
Hilary stopped dead.  After the sequence of disappointments she’d just suffered, it didn’t seem possible that she’d actually found him at last.  But there he was, squatting down to rub the ears of that horrible dog.  For a moment he didn’t notice her.  Then he looked up, saw her, and smiled.


“Good morning, friend,” he said gently.


The corners of Hilary’s eyes began to sting... and then she just couldn’t stop herself.  She wasn’t sure what happened to Theophanes – maybe in her hurry to get to Marcus, she shoved him out of the way.  All she knew was that she had to get to him as quickly as possible, throw her arms around his neck, wrap her legs around his knees, and sob into his shirt while hugging him so tightly she could almost hear his bones creaking.


“I’m sorry!  I’m sorry!” she wailed.  “I didn’t... I should have... I don’t know!”


“Don’t know what?” asked Marcus.


She reluctantly put her feet back on the ground, and wiped her eyes before looking up at him.  “I shouldn’t have let them take you away,” she said.  “But I couldn’t do anything about it, I... if you’re crazy, then so am I,” she promised him.


He gave her an odd look, then laughed.  “Then let’s be mad together!  But really, Hilaria, you should not leave a man your telephone number if you’re not going to answer when he calls.”


Hilary laughed too, and hugged him again.  “Look who I found,” she said.


Was this another test?  Was she still testing him?  Hilary wasn’t even sure... but if it was a test, Marcus passed.  He looked up at the boy, and his face split into the biggest grin she’d ever seen on him.  “Theophanes!” he exclaimed.


“Hello, Master.”  Theophanes looked at his feet.  “I’m sorry it took me so long to...”


But before he could finish, Marcus grabbed him and kissed him on both cheeks.  “What in Jupiter’s name are you doing here?” he asked.  “I had thought you were dead!  Didn’t you rejoin the troops I sent back to camp?”


“I-I-I didn’t m-meet them,” Theophanes stammered, seeming quite shaken by the affectionate greeting.  “I went straight back to Metellus.  He said he refused to lose two excellent legates in such quick succession and decided to rescue or avenge you before he did anything else.  We took Cirta a few days later, but you weren’t there.”


“Then how did you find out where I was?” asked Marcus.  “Surely you must have thought the Usurper had me killed.”


“One of the sorceress’ slaves told us,” Theophanes said.  “Metellus promised to spare them if they’d help us, so one of them showed me where her library was.  It’s in a hidden room, right in the bottom of the palace.  Very clever!  I managed to reconstruct her magic circle, but it took me days, and Metellus had given up by then so he said he’d...”


“All right, all right,” Marcus stopped him.  “Now, you must be famished, I’m sure, and I am also.  Hilaria, would you be so good as to get us something to eat, and we can hear the whole tale?  I promise you, I will pay back ever sesterce you’ve spent on me ten times over...”


“There’s no need,” laughed Hilary.  “Don’t worry about it.  Theophanes ate already, but I’m sure you must be starving.”  She dug into her purse for her map of Constantine.  “Now, let me see.”


Going back to the hotel was not an option.  Hilary didn’t want to risk running into Betty or any of the others when she now had two crazy men in tow, especially when the others had probably been told that the police were looking for Marcus.  So instead, she looked around the nearby streets and found, of all things, a Chinese restaurant with the linguistically confused name of Dragon Cuisine.  The employees there – none of them Chinese – didn’t know what to make of Theophanes in his horribly ratty sweatsuit, but they brought out the steamed vegetables and ginger beef she ordered without comment.


“I might be sorry I asked,” said Hilary, handing out plastic knives and forks, “but Theophanes... where did you get those clothes?”


“That’s a good question,” said Marcus.  “You didn’t bring those with you.  Where?”


Theophanes thought about it for a moment.  “Do you really want to know?” he asked.


Marcus considered that.  “No,” he decided.


Theophanes breathed out, and Hilary decided it was probably all for the best.


“Now,” said Marcus, “please, continue.  How did you manage to follow me here?”


Hilary wouldn’t have expected Theophanes to eat any more after the burger and fries she’d bought him, but he dug right into the ginger beef, too, without stopping to taste.  “As I said... sorry, Master.”  Theophanes chewed faster, trying to empty his mouth before speaking.  “As I said, the sorceress and the Usurper were both gone by the time we took the city, but two of her slaves were there, and after Metellus promised to let them live, they told us about the curse and about...”


“Curse?” asked Hilary.


“The one Marius put on the Usurper,” said Theophanes, and went on.  “So the slaves didn’t know exactly where you’d gone, just what the circle looked like, and I had to...”


“Wait, Marcus never said anything about a curse,” Hilary said.  Marcus had been rather cagey about the whole situation with Jugurtha and the sorceress... he’d never explained, for example, why the King of Numidia hadn’t just had him killed.  Her instinctive first reaction to the idea of a curse was to dismiss it as nonsense... but that might not be wise, considering that she was sitting and eating lunch with a pair of time-travelers.


“He didn’t?” Theophanes looked at his master for confirmation, then slumped.  “You said he’d told you everything,” he protested.


“I thought he had,” said Hilary, then bit her lip.  That wasn’t fair, not after all the lying and misdirecting she’d done.


Marcus sighed.  “Marius has placed a curse on the Usurper.  He called on Mars to ensure that if Jugurtha kills or orders the death of a Roman citizen, Numidia will fall to Rome.”  He chewed and swallowed a bite of broccoli.  “I didn’t mention it before because I thought that if your histories do not remember that Marius won by using magic, then I wouldn’t like to tarnish the reputation of Rome by revealing it.”


“Don’t worry,” Hilary told him.  “Nobody would believe it, anyway.”  She could just imagine the reception any such theory would get.  “So these people in Rome who want Marius dead... they don’t want a man of no family to be Consul, right?”  Marius’ high aspirations and low birth had made him a lot of enemies.


“Probably,” said Marcus.


“Probably?” asked Hilary.


“Albanus’ letter was not clear on what his own plans are,” Marcus explained.  “He wanted money from the Usurper, and in return would legitimatize his rule of Numidia, but there was no mention of what he would do in Rome once Marius was removed.”


“By Albanus, you mean Tiberius Pomponius Albanus?” asked Hilary.  “The guy who campaigned in Iberia?”  As a young man, Jugurtha had led Numidian troops to assist Roman ones in Spain.  According to Sallust, this had made him a lot of friends high up in Roman circles – particularly among the men led by Tiberius Pomponius Albanus.


“Yes, exactly,” Marcus agreed.  “You know of him?”


“I’ve written papers on him,” said Hilary.  “He can’t want to be Consul again – ten years wouldn’t have passed since the last time.”  The highest office in the Republic was reserved for men over the age of forty who had not held it in the last decade.  Marius had broken that rule in spades, but Albanus hadn’t.


“I suppose we shall simply have to ask him,” said Marcus.  “But Theophanes – I’m sorry to interrupt you!  Please, continue.”


“Mmrm,” said Theophanes, mouth full of ginger beef.  “Well, as I said... sorry, Master.”  He chewed faster and swallowed hard.  “As I said, the sorceress and the Usurper were both gone by the time we took the city, but two of her slaves were there, and in exchange for Metellus sparing their lives, they told us what happened to you and were even willing to help reconstruct the magic circle.  But it took me several days looking through the Sorceress’ books before I could figure out exactly where she’d sent you and how to follow.  Metellus wanted to help at first, but then he gave up.  He said there was no way I’d be able to make it, it was too complicated.  But I did make it,” he finished proudly.


“Yes, you did,” Marcus agreed.  “But why did you come for me at all?  I charged you with delivering news of the conspiracy to Rome!  Why did you not start for the coast at once?”


“Because the weather turned,” said Theophanes.  “A great wind came out of the south and covered the whole city in blowing sand.  Nobody could go outdoors.  It would have blasted our skins off.  Metellus said it was the sorceress’ doing, but since we didn’t have a weather-witch of our own, we just had to wait for it to die down.  So I thought I might at least bring you back before it did.”


“So that is why we had been plagued by such ill weather the past weeks!” Marcus exclaimed.  “I’m a fool!  I never thought to connect the sorceress with that!”


“Metellus has vowed he will send for a weather-witch as soon as he is able,” Theophanes agreed.  “It is not an unfair advantage when the other side employed it first.”


Marcus nodded.  “But we must return at once,” he said.  “We have to warn Marius of the plot – Hilaria says his success, however he achieves it, is terribly important to history – and warn the Consuls of Albanus.”


“Oh, of course,” said Theophanes.  “I’ve got the crystals with me and I know how to invert the circle.  But we’ll have to get out of the city.  I don’t know if the weather’s changed again yet – if the sandstorm is still going on, we’d just be stuck in there.  And the city might even have been retaken...”


“No, it hasn’t,” said Hilary.  Her copy of Sallust’s account was in a bookcase in Montreal, but she remembered a few things.  “When Metellus took Cirta, he kept it.  If you go back now, he’ll still be there.”


“But there’s still the sandstorm,” said Marcus.  “We should head for the coast.”


“Wait,” said Hilary.  “Wait... why are you talking about what happened while you were gone?  You’ve been gone for two thousand years!  This is not another place, it’s another time, correct?” she asked.  “So why can’t you just go back to before the sandstorm started?”


“Can’t,” said Theophanes.


“Why not?” asked Hilary.


“Because I’m not very good at this time magic,” he replied.  He pulled a ratty piece of papyrus out of his shirt and spread it out.  “This is the circle the sorceress used.  It will send whatever’s inside it two thousand, one hundred, and thirteen years into the future.  I know how to invert it, so that’ll send us the same two thousand, one hundred, and thirteen years into the past... but I wouldn’t want to try to adjust it any more.  I’d be too worried about making a mistake, and I don’t have any spare crystals.  So if I’ve been here four days, the same amount of time will have passed at the point we return to.”


“Damn,” said Marcus.  “The consular elections are in mere weeks.  We’ll be lucky to make it in time if the weather were good... and now we must wait for some unnatural storm to be over.”


“It might be done when we return,” Theophanes said, but he didn’t sound like he was holding out much hope.  “But either way, we’d better go now.”


“Sssh!”  Hilary rubbed her temples.  “Both of you be quiet for a moment – I’m trying to think.”  She gritted her teeth and shut her eyes.  There was a solution here, one that should have been blindingly obvious.  She could feel it... but she couldn’t quite put a finger on what it was.  “Tell me something,” she said.


 “Yes, ma’am?” Theophanes asked.


“When you do this time magic,” she frowned.  “You come out at the same place, right?  Just the time changes – you don’t go anywhere?”


“That’s right,” Theophanes agreed.


“I should assume so,” said Marcus.  “That is what the sorceress told me.”


“Aha!” Hilary exclaimed.  “So in that case, why don’t we go back to Rome first?”


The men stared at her.


“You know,” she said.  “Back to the Rome of now.  There’s no sandstorm going on here.  We can go to Rome, go back in time from there, and then you won’t have to worry about traveling.”


“But we must still cross the Internum Mare,” Marcus pointed out.  “That will mean a trip to the coast – which I suppose might be quickly accomplished with an automobile, but afterwards there will still be a voyage of many days ahead of us, and we may have trouble finding a ship.  I should say it would be easier to rely on the military.  Metellus will gives us horses, and send orders that a vessel be placed at our disposal.”


Hilary smiled.  “Marcus, this is the future!  We have elevators and taxis and hot water in our hotel rooms!  You don’t think I can get you to Rome by suppertime?”


“Suppertime tonight?” Theophanes asked.


“Suppertime tonight,” said Hilary proudly.  “We’ll finish our lunch, get Theophanes a bath and some decent clothes, and then...” this was going to be expensive.  But hell, she had savings, and it was looking more and more like she wouldn’t be here when her Visa bill came.  The idea produced a tingle of excitement in the pit of her stomach... she’d fantasized about going back in time ever since she was a little girl reading her parents’ magazines.  Now... could it really be about to actually happen?


“And then?” asked Marcus.  “I agree that this future has created some marvelous machines, but I can’t imagine a ship that could cross the Internum Mare in an afternoon.  Not unless you have taught it to fly.”


Hilary laughed.  “Just you wait,” she told him.


Their first stop was at the clothing store, where Hilary grabbed a pair of jeans and two T-shirts for Theophanes.  He wouldn’t be staying here long enough to need a full wardrobe.  Marcus volunteered to help him work out the intricacies of zippers and shoelaces, so Hilary left the men and went outside to make a phone call.


As she dialed, she still wasn’t sure what she was going to say.  She didn’t want to just vanish without telling anybody anything – it wouldn’t be fair to just leave everyone wondering and worrying – but on the other hand, she certainly couldn’t say that she was going back in time.  They’d think she was crazy.  The fact that they’d be right was entirely beside the point.


The phone got halfway through a ring, then there was the ‘click’ of connection.  “Hello?” Betty asked.


“Hi, Betty!” said Hilary.


“Oh, Hilary!” Betty exclaimed.  “Where are you?  I knocked on your door this morning and you weren’t there.”


“I’m fine,” Hilary assured her.  “I’m just doing a little shopping.  This may seem like a bit of an odd question, but did the police call you?”


“About... our friend?” Betty asked.  “Yes, they did.  Have they found him yet?”


“He’s back in safe hands,” Hilary promised her.


“Oh, thank heaven.”  The sound of Betty’s sigh roared in the earpiece.  “This has certainly been an adventure, hasn’t it?”


She didn’t know the half of it, Hilary thought.  “You could call it that,” she agreed.  “Listen, Betty.  I need you to do something for me.”


“Yes?”


Hilary took a deep breath.  “I’m probably going to be out of touch for a while,” she said.  “I want you to call my mother and tell her...”  Now, what to put here?  She thought about it a moment, and then decided to go for broke.  “Tell her I ran off with a Neapolitan millionaire.”


There was a long pause.  “Excuse me?” asked Betty.


“Call my mother,” Hilary repeated, “and tell her I eloped with the heir to an Italian real estate fortune,” said Hilary.  Nicola Rue Goldwright would love that.  It would be exactly the sort of future she’d always wanted for her daughter.  And it wasn’t even exactly a lie; to be a patrician, a Roman citizen had to own one million sesterces worth of land.  If Marcus had grown up in Campania – near modern-day Naples – his was probably in that area.


“Why would you want me to tell her that?” asked Betty.


“Because I’m running off with a Neapolitan millionaire,” Hilary replied, as if this were the most obvious thing imaginable.


“What, seriously?”


“Yes, seriously,” said Hilary.  “I’ll call you from Rome and explain some more, okay?  Right now I really have to go.”


Again, it took a while for Betty to answer.  “Hilary,” she said, “are you sure you’re all right?”


“I’m perfectly fine,” Hilary promised her.  “Really, I think I’m happier right now than I’ve been in years.  I’ll fill you in some more later, okay?”  Once she’d had time to think of a story that would hang together properly.


“Okay,” said Betty reluctantly.  “Take care of yourself, Hilary.”


“I will,” Hilary promised.  “Thanks for looking out for me.”


“Not a problem.  Goodbye, then.”


“Goodbye.”  Hilary pressed the ‘disconnect’ and turned around, in time to see Marcus and Theophanes emerge from the shop.  Theophanes had cleaned himself up as best he could in the men’s room, and it was a big improvement; dressed in a pair of baggy jeans and a camouflage-print t-shirt, he looked about as respectable as a sixteen-year-old boy could look.


“All done?” she asked them.


“We’re ready,” Marcus affirmed.  He held out her Visa card, adding, “the clerk accepted this without any questions.”


“Great!”  Hilary tucked it back into her purse.  Would she still be here when the bill came?  Maybe not.  Now, there was a weird thought – she might never pay for any of the things she’d bought in the last two weeks!  But then, a lot of people never paid for the stuff they put on their credit cards.  They maxed out the cards and paid the minimum each month... and yet that money they didn’t spend bought them food, clothing, and shelter, and paid the salaries of thousands of people.  Amazing, she thought.  Money was one of the foundations of civilization... and yet most of the money spent nowadays didn’t even exist!

“So,” she said, “is everybody ready to go to Rome?”


“As far as I’m concerned, we can’t get there quickly enough,” Marcus replied.


“Probably not,” said Hilary, “but I’ll bet we come damn close.  Follow me, please, gentlemen.”


As they climbed into another taxi, Hilary found herself actually trembling with excitement.  It reminded her of the first time she’d been to Rome on her own, at the age of twenty-one.  She’d been thrilled by the idea of seeing the crumbling Coliseum, the House of the Vestals and the arches of the aqueducts – even the cloaca maxima, the ancient sewer!  The feeling had made her too excited to sleep well for a week before her trip, only to then vanish in a puff of disappointment when she got off the plane and saw the eminently modern city spread out before her.  She’d been well aware that she was falling in love with Rome, but it had turned out to be just like the men in her life; a fantasy.


This time it was going to be real.


Maybe.


Hilary let Marcus put an arm around her as they rode to the airport.  Having him touching her made this all seem more tangible, but she still wasn’t quite sure she believed it.  The idea – that these men were time-travelers, and they were taking her home with them – seemed so absurd.  Surely, when the time came, they would come up with some excuse why they couldn’t take her, and then manage to vanish without letting her see them go.  It couldn’t be real... could it?


The taxi pulled into the parking lot, and Hilary paid the driver and then climbed out.  “Gentlemen,” she said, holding the door for Marcus and Theophanes, “I give you the Ain-El-Bey Airport!”


A jet chose that exact moment to come roaring just over their heads on its way to the landing strip.  Theophanes let out a squeak of terror and jumped back into the taxi.  Marcus had more dignity, but not so much that he didn’t stare with eyes and mouth wide, craning his neck to watch it fly over.


“What do you think?” asked Hilary, grinning.


“We’re going to travel in one of those?” Marcus asked.


“Absolutely,” Hilary told him proudly.


For the first time since she’d met him, he seemed to be at a complete loss for words.  “Permirificum!” he said finally.


“Theophanes.”  Hilary leaned down to look into the taxi – the poor kid was still cowering in the back.  “Come on out,” she said.  “They’re not going to hurt you.  I promise.”


“Theophanes,” Marcus snapped his fingers.  “Come on.”


“Don’t do that!” said Hilary.  “He’s not a dog!”


Marcus looked startled, but Theophanes, without argument, climbed clumsily out of the car again.  Hilary gave him what she hoped was a reassuring pat on the back while shooting a glare at Marcus – a glare he clearly didn’t understand in the least.  She was going to have to talk to him about the slaves... but they could do that later.  Right now, there were other things to worry about.


Like airport security.  Hilary somehow hadn’t thought of that until now, but as they got in line at the ticket counter, it suddenly hit her hard: neither Marcus nor Theophanes had any sort of identification, and none of them had any luggage.  People were going to think they were terrorists!  Maybe she could say that she and Marcus had eloped and were leaving for a spur-of-the-moment honeymoon... but in that case, who was Theophanes supposed to be?  She and Marcus were too young to be his parents, but much too old to get away with calling him a sibling.  Damn.  Why hadn’t she thought about this sooner?


But the line was moving quickly; ducking out now would probably make them look more suspicious, not less.  All Hilary could do was step up to the counter and give it a try.  “Three adults for the next flight to Rome, please,” she said.


The man nodded and brought it up on his computer.  “Names?” he asked.


“I’m Dr. Hilary Quincy,” she said.  “And this is my... my husband... M-Marcus...”


“Dr. Hilary Quincy?” the man glanced up, rubbing his chin as if trying to remember something.  “Hilary Quincy, Hilary... oh, that’s right!” he exclaimed.


“What’s right?” Hilary asked blankly.


The man smiled.  “The Minister of Antiquities called this morning,” he explained.  “We have instructions that you and your colleagues are to fly first class at the government’s expense.”


“Really?” Hilary asked.


“Yes, ma’am,” the man nodded.


“Oh,” said Hilary.  Then she grinned.  “Well, thank you very much.”


“Don’t mention it.  Rome, you said?  Here, allow me.”  The man printed their boarding passes, then called an usher to take them straight to the first class boarding lounge.  No lineups, no customs, no security checks... it couldn’t have been easier.  Hilary wasn’t sure her feet were on the ground anymore.  She couldn’t stop smiling as she settled into a chair in the lounge; she had to be crazy.  Traveling by air was never this easy.


“What happens now?” Marcus sat down next to her.


“We just sit here and wait until we’re called,” she told him.  “It’ll be an hour or so, and then we’ll have to wait a while longer on the plane while they check and make sure everything’s working.  You really want everything to work properly when you’re flying.”


“I don’t doubt it,” said Marcus.


“But it’s safe, right?” Theophanes asked.


“Yes,” said Hilary.  “It’s perfectly safe.  More people die in cars than on planes.  We just have to wait so they can be absolutely sure.”


“Better an hour for this airplane of yours than two weeks for a ship,” said Marcus dismissively.  “Especially if it’s as fast as you say.”


Hilary went and got drinks – tea for Marcus and herself and orange juice for Theophanes – and then settled down to wait.  Before long, she found herself wishing she’d brought a book to read... as usual, there was nothing to do in the lounge but wait, drink, and watch the planes going by outside.  Theophanes took the latter activity with enthusiasm, standing with his face pressed to the window like a small child.  Was he trying to figure out how they flew, she wondered?  And if so, what sort of conclusions was he coming to?


Marcus, on the other hand, sat next to her in silence, sipping his tea, with one hand resting gently on her shoulder.  He didn’t seem to want to stop touching her.  Ever since she’d found him in the alley, he’d been holding her hand, or sitting close enough that their legs touched... as if he were afraid she’d vanish on him the moment he let go.


“What are you thinking?” she asked him.


“Nothing in particular,” he confessed.  “I was only noticing how many people are looking at the time.”


Hilary looked up – he was right.  There as a big clock on the far wall and a great many people were watching the second hand tick.  Others were glancing at their watches, or checking the time on their cell phones or blackberries.  What was wrong with the modern world, she wondered, that people were always in such a damned hurry?  Human beings in the twenty-first century were living longer than at any other time in history... so why were they always trying to cram more and more into every day?  Why work through lunch and then put in overtime as if the world would end if you didn’t?


“Excuse me... Dr. Quincy?”


A flight attendant was looking down at them.  “Yes?” Hilary asked.


The woman swallowed.  “We’ve got a bit of a problem.”


Hilary’s heart leapt into her mouth.  Betty had figured it out and sent the police for Marcus!  Or somebody had decided they were terrorists after all and they were all being arrested!  Or any number of possibilities so awful she couldn’t even think of them.  “Yes?” she asked again.


“I’m afraid we don’t have three seats available in first class,” said the flight attendant.  “Would it be all right for one of you to fly coach?”


“Oh?  Oh,” Hilary relaxed – but only a little.  Split up?  Her gut reaction that it would be a bad idea.  But what if that meant they’d have to wait for another flight?  The police were probably still looking for Marcus.  This might be their only chance to get out of the country before something bad happened.  “Well,” she said slowly, “could all three of us fit in coach?”


The stewardess paused to think about it.  “Yes, but you probably couldn’t all sit together.”


No good, then.  Hilary rubbed her forehead and tried to think.  There had to be a way around this...


“What’s wrong?” asked Marcus.


“They don’t have room for us in... um...” Hilary had to stop and think – how to make the concepts of ‘first class’ versus ‘economy’ sensible to an ancient Roman?  “In the patrician part of the plane,” she settled on.  “She says somebody has to sit in the plebian part, but there isn’t room for all of us there, and...”


Oh, darn.  She shouldn’t have put it that way – now she knew exactly what Marcus was going to say.


And sure enough: “Let Theophanes sit with the plebes,” he said, as if this was obvious.  And it was – to him.  Hilary, however, came from a more enlightened world.


“No,” she said, “that’s not fair.  He’ll be all alone back there.”


“He survived alone in this city for days,” Marcus pointed out.  “I think he’ll be fine between now and supper.”


“Yes, he survived, but that doesn’t mean he liked it,” Hilary insisted.  “Did you like wandering around by yourself with nobody to talk to?”


“Ma’am?” asked Theophanes.  He’d noticed them arguing and had come to listen.  “Ma’am, if somebody needs to sit with the plebes, then I don’t mind if it’s me.”


“I mind if it’s you,” said Hilary.


“You said it wouldn’t take long,” Theophanes reminded her.  “And it can’t be any worse than traveling on a ship – I’ve done that before.”


“There,” said Marcus.  “You see?”


“Yes,” sighed Hilary.  “Oh, all right.  I guess with you two ganging up on me, there’s nothing I can do about it.”  She looked up at the stewardess.  “Theophanes will sit in coach,” she said.


“Yes, ma’am,” the woman nodded.


Marcus sat back, smiling, and Hilary shot him another glare.  They were definitely going to have to talk about the slaves.


In spite of Theophanes’ quiet acquiescence, Hilary was wishing she’d held out as they boarded the plane.  First class passengers were allowed to board first, which left the poor kid sitting by himself, smiling but looking absolutely terrified, in the lounge.  Hilary had told him that if anything happened, the stewardesses would help him, but she had doubts about the language barrier.


“I still think we should have tried to figure out something else,” she said.


“He’ll be all right,” said Marcus, entirely confident.  “I doubt he’ll even be sick.  He is ill on ships, but that’s only because of the tossing and rolling.”


“Airplanes can toss and roll, too, if the weather’s bad,” said Hilary.  “Marcus, do you remember I told you we don’t keep slaves anymore?”


“Yes?” he had to duck to avoid banging his head on the top of the airplane’s tiny door.


“Well,” Hilary began, but she was cut off before she could say another world.

“Welcome aboard!” a stewardess said brightly in French.  “Follow me to your seats, please.”

There wasn’t far to follow; the first class section was right up at the front of the plane.  Hilary had never flown first class before, and at first glance the major difference seemed to be the size of the seats.  There were only two of them on each side of the aisle rather than three, which allowed them to be bigger but also meant, she realized with some annoyance, that Theophanes couldn’t actually have sat with them anyway.  The stewardess offered blankets and pillows and promised to bring coffee and tea, then went to help the elderly couple across the aisle.  Marcus did up his seatbelt and settled back, apparently very pleased.


“What do you think?” Hilary asked.


“I think this may be the most comfortable way to travel anyone’s ever thought of,” he replied.


Hilary snorted.  “Be glad we’re in first class, then,” she said.


They saw Theophanes go by as the economy-class passengers boarded.  He gave them a nervous smile to let them know he was all right.  Once everyone was on board, the doors closed and the plane began taxing out onto the runway.


“I wonder how much of the safety lecture Theophanes got,” Hilary said, worried.  She’d translated the stewardess’ instructions for Marcus, but there would have been nobody to do the same for Theophanes.


“I’m sure if anything happens, someone will help him,” Marcus replied tranquilly.


“Yeah,” said Hilary.  “Listen, Marcus, about the slaves.”


“What about them?” he asked.


“I...” Hilary began, and then realized she wasn’t quite sure what it was she wanted to say about them.  She certainly couldn’t just order him to stop keeping them – Roman civilization had depended on slaves.  “I just wish you’d be a little kinder to Theophanes,” she settled on.  “He’s not a dog.”


“I know that,” replied Marcus, still not quite understanding.


“Then don’t snap your fingers to get his attention,” said Hilary.  “That’s rude.”


“Were you not the one who told me that when in Rome, one should do as the Romans do?” Marcus asked.


“We’re not in Rome yet!” snapped Hilary.


Marcus stared at her.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “If it bothers you that much, I won’t do it again.”


“Thanks,” she said sullenly.  That was not a resolution... they were going to have to go through this again.  But first, she would have to actually think about what she was going to say to him.  Thinking was something she probably hadn’t done nearly enough of in the past two weeks.


The plane came to a stop at the end of the runway, and then began moving again with a jerk as the engines roared to life.  The acceleration pushing her back into her seat was a familiar sensation to Hilary, but to Marcus it seemed to come as a shock – his eyes opened wide and he gripped the armrests tightly as they began to lift.


“Are you all right?” asked Hilary.


“Yes,” he replied, not sounding at all certain of it.  Very slowly, he relaxed his grip on the seat and reached up to rub at his ears.


“Swallow,” Hilary told him.


He did.


“Better?” she asked.


“No.”  He looked past her out the window for a moment, then quickly shut his eyes.


Hilary pulled the shutter closed.  “Don’t look out, and keep swallowing,” she told him.  Theophanes had been much worse on the bus than Marcus had... what was he going through back there.  “Maybe I’ve got some chewing gum,” she said.  “I hope Theophanes is all right...”


“He’ll probably be sick after all,” said Marcus.


“Aha!”  Hilary pulled a stick of gum out of her purse.  “Chew on this, but don’t swallow.”


He tried it, making a face at the flavour.  “Tell me about Caesar,” he said suddenly.


“Caesar?” Hilary asked blankly.


“Yes.  The man we saw the play about,” said Marcus.  “Tell me about him.”


He wanted something to think about besides how high up they were, Hilary realized.  “Um... all right,” she said.  “Caesar... it’s been ages since I did anything about Caesar.  Don’t expect me to remember the dates very well.”


“I won’t,” he promised.


“All right.”  Hilary thought for a moment.  “Well, Caesar was born in either 100 or 102 BC.  I think his father was the younger brother of Marius’ wife, but I’m not completely sure.”


“Julia Caesaris has only one brother,” said Marcus.  “He dreamed in his youth of being a great warrior, but an illness left him with a paralyzed leg.  His wife is an Aurelia Cotta.”


“That’s right,” said Hilary.  “Now... let me see... I really can’t talk about Caesar without talking about Pompey... that’s Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus.  So why don’t I start with them?”


Hilary managed to surprise herself with how much she remembered.  All the memorizing she’d had to do in undergraduate courses seemed to have been for something after all – she managed to describe the campaigns of Caesar and Pompey and how the initial alliance between them, symbolically cemented by Pompey’s marriage to Caesar’s daughter, had soured into a rivalry.


The Republic, at that point, had been slowly but surely crumbling.  A series of dictatorships had been necessary to keep Rome going through a series of civil wars: Sulla had held the office, then Pompey, and finally Caesar, who had been awarded the title of Dictator for Life.


“It was originally supposed to be five years,” said Hilary.  “Then it was ten, and then finally life, and he started dropping hints that he wanted to be made king.  He never actually said it – it was important that it be somebody else’s idea.  It was supposed to be Marcus Antonius who actually proposed it.”


“And then the senate and people simply gave it to him?”  Marcus was listening to all this in outright horror.  The people of Rome in his time had still detested the thought of a king.


“No,” said Hilary.  “The senate murdered him.  Sixty men surrounded him and they each took a turn at stabbing him.”


Marcus relaxed.  Hilary had never seen anyone listen to intently to anything she’d said.  Her students were certainly never this interested.


“According to Caesar’s will, his heir was his adopted son, Octavian,” she went on.  “He had Antonius and Lepidus killed, along with Cleopatra’s children, and became the first emperor, and Rome was ruled by emperors until about 500 AD.”


“And nobody ever contested this?” Marcus asked.


“Not really,” said Hilary.  “Well, sort of.  Historians liked to vilify the emperors, and somebody was always talking about restoring the Republic, but nobody ever actually did it.  I think it was mostly that things seemed to work fine as they were, and nobody wanted to mess with it.”


“I see,” said Marcus sadly, and Hilary realized, with a sudden shock, that she was talking about things that he would equate with the end of the world as he knew it.  What would she have felt if somebody from two thousand years in her future had come along to describe Western civilization falling apart.  “I wouldn’t worry too much,” she added, by way of rather weak reassurance.  “This won’t happen for another fifty years or so where you come from.”


“No,” said Marcus, “but my sons and grandsons will live to see it come to pass.”


“Maybe we should talk about something else,” said Hilary.  “You said you’d once seen them putting lions away before the games?”


Hilary had always found landings easier takeoffs, but apparently Marcus, used to neither, did not agree.  The colour had come back to his face by the time passengers were actually allowed off the plane, but he was still shaking as he walked, in spite of an obvious effort to suppress it.


“A remarkable way to travel,” he said, as Hilary helped him sit down in the lounge of the Leonardo Da Vinci Airport – which was almost identical to the one in the Ain-El-Bey.  “But I don’t think I want to do it again.”


Theophanes was almost the last person to stagger off, helped by two stewardesses who, as they spoke no Greek or Latin, were doing their best to reassure him in French.  As soon as he was sure he was back on something solid, he sat down heavily and held his head, forcing the people behind to go around him.  Hilary left Marcus for the moment and went to help Theophanes out of the way and into an actual chair.


“How is he?” she asked the stewardesses.


“He’ll be all right,” one replied.  “Is he with you?”


Hilary nodded.  “Theophanes,” she said, “are you okay?”


“Yes,” he said firmly.  “I’m just fine.  I told you I would be.”


Hilary bought him a can of ginger ale to settle his stomach, and she and Marcus waited until he’d recovered enough to get up.  Then, since the three of them had no luggage to claim, she was able to lead the men right past the waiting areas, under the big Benvenuto a Italia! sign with its photograph of the Coliseum, and out to a big picture window through which it was possible to see the port of Fuimicino, sprawling out to the Mediterranean under the brilliant afternoon sun.


“Roma est,” she told them proudly.

