than his predecessor if allowed to follow Caesar’s rise to singular power.

      Mantius also knew of Sextus Pompei, a Roman commander who had been successful in battle, successful enough for him to dream of political advancement in the provinces. Pompei wanted a more republican system, with shared power and elected leaders. Mantius thought this followed his native country’s example and should be fought for.

      A sudden thud on the hull of the ship brought Mantius back from his thoughts, but after a moment of calm, he returned to his reverie. He peered outside again, stooping low enough to look upward toward the stars. He knew that a certain cluster was toward the east, in the direction of Greece, and he hoped to catch a site of it so that he would know that he faced his ancient land. But the gentle rocking of the boat made a blur of the constellations and prevented him from finding the cluster he was seeking.

      Pompei’s fleet had sailed the Tyrrhenian Sea for weeks, occasionally coming into contact with Octavian’s warships. Battles were waged, some won and some lost, and the contest continued. The cities on the eastern side of Sikania favored Pompei, so the boat that Mantius was on would occasionally dock and pick up rations for more sea-faring battles, places like Mylae and Tyndaris, but the slaves chained to their oars were not permitted beyond the deck of the ship. On the open seas, where there was little fear that the slaves would jump ship, Mantius and Samson and the others could come up to breathe the fresh sea air. For once, they were allowed to shit and piss over the side of the boat rather than in their place on the bench below decks. But that was the limit of their freedom.

      In the solemn darkness of the hold that night, Mantius dreamed of those sunlit afternoons in the clean air of the sea. He dreamed of his home, and how he got to this awful place in life.

      It was a terrible irony that a Greek, like Mantius, who made eastern Sicily his home and who supported the political vision of his captor, Sextus Pompei, would be a slave sentenced to a lifetime of hard labor. He would have willingly fought Octavian above decks and he had experience as a fighter in his earlier life. But Mantius was captured in a battle off the shores of Sikania three years before and he was labeled as an instigator against Roman rule.

      He peered once more out of the little porthole made for his oar. The sea was a bit calmer now and the boat rocked a little less. With just a bit of blurring, the constellations began to come into view. Mantius pressed his face up against the porthole and shifted his head so that one eye was positioned directly through the opening. Despite the loss of his paired vision, he thought he could make out some of the star clusters that he was seeking. And, there, yes – there it was. A tiny, closely bundled star group that he knew hung over his original home in Greece.

      Mantius stared at this tiny, far-off favor from his homeland for as long as he could, but the shifting of the boat and the waves that tugged on its anchor pulled the star cluster out of view after a few minutes.
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      “Stop it,” Mantius said as he elbowed Samson again. “Move!”

      It was morning and although the area below decks remained gloomily dark, sunlight peeked in through the portholes and made the horrid conditions of the slaves more apparent. The stench from human waste and sweat, the rough-cut boards used for both bed and seat, and the lonely sighing of pained men long-chained to their billboards made the torture of enslavement as mentally tormenting as the work of an oarsman.

      “Sit up. I’m tired of you using me as your pillow,” Mantius said, again pushing his elbow into Samson’s ribcage. His rough treatment belied a fellowship that all slaves felt for each other. Survival was a primary virtue, but when ships were seized or threatened with capsizing, slaves often worked together to free each other from their chains, or went down to a watery death in their attempt.

      The fresh air that was outside the hull couldn’t be fully appreciated inside these slave quarters, but Samson pushed his mouth up against the hole near Mantius shoulder and dragged in deep breaths of what air he could capture.

      “It is early,” Samson said, as if his assessment of time mattered to anyone aboard, these men whose lives would be kept or ended by the whim of the gods.

      “Yes, it is,” replied Mantius softly. He was still a human, a man in captivity yes, but still a human. And he could appreciate the air, the sky, and his wish for freedom even while all around him seemed devoid of hope.

      “So, what would you like for breakfast today, my good sir?” asked Samson. His benchmate’s humor always made Mantius smile, in spite of their surroundings.

      “A loaf of fresh-baked bread, and some apricots to cut into it. A pitcher of clear water to quench my thirst, and then another of wine to make me smile.”

      “Oh, well,” said Samson with rolling eyes. “That is a tall order, I’m sure!”

      “All port!” The cry came from the ladder leading from their deck to above. The voice was loud and insistent, and the legs of the man crying out were appearing on the rungs of the ladder as the oarsmen reached to grip the handles.

      “All port!” The command came again as the bearded, armored soldier jumped down from the last steps of the ladder into the oarsmen’s deck. “It is time to beat them solidly, or it is time to sink into the sea where the demons will molest you and eat your flesh.”

      Mantius knew that “beat them” meant the navy commanded by Octavian. His attention went to his oar and he ignored the other threat of eating flesh.

      Port was considered the left side of the vessel, and oars were put in from that side to push the boat to the right. Mantius had not pulled an oar in his earlier position in the Greek navy, but had come to know it better from his years in slavery. The Roman design for a boat had no rudder, so steering was accomplished by emphasizing the strength of pull on one side or the other of the vessel. By the time of the Pompei-Octavian naval battles though, a ‘steerboard’ or ‘steorboard’ had been developed and deployed on the right side of the boat. By pulling on the steerboard, or by holding it and the steorboard oars in the water and plying backward, ships could make sharper turns rather than simply relying on the over-pull of one side or the other.

      Mantius and Samson sat on the steorboard side of this ship, so they held their oars out of the water until commanded to do otherwise. This allowed Mantius a moment to look out the porthole. If they were putting portside oars “all in,” the ship would be turning around so that Mantius, on the steorboard side, could see the array of enemy ships that they faced.

      What he saw shocked him. Mantius took in a deep breath and Samson cocked his head to see what his oarsmate had spotted.

      They were turning the bow of the boat toward the right and, in the sea on that side, Samson and Mantius saw a flotilla of dozens of ships under Octavian’s flag. Their ship was turning toward and into the battle.

      Just as the maneuver was being completed, and just before the bow had swung full ‘round, another cry went up.

      “All in!”

      That meant port and steorboard oars in the water at once. The smooth arc of the boat as it shifted its weight and direction corrected into a straight line as the vessel came about.

      “Pull on!” came another command, reminding the oarsmen of their duty to put their strength into it. The soldier held a rough wooden club that he used to beat a rhythm on the wooden beams that held up the ceiling of this deck. Every two steps, as he spanned the distance from beam to beam, he would strike the heavy column with his stick and the thud would serve as a metronome for the oarsmen to complete another cycle.

      “Pull on!” he said again. The water was beginning to quicken at the sides of the boat as the vessel sped forward.

      “Pull on!” as he beat the club against the next beam.

      “Pull on!” His commands – like his steps – were coming with greater frequency now. Mantius could hear waves breaking on the hull outside the ship. He couldn’t take time to look, but he knew that some of the waves were made by enemy ships that threw up a wake as they passed. The sunlight came and went as the looming shapes of warships passed within a man’s length from their boat.

      “Pull on!” again. The boat began to rock and it became harder for this deck of oarsmen to keep their strokes in the water. The trireme they were on had three decks of oarsmen, and Mantius and Samson were on the highest deck. That mean that their oars were longer and required more effort for the power of their arms to reach the water below.

      Soon, the ship began to bob fore and aft as the waves of the battle grew. Shouts and the thunderous clap of ramming could be heard, and the acrid smell of burning wood sifted through the porthole to the slaves chained to their benches. The scattered screams of dying men were now becoming more frequent, and Mantius knew that boarding was taking place on many of the ships – because boarding meant slaying warriors with lances and swords and the screams attested to this.

      A crunching sound on the port side shook the boat, but it also caused the hull to suddenly shift sideways. There appeared to be no damage from the collision, and the force of it had driven their boat away from the charging vessel. Another jolt and a similar reaction of their ship happened almost immediately.

      “All out!” shouted the Roman soldier. The oarsmen pulled their oars up from the waves and Mantius knew this meant they were going to be still in the water. Oars are used only to move into a contest or to flee it, sometimes to push off against a rushing enemy vessel. Pulling the oars “all out” meant the captain intended to stay put and fight it out.

      With a thunderous crash, the pointed bow of a ship rammed into the portside of theirs, right at eye-level across from Mantius. The boards of the hull splintered in a thunderous crash and Mantius could see several of the slaves impaled on the boards and beams of the marauder. Another shove from the ramming ship drove its bow deeper into the oarsmen’s deck, unsettling the planks of their quarters and splitting beams that held up the deck above them.

      As the bow of the enemy ship retreated and pulled from the hole in Mantius’s vessel, it snared the links of chains that held some of the slaves. Those freed by the damage were dragged out of their boat and flung into the sea; those whose chains were only partly severed by the impact but caught by the retreating ship were torn to pieces as some links bound their ankles to their bench while other links were wrenched out by the painted bow of the enemy vessel.

      The battle was waged for most of the day, but slowly sounds of battle began moving away from them, still intensely fought, but not upon the deck of their ship. Either it was thought damaged by the enemy and out of service by Octavian’s forces, or left to sink. Either way, it seemed hopeless.

      A quiet fell over his ship as it drifted beyond the fiery tumult of the center of battle as Mantius dreamed of his home and the family he had left behind. He had not planned to be a warrior, and certainly had not planned to be a slave. But his mother would probably never see him again, no matter what his fate on this day or the next.

      “And what would you like for supper, my good sir?”

      It was the first time Mantius thought of Samson during the struggles of that afternoon. The terror of the battle and the nearness of death had occupied his every thought. Now, he turned toward his oarsmate who was slumped over slightly. Samson was not asleep, that was obvious; something more cruel had doubled him over.

      There was a jagged, blood-stained, splinter the thickness of a man’s arm protruding from the man’s stomach. It was either a beam from the ceiling of their captive space or a ragged edge ripped from the hull itself with the impact. The smile on the black slave’s face hid the horrible pain he must have been in. Mantius wasn’t sure what to do, but he was certain that Samson’s injury would be his last. Deciding whether to pull the wooden shard out of his friend or drive it fully in to end the man’s life seemed to be his only choices. And neither was welcome.

      As the boat listed to steorboard, the smell of fire and smoke began filling this third deck. It was the first time that Mantius thought about the silence he had taken some comfort in. There would be no silence if there were still Roman soldiers on the vessel. Instead, it was quiet, which now he realized was because the Romans had abandoned the ship. And the tilting into the water meant they were all doomed.

      Mantius refocused on his mate. He resolved to push the wooden spear into the man’s body and save him the pain of drowning as the ship went down.

      “I wish I had a wooden beam sticking out of my belly, too,” he muttered before the final thrust.

      Mantius was caught up in the sounds of dying boat, the creaking of splintered wood, the occasional thud of a rail or beam that fell to the deck above his head, the eerie whistling of the wind that blew through the holes in the ship that he was chained to. A rocking motion that went side to side gave courage that the vessel would remain on the surface, although an occasional jolt as the hull tipped sideways dispelled any brief hopes of survival.

      The deck and benches they were chained to tilted sideways and water splashed upon the floorboards. With an unearthly shrieks of metal and wood, the hull boards themselves began to give way, sliding surface upon surface, the iron nails intended to fasten the craft together instead ripping the wood apart. There was another jolt as a wave from a passing ship flooded the deck where Mantius and Samson sat, shackled to their bench.

      Once again, quiet, a rocking of the boat, with sounds of battle growing more distant.

      “The others down below,” Mantius murmured to his oarsmate, “are already drinking sea water.” He meant the slaves chained to the two decks below on this trireme, clearly already submerged by the waves. He wondered what it would feel like to gasp for breath, to savor an occasional respite in a receding wave to gulp once more of heaven’s air. And he wondered how long he could hold his breath when he knew the ship was headed for the sea gods’ bottom.

      As the water that now swirled around his feet and legs became deeper, Mantius sat cradling Samson in his arms. Leaning into his friend, he put his right hand on the butt of the wood that impaled Samson and shoved it cleanly through the black man’s chest. A heave from Samson, and a smile of satisfaction, and Mantius knew he had saved the man chained next to him from the horror of drowning.

      Mantius didn’t get to enjoy the same reprieve.
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      “Octavian ruled Rome, though,” I began. The slowness of my comment disguised my attempt to find the right page in the book I had borrowed from the library.

      “Yes, here it is,” I said, with the little triumph caught in my throat. “Octavian, the first Emperor of Rome.”

      “Yes, certainly,” said Vito between sips of his espresso. “But you can’t be an emperor without an empire.”

      The point seemed obvious, so I waited for more. Besides, I wanted to know why this mattered to Sicily.

      “Octavian wanted to rule Rome as a dictator,” he began, “much like his mentor, Julius Caesar. It had been a republic until that time, but Julius was trying to take ultimate control so that he could be sole master of Rome and its provinces. It was his desire to become dictator perpetuus, a plan that threatened the power structure and led to his downfall.”

      “Pompei wanted it to remain a republic, right?” I asked.

      “Precisely. And Octavian, Caesar’s chosen successor wanted an empire.”

      “So I assume that Octavian won the struggle, or else Rome wouldn’t have become an empire, and he wouldn’t have become its first emperor.”

      Vito’s smile was a sufficient congratulation for me.

      “But that still doesn’t explain what Octavian’s victory over Sextus Pompei meant for Sicily.”

      The barista brought another round of espressos and a plate of orange slices, which Vito immediately turned his attention to. After a few moments watching – and listening to – him suck on the orange rinds, I pulled his attention back to the subject.

      “Caesar intended to make the people of Sicily into Roman citizens,” he began once he had wiped his lips with the thin paper napkin next to his plate. “That would require that their cities be recognized beyond the simple status as urban aggregations into a province that Rome considered their granary. In fact, these cities – Panormus, Siracusa, Katane, Thermae, and Tyndaris – were classed as colonies of Rome, a higher status than before and, consequently, a number of rights were bestowed on their citizens.”

      “Like?”

      “They could vote, work for the Roman government, and hold office in a Roman administration. But there was a catch.”

      “What was that?”

      “Rome, and Octavian who now ruled the empire, still didn’t trust the Greeks and Carthaginians who populated the island. After the wars were over…”

      “Wait. The wars never really ended, did they?” I asked.

      Vito smiled and tipped his cup in my direction.

      “I’m sure you would be safe in concluding that wars, particularly those fought on Sicily, never ended. But, back to my point: Rome decided to replace the citizens of these honored colonies with their own people.”

      “Replace? What did Rome do with the original Siracusans, Panormians, and so on?”

      “They were deported or shoved aside into minor roles in the region. The point is, though, that Rome was bringing in new people in such great numbers that they could effectively replace the sitting population and assume positions of citizenship with control of the offices, laws, and courts of these new colonies.”

      “So, in a way, Rome declaring these cities as new colonies was a matter of sleight of hand.”

      “I don’t know that phrase,” begged Vito.

      “It means to substitute something in place of what the observer thinks is real.”

      “Perfettu,” replied Vito, raising his cup in salute. “This was precisely right. I’ll have to remember that American phrase. Anyway, Octavian ordered control of Sicily in a new way. The best and most important cities were transformed into Roman colonies, the cities like Gela and Selinunte that clung to their Greekness were eliminated, and Sicily-as-granary resumed production of its supply of essential farming produce, with a plan that most or all of it would go to Rome.

      “As Rome’s power expanded and as its territories increased, grain, fruit, oil, and other products could be sourced from elsewhere. Over the years, Sicily lost its spot as the sole provider of these important things. The Romans showed renewed interest in the eastern portion of the Mediterranean Sea and in North Africa, so the reliance on Sicilian grain was relaxed. It could have been that this reduced dependence on the island’s farming contributed to the declining interest in Sicily at the time, and the slow slippage of the island’s culture during the latter part of the Roman Empire, coinciding with the onset of the Middle Ages.”
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      The seas were high as the boat neared the port of Siracusa. It was not fit for a long voyage, too small for many nights on the water, but Balfornus, the captain, assured his passengers that the voyage would make port in Rome as planned.

      They disembarked from Corinth, in the islands of Greece, a few weeks before and proceeded on their circuitous route to the island of Melita just south of Trinacrium. There they made port and planned to bring on some supplies before proceeding to Siracusa. Saul stood beside the captain on the deck, looking toward the spit of land ahead.

      “It is a good night,” Balfornus said to Saul, who couldn’t understand his captain’s confidence.

      “Yes, it is,” Saul replied, to be gracious. Balfornus nodded in his direction and smiled, then returned to his duties as captain of the ship. Saul returned to his position on the rail. The idle time allowed him to think, and the gentle undulation of the waves relaxed him.

      Saul was born into a Jewish family in Tarsus but spent many of his early years in Shalem, an Israelite holy city in the Kingdom of Judah. His father was a Roman citizen which allowed Saul to enjoy the rights of any other Roman. And, like many Jews of that era with Roman connections, he had two names: Saul and Paul.

      His Roman lineage made him skeptical of a new cult that followed the teachings of a dead mystic named Jesus. With his upbringing, his father’s status, and a strong association with the Empire, Saul soon found himself pursuing these people called Christians and bringing them before the legal powers in the region.

      It was on a journey to Damascus to arrest some of the new cultists that Saul was thrown from his horse and left dazed and groggy. His men helped him to recover, and he told them of visions he had had.

      “You were knocked unconscious by the fall,” said one attendant. “I would be seeing stars myself!”

      “No, you don’t understand me. I saw…” but his voiced drifted off. He knew he had experienced visions and was confident that they were of the mystic himself. But Saul knew the man had been crucified – he was dead – and he wouldn’t be encountered on this road to Damascus. As his senses returned to him, he thought at first that his story would make the others believe he had gone mad. So, he kept his thoughts to himself for a time.

      By the next morning though, as his headache and pain had subsided, Saul still had a clear vision of Jesus from the encounter. The spirit of the dead man had come to Saul and challenged him to cease persecution of his followers. Saul chose to believe that this was a true revelation and decided that he would share it with the men accompanying him on this mission.

      “Paul,” said a Roman soldier when he heard the story, “this can only be the deranged thoughts of a madman. Don’t share it. We have far to go and many things to do. If you create confusion in the minds of the men, this mission will dissolve. And you will probably be thrown into a jail cell.”

      “Saul,” added the wizened old Jewish man who sat by his bedside. “He is right. You were thrown from your horse, you fell on your head, and then you had visions. Everyone would think these ‘visions’ were the result of the pain in your head. Besides,” he added, with a crooked finger pointing to the sky, “he is dead. This Jesus fellow was crucified.”

      The mission continued but by then Saul was convinced that he would not arrest any of the Jesus’s followers. In fact, as day came after day, Saul began to think of himself as a follower of the holy man, and he began asking questions of those around him. The old Jewish man told him what he knew of the history of Jesus, having come from the same city of Jerusalem, but he continued to remind Saul that the man was dead.

      Saul adopted the teachings of Jesus and preached his mission throughout the region. It was in Corinth, after being hounded by the authorities for a few years that Saul was arrested himself and threatened with trial. Using his Roman citizenship as a shield, he requested that he be tried in Rome, which brought him to be on Balfornus’s ship on its way from Corinth to Rome, via Siracusa.

      Gentle waves rocked the boat as it approached the dock and Saul continued with his musings. It was almost as if the undulating movement of the boat was a signal to him of peace and calm ahead. Saul believed in Jesus and his teachings and had proclaimed his divinity in his teachings throughout the world. When the boat was roped to the dock in Siracusa, Saul approached Balfornus.

      “I would like to go ashore,” he told the captain.

      “That would be quite unusual, Paul,” came the reply, although the captain smiled as if to say he didn’t intend to deny the request.

      “I would like to see for myself what everyone says about Siracusa,” Saul continued, “and judge on my own if it is as beautiful a city as the Greeks and Romans have claimed.”

      This was almost a challenge for Balfornus, proud as he was of the provinces that his Rome had captured. He treated Saul with a light hand, not convinced that a man who preached love and sacrifice could be a threat to the Empire. So, he was quite ready to let the bearded prophet disembark and wander the streets of Siracusa. Under guard, of course.

      Saul disembarked and walked up the wooden planks of the dock, followed closely by a single Roman soldier armed with a pugio, a small dagger intended more to ward off any threats rather than actually carry out a fight. The pair walked together toward the center of the city, through the marketplace and into the piazza where an orator was holding the attention of the crowd. He spoke in Greek, which was the common language in this part of Trinacrium, even though the island had long been a Roman province. Saul understood both Latin and Greek, so he stood for a moment listening to the man’s spirited sermon about the threats from beyond their city. Saul was not sure of the identity of the people the speaker was calling out, as Trinacrium had already developed a long list of enemies and invaders, but he enjoyed the man’s emotional rendition.

      The armed Roman soldier by his side knew very little Greek.

      “Why should I learn the language of the heathen?” he asked Saul.

      Saul smiled at the soldier, twenty years younger than he himself, too young to respect the history of the Greek culture and the impact of the Greek adventurers who had settled in this land.

      The two men returned to their ship before nightfall, according to Balfornus’s orders, and Saul recounted for him the beautiful Siracusan architecture, the wide streets, and the towering fortress at its peak.

      “Of course,” responded Balfornus with a condescending smile. He was a few years younger than Saul but had traveled more than the preacher, and he had seen Siracusa close up many times already.

      “I would like to go ashore once again. Tomorrow, if I may.”

      Balfornus had allowed Saul to walk into Siracusa that day, not fearing the possibility of trouble, but the preacher’s request for an additional visit made the captain uneasy. Saul’s curiosity about the city should already be satisfied, ‘what would be his purpose in returning?’ the captain wondered.

      Despite his misgivings, Balfornus decided to let the man go ashore again. He liked Saul and had many fine debates with him while on the waves of Mare Nostrum, the Roman name for “our sea,” a clear indication to all that the Empire had claimed the entire region. So, with only some reservations, Balfornus agreed to let Saul return to Siracusa on the following morning.

      “But Taritius will be there once more,” the captain said, speaking of the soldier who accompanied Saul.

      “I want to be sure that you won’t stir up trouble and make me add to your charges,” Balfornus added. And, yet, he smiled at his captive, revealing his kindness and respect for the man.

      The next morning Saul and Taritius went ashore and walked directly into the center of the city. Saul had a specific destination in mind, so instead of wandering the streets and squares as they did the day before, Saul went straight to the piazza where the orator stood on the previous afternoon. Taritius followed closely but didn’t immediately suspect anything. The captain treated this man like a friend, the soldier reminded himself. ‘What could he do?’ he thought.
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