
Petronius looked out eagerly, expecting to see the familiar white walls and red roofs of the queen of cities... but instead, he saw the virtual twin of Constantine.  The Rome of Hilaria’s time was another city of metal and glass, stretching out from the airport to the edge of the water.


The water?  He frowned.  There had to be some mistake – Rome was a day’s journey from the ocean.  “Are you sure?” he asked.  “Isn’t that the Internum Mare?”


“Of course it...” Hilaria stopped, then giggled nervously.  “You know what?  My mistake – this isn’t Rome.  At least, it wasn’t when you were here last.  This is Fiumicino, just across the river from Ostia.  Rome’s grown so much in the last two thousand years that it’s all just part of the same city now.”


Petronius tried to imagine the countryside between Rome and Ostia all filled with city, and could not.  How many people would have to be living there for Rome to have expanded twenty miles in all directions?  Thousands upon thousands, at least.


“How do we get to Rome?” Theophanes asked.


“We have to take the train,” Hilaria replied.  “The terminal is down this way.  You haven’t been on a train yet, either of you.  It’s like a bus, only nicer.  Follow me.”


“I need to warn you,” she added, as they boarded yet another new and bizarre form of conveyance, very much like a bus but running on its own specially-built road, “Rome really doesn’t look much different from any other city these days, either.  Almost everything that was there when you lived there is gone.”


“Where’d it go?” asked Theophanes.


“Oh, lots of places,” Hilaria said.  “It’s burned down two or three times, and there have been plagues and earthquakes and wars.  And of course a lot of it’s completely new.  They’ve added more buildings as the city grew.  I think something like five million people live there now.”


“Five million!” Petronius broke in.  “Five thousands of thousands?  Are you sure?”  He wasn’t sure if anyone had ever counted, but he doubted the entire empire had so many people in it... even counting the barbarians.


“I’d have to google it,” said Hilaria, “but it’s something like that.  The population of the world is about six... uh... you know, you guys didn’t even have a word for this number.  Six billion – six thousands of thousands of thousands.”


“Gods,” said Petronius.  No wonder the city stretched all the way out to Ostia.  It was a wonder there was any countryside left!


The train was most definitely a patrician vehicle – it was much more comfortable than the bus, and far roomier than the taxi, and its motion, as it started off, was so smooth Petronius could barely tell they were moving.  The buildings and trees outside flickered by faster than they ever had in a car.


“Are you all right?” Hilaria asked him.


“All right?” he asked.  “Of course I am.  Why wouldn’t I be?”


“You’ve just been awful quiet,” she said.  “I get the idea that there’s a lot on your mind.”


“These past two weeks have given me a lot to think about,” said Petronius.


“Like what?” she asked.


“I don’t think it’s anything you could help me with,” he told her.


She moved closer to him.  “I didn’t think you could help me with my problems,” she said.  “But you did.”


Petronius put an arm around her narrow shoulders and glanced down into her blue eyes; no matter how long he knew her, he thought, he doubted he would ever not be astonished by her colours.  What would she say if she knew what he was starting to plan?  It would probably be best not to tell her until he had her in Rome – really in Rome, and not in whatever was left of the place after two thousands of years.  If she loved the city as much as she said, then perhaps once she’d seen it, she’d share in his wish to save it.


“I am not certain that now is the right time,” he said.


“Why not?” she asked, but then changed her mind.  “All right, then.  If you can wait for me, I can wait for you.”


“Thank you,” he said.


She leaned her head on his shoulder.  “So what will we do when we get there?  Did you want to have dinner first, or should we just get on with... you know... with going back where you came from?”


“We can’t go back tonight,” said Theophanes.  “We’ll have to wait until tomorrow morning.”


“Why’s that?” asked Hilaria.


“Because the sun’s going down,” the boy explained.  “You need sunlight to do the time magic.  That’s the other reason I took so long getting here – I had to wait until there was enough of a break in the sandstorm for the courtyard to be in sun.  It was only a few minutes at a time.”


“Really?” asked Petronius.  In that case, Theophanes had been lucky he’d made it to this time at all.  Petronius would have to reward him for his courage.


“So we’ll be staying the night.”  Hilaria thought for a moment.  “I have an idea, then,” she said.  “How would you two like to see the Coliseum?”


“What’s that?” asked Petronius.  The word made no sense – a colossus was a large statue.  A coliseum would be... the only thing he could think of was perhaps a hall full of such things.


Hilaria smiled.  “I’ll show you,” she promised.


She turned out to be quite correct – if Hilaria had not told him so, Petronius would never have noticed when they arrived in Rome.  The buildings and people had not changed in the slightest from Fiumicimum... or from Constantine, for that matter.  They disembarked from the train and then got into another taxi, which at Hilaria’s instructions took them to the foot of the Coliseum... and Petronius understood at once.


The structure was not a hall of giant statues – it was, instead, an enormous amphitheatre, three storeys tall, its towering arches lit from within by dozens of small white lights.  Comparing it to a colossus made perfect sense; this was to an arena what colossi were to ordinary statues.  Even in its half-fallen state, it was an awesome construction.


And it was also the first thing Petronius had seen since arriving in this future that was really, thoroughly, Roman.  No such building had existed in the Rome he knew, but this one felt as if it belonged there, every column, arch, and statue a product of Roman thinking and Roman design.  He found himself suddenly wanting to weep.  Here, at last, was a piece of his world, floating like driftwood in the tossing sea of whatever it was this future had become.


“It was the biggest arena in the world for two thousand years,” Hilaria explained.  “Even nowadays I don’t think there’re that many that are bigger.  It was built about two hundred years after you left, by the emperor Titus Flavius Vespasianus.  He called it the Flavian Amphitheatre, after himself, but people started calling it the Coliseum because of a giant statue of Helios that used to be outside it.”


“Magnificent,” said Petronius.  “I wish I could live to see it.”


“There used to be statues of the gods inside all those nooks,” Hilaria added.  “And there’re rooms under the floor to hold all the prisoners and animals.  Do you want to see if they’re still letting people inside?” she asked.


“Please,” said Petronius, but other things had caught his eye.  He had a sudden eerie sensation that he knew where he was: the shape of the hills seemed familiar, even if the buildings crowning them were not.  Off to his right was a triumphal arch of white marble, and west of that, crumbling stones outlined where there had once been other structures.  “Where are we?” he asked.


Hilaria thought about it.  “Well, the Coliseum was built on the site of Nero’s Golden House... which was built on... give me a moment here... no, I don’t know exactly what he burned down to make room for it.  That arch is the Arch of Constantine.  We’re just about exactly due east of the Tiber Island.”


“Due east...” murmured Petronius.  “So that...” he pointed, “would be the Palatine hill?”

“That’s right,” said Hilaria.

The landscape seemed to shimmer a moment, and then suddenly everything fell into place.  Petronius could almost see the long-vanished buildings laid over their modern counterparts.  “And we’re facing east,” he said, “so the Forum is in that direction, and that,” he pointed at the street that ran under the arch, “is the Via Triumphalis!”  He set off at a fast walk.


“Wait!”  Hilaria ran after him.  “Where are you going?”


“I know where we are!” he said triumphantly.  “That’s the Esquiline Hill, there!  This was all Patrician Houses... my own family’s city home was in here somewhere!  The Temple of Venus is there!”  He pointed to the ruins across the street.  “And down this way, we ought to find...”


He covered the distance at a run, with Hilaria and Theophanes struggling to keep up.  The street was lined with trees so that it was impossible to see what lay too far on either side, but Petronius knew exactly what he would find as soon as they got to the other side of the Palatine Hill.  He took a shortcut across an open, grassy area, and then stopped dead at the sight.


Before him lay a long, narrow field, with tracks worn in the grass and a few half-fallen pillars at the near end... but beyond that, there was nothing but a few scattered stones and a couple of trees.  No walls, nor seats, nor statues.  The Circus Maximus, where he’d raced and won on what once been the proudest day of his life and was now one of the most shameful, was entirely gone.


“There’s nothing left,” Hilaria said at his elbow.  “It’s a park now.”


“Where did it all go?” Petronius asked.  Untold tons of stone had been used in the construction of the circus... how could all of it have simply vanished?


“Mostly people took it apart to use the stone in other buildings,” she said.


Theophanes came panting up behind them.  “This is where the Circus Maximus was?” he asked.


“Yes,” said Hilaria.  “There’s a bit of it left.”


“Gods.”  Theophanes looked around.  “We really are in the future.”


They really were... and no matter if the city itself was still standing, Petronius realized, the sorceress had, in her way, been right.  The Rome he knew was gone and forgotten.  The only people who remembered it were historians who studied it as Aristotle had studied sea sponges, something to be poked and prodded and marveled at, but a part of another world.  Rome was destroyed... and he knew the name of the man who’d begun it.


“Hilaria,” he said quietly.


“Yes?” she asked.


“What do you see?”  He gestured towards the empty field.  “What does my world look like to you?”


She was silent for a long time, thinking about it.  “I see... it’s like a big animal that’s died,” she said carefully.  “It used to be great, but it’s gone now.  I see something I’ve always wanted to touch, but it’s always been just barely out of my reach.”


Her description was unnervingly accurate.  The row of columns at the near end of the field looked very much like the ribs of some huge dead thing, half-buried in the ground.  Petronius shivered.  The sun was setting, and the breeze was starting to get cold.


“Where are we going to sleep tonight?” he asked her.


“In another hotel,” she said.  “You want some dinner?”


Petronius wasn’t sure he had an appetite, but Theophanes answered at once.  “Oh, yes, please!”


“All right, then.”  Hilaria gave them a beaming smile.  “Let me show you to my favourite restaurant in the entire world.”


Hilary had actually been sorely tempted to take the men to MacDonald’s for dinner.  There would have been something almost poetic – or as close as anything involving fast food could come – about it.  What better way to leave them with a final impression of the absurd blandness into which the world had descended?  But she felt she owed both Rome and her guests a little more than that, and instead took them up to the Piazza Montecitorio, where a few years back, she and Betty had discovered the Al Vicario Buffet.


It was a beautiful, extremely Italian little restaurant.  The windows were stained glass, the floors were mosaic, the prices were reasonable, and the buffet was enormous.  Hilary grabbed a plate and headed for the counter, her diet forgotten at the sight of heaps of steaming pasta.  “Try some of everything,” she told the men.  “It’s all delicious!”


Theophanes happily began loading up his plate, but Marcus didn’t look so sure.  He still seemed distracted, and this time Hilary was pretty sure she knew what the problem was.  How stupid of her not to have figured it out earlier.  It was one thing to be told that everything familiar to you had been destroyed long ago, but it must be something else altogether to actually see it.  Looking out across the remains of the Circus Maximus, she’d realized for the first time just how lost and lonely Marcus must feel.


“Come on,” she urged him.  “Have some of... oh, this is my favourite.”  She chose a dish and spooned some onto his plate.  “It’s called tortellini – it’s got wine and cheese and portabella mushrooms in it.  I actually tried to make this once at home, but it turned out terrible.  I can’t cook to save my life.  Italian food is supposed to be the healthiest in the world,” she added.


But she could see she wasn’t helping.  Marcus didn’t want the healthiest food in the world; he just wanted to go home.


“Don’t worry about it,” she told him gently.  “We’re going back tomorrow, remember?”


He looked at her.  “So you are coming with me, then?”


“Of course I am,” said Hilary, trying not to sound nervous.  “I told you I wanted to.  Tomorrow, you can show me the Circus Maximus for real, all right?”  She smiled.  “Come on and have some dinner.  You’ll like it.  I promise.”


After a brief but laboured pause to figure out what to do with his silverware, Theophanes ploughed into this meal like he had the other two he’d eaten that day.  Hilary started to wonder where he was putting it all, then remembered it had been several days since he’d eaten.  No wonder he seemed determined to devour his own weight in pasta.  Marcus, of course, ate more slowly.  He pronounced the tortellini ‘odd, but tasty’, and then went on to talk about more important things.


“How soon tomorrow do you think we can go back?” he asked.


“We’ll have to wait until the sun’s right up,” said Theophanes.  “You need white sunlight.  Red and orange at sunrise and sunset won’t do.  I think we’d better wait for midday.  I only have one set of crystals.  That’s the problem with sending yourself,” he added.  “You can’t take the crystals with you.”  


“What are the crystals for?” asked Hilary.


Theophanes reached inside his shirt and pulled out a packet wrapped in a greasy cloth.  Inside were several long, thin crystals, carefully polished so that they sparkled like diamonds while retaining their natural shapes.  “These,” he said, “came from the treasury in Cirta.  The Usurper must have a regular army of diviners.  Metellus said these five are probably worth about a million sesterces.  They have to be perfect, see, or they don’t work.”


“But what is it they do?” Hilary wanted to know.


“They refract time,” Theophanes explained.  He held one up and turned it in the light.  “The right kind of crystal can bend time like it bends light, so you can use them to see the future.  Or if you have enough, you can send somebody backward or forward in time.  It’s funny,” he added, “but the man who stole my money... I figured he’d take these, too, but he just looked at them and then tossed them in a midden.  I had to dig them out again.”


“Well, they’re only rock crystal, aren’t they?” asked Hilary.  She remembered the rows of  ‘Crystal-Gro’ kits in the university bookstore – instant quartz, just add water.  “They aren’t valuable.”


“No,” Marcus agreed, “not to a people who cannot use them for divining.  Best put them away, though.”


“Hey,” said Hilary, as Theophanes wrapped the crystals up again.  “I didn’t know diviners used crystals.  I thought they used things like animal entrails or the positions of the planets to see the future.”


“No, those are omens,” said Marcus.  “Or oracles.  Do you not know the difference?”


“Enlighten me,” said Hilary.


“An omen,” Marcus explained, “is a message that arrives without anyone asking for it.  Things like comets or earthquakes are omens.  An oracle, such as a sacrificial animal, is a means of consulting the gods.  But neither tell you what will actually happen, only what is the will of the gods.”


“Proper divining is much harder,” Theophanes put in.  “You need to have the crystals and know how to align them properly, and even if you do manage to see the future, it’s very hard to learn anything useful.”


“Why’s that?” Hilary wanted to know.


“Because you can only see what’s happening in the spot you’re looking from,” Theophanes said.  “And unless you’re really good at it, you can only see certain intervals ahead.  You have to use numbers that you can’t divide by any smaller number.”


There was a name for those, though it took Hilary a moment to remember it.  She didn’t think much about math.  “Prime numbers,” she said.


“Right,” Theophanes agreed.  “That’s why the sorceress used two thousand, one hundred, and thirteen years instead of something nice and round like just two thousand.  If a number can be divided, it can break, and if you break a number while you’re time-traveling, there’s no telling where you’ll end up.”


That didn’t make any sense to Hilary, but then, she was not a sorceress.  “And that’s why we can’t go back to the same time you left,” she guessed.  “Because you’re afraid of – er – breaking the number.”


“That’s right,” said Theophanes.  “If I’ve calculated the circle inversion properly, we’ll get back and exactly the same amount of time will have passed there as here.”


“And what if you haven’t?” asked Hilary.


Theophanes swallowed.  “I got it right,” he said firmly.  “I went over it five times.”


“Of course he got it right,” Marcus said, confident as ever.  “I think we had best all retire early tonight.  We have a great deal to do tomorrow.”


Although she’d been able to resist her cynicism in choosing a place for dinner, Hilary couldn’t quite do the same when finding them a place to sleep.  It wasn’t on purpose, she told herself – it was just that they’d passed right by a Hyatt hotel on their way to the restaurant, and she wanted to demonstrate that a Hyatt was a Hyatt anywhere.


Which it was.  The lobby in the Roman version was shaped differently but decorated about the same as its Constantinian counterpart, and the rooms themselves were absolutely identical, right down to where the shampoo was kept.  The only difference was that everything was in Italian instead of French, and to Marcus and Theophanes, who couldn’t read either language, that didn’t matter a bit.


Once they’d gotten to their room, Hilary decided she needed to shower and then keep her promise to call Betty – in that order, because the shower would give her time to think about what she was going to say.  Despite the long plane, train, and taxi rides, she still hadn’t really managed to come up with anything that was both true and made sense.  She didn’t really want to lie, but she didn’t want Betty thinking she was crazy, either.


The glorious madness of the morning was definitely gone now.  It had been a very long, rather tiring, and undeniably real day, and as she watched Marcus hang up his jacket and Theophanes sit entranced in front of the television, it became once again difficult to believe that they were really time-travelers from ancient Rome.  Hilary wasn’t sure who they were, but how could they possibly be who they said they were?  That was ridiculous.


So why was she still helping them?


“I am going to wash,” announced Marcus, running a hand through his hair.


Hilary paused in the middle of putting her own coat away.  “You are?” she asked.  “Oh... well, go ahead, then.  I can wait.”


“Did you want to go first?” he asked her.


“No,” she said.  “You go ahead.”


“I don’t mind waiting,” said Marcus.


“Neither do I,” Hilary told him.


“Well, one or other of us had best go,” he said, “or we will both be waiting all night.”


“You go,” said Hilary.


He gave a short, sharp nod.  “Very well,” he said, and stepped into the bathroom.


Hilary hesitated a moment, then ran after him.  “Marcus!” she called.


“Yes?”  He paused in the act of closing the bathroom door and looked back at her.


“I wanted to ask you something,” she said.  “If I do go with you, back to your time... you can send me back here when we’re finished, can’t you?”


Marcus stood silent a moment.  “I had thought you’d want to stay,” he said.


“Now, why...” Hilary began, but stopped because the answer was obvious enough.  She spent so much time complaining about modernity.  Anyone would have thought it was perfectly obvious that, offered a way out, she’d take it.  “I... haven’t actually decided yet,” she said.  “There’s a lot I don’t know about where you come from.  So can you?  Send me back?”


“I should assume that if Theophanes managed to get himself here, he could send you back,” said Marcus.  “It would just be a matter of getting the crystals.  That shouldn’t be difficult, though.  There are diviners in Rome we could buy or borrow them from, and failing that, Metellus will surely send the rest of those belonging to the sorceress Cenobia back as part of the plunter of Cirta.”

Hilary breathed out.  “Okay,” she said.


“Is that what’s been on your mind today?” Marcus asked.


“No,” said Hilary.  “I only just thought of it.  What I’ve been worried about is you not telling me what you’re worried about.”


He sighed.  “That is nothing that concerns you, Hilaria.”


“And my problems don’t concern you,” she replied, bristling, “but you still wanted me to talk to you about them, because you thought it would help me – and it did.”


“I waited until you were ready to tell me,” he replied.


That was right – he had.


He began unbuttoning his shirt, and Hilary shut her eyes and breathed deeply.  No, she was not patient and she never had been... but maybe he wasn’t as patient as he’d seemed, either.  And if, as she suspected, he would be leaving her behind tomorrow, she didn’t want to spend tonight fighting with him.  

“I don’t want to argue,” she said quietly.


“No.”  Marcus shrugged out of his shirt.  “Nor do I.’


“I just don’t like it when people keep secrets from me,” said Hilary.  But no, that wasn’t fair.  ‘Keeping a secret’ implied that it was something important for her to know.  If this really wasn’t any of her business, then it didn’t count.


Marcus was still undressing, as if he couldn’t have cared less who saw him... and why should he have?  People in the 21st century who wanted a body like that had to work themselves to death for it, but he was so fit that two weeks of relative inactivity didn’t seem to have softened him a bit.  Just watching those beautiful hands peel the clothes off of...


Hilary suddenly realized that she was staring at him – not just staring, but practically drooling – and quickly lowered her head as her face flushed.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I’ll go.”  She turned to leave the bathroom.  Theophanes was sitting on the end of the bed, staring mesmerized at an episode of The Simpsons.  Maybe she ought to go and translate the cartoon for him...


“Hilaria,” said Marcus, putting a hand on her shoulder.


“Yes?” she looked back at him.


“Noli discedere, amabo te.”


Noli discedere.  It was rude in Latin to make a negative request directly.  Instead of saying non descedi – ‘don’t leave’ – the polite way was noli descedere, which meant something more like ‘do not want to leave’.  Hilary had been taught to ignore this while doing translations; it was, after all, nothing but a meaningless grammatical quirk.  But when she looked at Marcus... somehow she knew that he meant exactly what he’d just said.  It wasn’t so much that he didn’t want her to leave him.  He didn’t want her to want to leave him.


“I don’t,” said Hilary.  “Want to leave, that is.  I don’t want to leave.”


Marcus waited.  She glanced back – Theophanes was still entranced by the television show.  It would hold him a while longer.  Hilary reached out and quietly shut the door.


“You don’t have to wait anymore,” she said.


He was already out of most of his clothing; removing the rest took only seconds.  Hilary stripped off her shirt and jeans, and found that Marcus had remembered what she’d said about how to get her bra off.  She turned on the shower and they stumbled in, arms, legs, and lips entangled.


Last night they’d been interrupted in the middle of their foreplay.  This time they picked up where they’d left off, with Hilary leaning against the shower wall with the hot water spraying in her face, while Marcus drove her mad with licking and nibbling.

She grabbed at a shelf to support herself, knocking bars of paper-wrapped soap down on top of the both of them.  Neither noticed.  Either her skin was tightening or her body expanding.


In the morning, they made love again... and it was only after that when Hilary remembered Theophanes.  “Where did he go?” she asked, sitting up sharply.


“Where did who go?”  Marcus reached up and lazily twirled a curl of her dark red hair around his finger.


“Your friend.” She wrapped a blanket around herself and stood up.  “Theophanes.  Did he leave?”


“I’m right here, Ma’am,” said Theophanes, appearing at the end of the bed.


Hilary stared in horror a moment, then felt her cheeks warm as she realized what that meant.  “How long have you been there?” she demanded.


“All night,” he said.  “Is something wrong?”


“You’ve been there...” Hilary could tell she must be burning red – her face felt like it was on fire.  He’d been right there in the room the entire time while she and Marcus were making love – and probably listening outside the bathroom door last night, too!  “You slept there?”


“Yes.”  He looked confused.  “Ma’am, I always sleep at the foot of my master’s bed.”


“Hilaria?” asked Marcus.  “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing,” she said.  It was a cultural thing... of course the Romans, who considered slaves less than human beings, wouldn’t care if one saw or heard them having sex – any more than a modern couple cared if there were a dog or cat in the room as long as it didn’t interrupt them.  Marcus and Theophanes wouldn’t understand why she found it humiliating.  “I... need another shower,” she said, then, as Marcus started to get up, “no, don’t come with me.  I’m fine.  I can fight off jewel thieves, I can certainly wash myself!”  She ran into the bathroom and locked the door.


This wasn’t working, she thought as she ran the water again, trying to wash away not physical dirt but her embarrassment.  As interested as she was in Rome, it was too different from her own world.  It was a good thing they were going back.  This relationship could never go anywhere.


It was for this reason that she was determined to be all business when she left the bathroom, fully dressed.  She was relieved to see that Marcus had dressed, too... and Theophanes, she supposed, had just never undressed.  “Shower’s free!” she said cheerfully.  “Who’s next?”


While they washed, she ordered breakfast sent up, carefully choosing things that could be eaten with the fingers.  And when everybody had settled down to eat, she clapped her hands and began speaking in the ‘businesslike’ voice she usually saved for telling her students that yes, the exam was cumulative, and yes, spelling counted.  “All right,” she said.  “I’ve been thinking, and I think before we try this, we need to get out of the city, just like if we were still in Constantine.  There’s not much of the Rome you two remember left, so it’d be hard to say where we’d end up.  We don’t want to walk right into somebody’s bedroom” – oh, she shouldn’t have said that – “or another attempted robbery.  Besides, I think appearing out of nowhere in front of people would probably cause some comment, and I seem to remember that magic was a criminal offense in Rome.”  Several empresses had removed rivals for their husbands’ affections by having them executed for witchcraft.


“Only maliscious magic,” said Marcus, “but the point is taken.  It would be easy to accuse us of maliscious intent in such a situation.”


“So we need to get out of the city,” she went on.  “But probably stick to the Roman roads or some other sort of landmark from which we could find our way back.  A road would probably be best... maybe the Appian Way?”  Plenty of that was still around and even still used.  The Romans had built roads to last.


But Marc shook his head.  “No – perhaps they lie with grass growing between their stones now, but the roads were used once.  They’ll be full of traffic and we will face the same difficulties.”


Of course – how had Hilary not tought of that.  “What do you recommend, then?” she asked.


He chewed on a cube of watermelon while he pondered it.  “Perhaps a shrine,” he suggested.  “Or the walls of some country house, if any are still standing.”


“Not many,” said Hilary.  “The ones that are will probably be out in the middle of nowhere, not close to the city, and they’ll be crawling with sightseers.”


Marcus nodded.  “Then maybe...”

Villa delle fragole


“The aqueducts!” exclaimed Theophanes.


“Yes!”  Marcus agreed at once.  “Those were built like the roads, to stand forever, and they lead straight into the city!”


“No,” Hilary shook her head.  “There aren’t any pre-imperial aqueducts.  All the surviving ones were built by the emperors.”


“A ruin will do,” said Marcus.  “What about... the one I’m best familiar with is the one from the Curtius.  My father had a country home near it.  Do you at least know where it was?”


“That?”  Hilary frowned – the name ‘Curtius’ rang a bell, but it took her a minute to recall a description she probably hadn’t read since college.  “The Curitus and the Caerulus... but that’s the Aqua Claudia.  That’s not from your era – it was begun by Caligula and finished by Claudius, about a hundred and fifty years after you guys.”  She held her breat at the realization that she might have finally caught them in an historical error.


“Are you quite sure?” he asked.  “Perhaps we ought to go look at it.  You must be thinking of a different line – I assure you, it existed.”


We’d better go soon, then,” said Theophanes.  “I want to try at noon, remember.  We won’t have a lot of time to look for somewhere else.”


“Agreed,” said Marcus.  “Let us eat, and go.”


The most impressive surviving segments of the Aqua Claudia were well outside of Rome itself, so a taxi couldn’t take them.  Hilary was now thinking clearly enough again that she didn’t want the expense of renting a car, so she and the men ended up on a tour bus with a gaggle of camera-happy sightseers.  It was a good thing that none of them understood Latin, because Marus, complaining about the crowd, loudly compared them to swarming flies.  “Where are they all going?” he asked.


“To the aqueduct,” said Hilary.


“Why?” he asked.


“To see it,” she explained.  “Like how I took you two to see the Coliseum – not because anything was happening there, just to see it.  It’s something people do a lot now – because we have airplanes, it’s much cheaper and easier to travel, so people go and see famous landmarks.  We call it tourism.”


“I see,” he said.  “Like you wish to see the things in my era.”


“Exactly,” Hilary nodded.


His mood remained sour as the little bus thumped and bumped its way along, and Hilary remembered why drivers in Italy had such a reputation for being terrible.  She had to open a window for Theophanes, who was feleing sick again, and resist the urge to shout at a pair of children who took a very keen interest in the springy curls of her hair, while their mother just smiled indulgently at the antics of her brats.


Theophanes fought to be the first one off the bus when they arrived, and promptly staggered to the side of the road and threw up his breakfast.  One of the tourists offered him a bottle of water to wash his mouth out, which he accepted gratefully... then surprised and rather offended the samaritan by drinking all of it.


“Marcus said you were ill on ships,” Hilary said to him, giving the upset tourist a couple of thousand lira to pay for the water.


“It appears I am sick on anything self-mobile,” he replied.  “Horses are horrid animals, but at least in a chariot, something’s feet are on the ground!”


Marcus patted his slave on the back, then looked in the direction the tourists were headed.  There were the high, crumbling arches of the Aqua Claudia.  “Yes!” he exclaimed.  “I knnow where we are – I know this landscape!  That is the Aqua Messalina!”


“All our sources call it the Aqua Claudia,” protested Hilary.  That had been one of the things she was sure she did know... had some historian made a mistake?  Had something been mistranslated?  Had they decided the ‘Curtius’ was the wrong spring?  But there were maps...
“Perhaps he improved it,” said Marcus.  “It was the Aqua Scipionis once... a Scipio had it built, but it began to fall down, so a Messala rebuilt it, and the name was changed accordingly.”


“That could be.”  Hilary made a mental note to look for references to older aqueducts.  If she could prove...
She shook her head – there she went again!  No!  What Marcus said was not history!  She had to stop this.


“So,” she said, changing the subject.  “Now I suppose we’d better wait until the tourists leave.”


“Indeed,” said Marcus.  “If we do not want witnesses.”


Perhaps this was simply an unfortuante choice of wording.  Possibly the Latin word Hilary was translating to herself as ‘witnesses’ didn’t have the same implications as its English equivalent.  But whatever the reason, a horrible feeling settled in the pit of her stomach.  Had these men brought her here to murder her?


The tourists wandered around excitedly chattering in a dozen languages, cameras flashing right and left, while Theophanes looked for a suitable place for the magic circle he said would take them back in time.  He found what he said was a perfect spot, nice and flat, without much grass, and in full sunlight, on the far side of the aqueduct.  Hilary listened to him distractedly and wondered what to do next.  She might not be safe with these men... but if she’d only misheard, she didn’t want to abandon them.


She still had her phone, she thought.  She could call for help, but it probably wouldn’t arrive fast enough.  And the only other remotely weapon-like thing she had on her was a pair of very non-threatening nail scissors.  Hilary opened her purse and dug through its contents, looking for something – anything – else, and her fingers touched cold metal.


She was at first horrified to realize she still had the jewel theif’s handgun.  She must have dropped it into her purse without further thought last night, so as not to frighten the cab driver.  Because now, there it was... Hilary had no idea how many shots were in it or even, as the theif had pointed out, how to hold it properly.  But Marcus and Theophanes had seemed to understand that it was a weapon, at least.  Very carefully, after making sure nobody was watching her, she pulled it out and slipped it into the inside pocket of her jacket.


After what seemed like hours, the tour guide called his charges back to the bus.  He counted them as they got on, then, finding he was missing three, looked up for Marcus, Hilary, and Theophanes, who were still standing around the base of the aqueduct.


“Come on!” he said.  “I’m leaving without you!”


“Oh, we’re all right,” Hilary told him.  “We’re going to have a picnic – we’ll make our own way back.”


He shrugged.  “Okay, but I’m not coming back this way.”


The door closed, and the bus rumbled off.


Theophanes pulled out his pocketful of diamonds, his papyrus sheet of instructions, and a small leather bag, and began setting things up under Marcus’ watchful eye while Hilary stood, shaking slightly, one hand on the gun in her pocket.  Maybe she was being silly – if they’d wanted to kill her, they could have done so long before now... but then again, there would always have been widnesses.  There were people on the streets, in the theatre, in the restaurants... and a dead body would be a difficult thing to get out of a hotel room.  People who worked in the hotel and fellow guests could be questioned, and would be at least able to describe Marcus and Theophanes if they didn’t actually know who the men were.


This was the first time she’d been truly alone with them.  And she was being silly, because she’d seen how easily Marcus had wrested the gun from the theif last night.  What made her think it could protect her?  It might not even be loaded.


It was a bit late now, however.  So she just kept her hand on the gun and looked at Marcus for some sort of sign.


He smiled reassuringly.  “Do not fear, Hilaria,” he said.  “I have great faith in Theophanes.  He is a gifted mathematician – we will get to where we ought to go.  The process is not pleasant...”


“That is putting it mildly!” Theophanes put in.


“... but it is over quickly.”


Hilary nodded.  No, this man didn’t seem like a murderer... but then, if she ignored the fact that they were talking in Latin, he didn’t seem much like a madman, either.  She didn’t know what to believe anymore... but she would probably have an answer soon.


“Done,” said Theophanes.


Hilary nervously gripped the gun, which was getting warm from the heat of her hand, as she came over to look.  What Theophanes had made really wasn’t all that impressive – he’d sprinkled what appeared to be salt or fine white sand in a nine-foot circle with a variety of geometric shapes inscribed inside it.  At four points he’d placed the big crystals at junctions of intersecting lines... a fifth such nexus was still vacant.


“All right,” he said.  “Now we standin the middle here.”


Marcus took Hilary’s hand and stepped into the circle, careful not to disturb the salt.  “Hold on to me,” he said.  “I warned you, it is not pleasant.”


“Wait, this is it?” asked Hilary.  This couldn’t be how you did time travel... it was ridiculous!  Theophanes’ cicle looked like something out of a comic book!


“I hope so.”  Theophanes stepped in beside them.  “Here we go.”  He turned the last crystal slightly, then set it at the remaining junction of lines.


Hilary had been expecting to see them light up or something... but instead, the entire world lit up, blindingly white.  There was a noise as if every instrument in an orchestra had played a dischord at once, shortly before the lot of them were run over by a freight train.  Hilary tasted blood in the back of her throat.  Her skin felt as though it were on fire, and she was falling faster and faster through the light and the noise and the blistering heat...

