Veritas by Robert Reed

The author tells us he did some rather determined research for “Veritas,” which wasasmall departurefor
thisprolific writer and compulsveliar. “The Rome | choseisan earlier, less cosmopolitan world from the
one usually portrayed by Hollywood. The empire was newborn; everything was possible. Violence and
ritual were therule of the day. The poverty was enormous, and crushing, and afew strong individuas
could, and did, run the whole damn show. Naturdly, I'd love the chance to visit the settings of my
story—Rome, Alexandria, the passionate times of early adulthood.”
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Y ou deserve the truth, but the dumb truth isthat | don't have an exact date. We were freshmen, and it
had to be the spring semester. March or early April, I'm guessing. It was evening, probably late. A CD
was playing, but I'm not even going to guess the song. | know that | was sitting at my desk, and my
roommate was stretched out on his bed. He was reading last week's assignment for World Lit. The
Aeneid. That'sonelittle detail about which | am sure. | can't recall what | was studying, but | have aclear
memory of staring down at blurring pages, trying to concentrate. Then this odd sensation cameto me. It
was asif abird was scratching at the back of my head. Here, right under my left ear. And after amoment
or two of trying to ignorethe bird, | turned around in my chair.

“Lucian was eighteen, like me. But where | was abig, plain-faced boy, shy and intellectua, my roommate
was this staggeringly handsome character with rugged Greek features and an easy, pushy charm. When |
turned around, | found Lucian staring a me. Staring, and smiling. His dark eyes were huge and bright,
and they were dicing through me. It seemed to me asif Lucian was glowing, asif some powerful white
firewas burning insde him, seeping out of his pores and those big eyes and between hiswide white teeth.
He startled me. He actudly had me scared. | gulped, and then under my breath, | muttered, * Are you
okay?

“I loved Lucian. Not in aphysica sense, no. But in every other way, | adored the man. We didn't know
each other until that year, but the gods had decided that we were destined for each other. The God of
Student Housing had thrown us into the same tiny dormitory room, and we became ingtant and perfect
friends. To me, Lucian wasawonder. A reveation. The man had aready lived in four different countries,
mastering as many languages. He could tell story after story about exotic landsthat | would never see.
Hisfamily wasn't wedthy, but they had comfortable money, and he was dways generous with his
alowance. And even better, Lucian was generous with al those pretty girlsthat gathered around him.
Bdieveme, thereisno quicker, surer way to win the devotion of ahorny young man than get him laid
fromtimetotime.

“I looked at my friend, and | asked him, * Are you okay? “Lucian was wearing baggy shorts and a baggy
shirt with its deeves cut away. A hat was perched on that thick black hair. Our school mascot sat above
the brim, and the hat wasttilted back at the usua cocky angle. | had walked in Lucian's shadow for
months, and | knew him better than | knew my own brother; but at that moment, he was wearing a
strange wide smilethat | didn't recognize—a crazed, spellbound expression drained of al humor.

“| said, ‘What?

“Hesaid to me, ‘Nothing.’

““Then quit garing at me,” | begged.

““Was| staring? hereplied. Then he closed The Aeneid and threw hislegs off the bed and stretched his



back. ‘ Didn't mean to bug you,” he promised. ‘1 wasjust thinking.” “* Thinking what? | asked.

“*What we should do,” he began. * Not tomorrow or next week. But eventualy. What we should do is
gather up agroup of people, and train them, and then travel back in time and conquer the Roman
Empire’

“Those were his exact words.

“| just sat there. And then he asked me, “What do you think?

“‘Fing’ | said. “Why not? Then | shrugged my shoulders and turned back to my book, atiny voice
indde me shouting:

“*Son-of-a-bitch! He meansit!™
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Jonathon Colfax pauses.

Technicians have crowded around one of the cameras. With apurposeful panic, they remove aniron
panel and reach ingde the machine's guts, fingers prying and poking, soft voices cursing the gods and
their own miserable luck. None of them look at their emperor. Perhapsthey believe that no one will
notice the commotion. But Colfax takes an interest in their work, grasping a swesting glass of water and
ice, and after amoment, with the barest grimace, he announces his small but important displeasure.

Octavian steps forward. With areasonable tone, he remarks, “Two more cameras are till at work, your
excdlence”

Colfax reaches over hishead, tapping the fat microphone. “What about the audio?’

The project director rushesinto view. He hastraveled al the way from Alexandria, bringing his
cumbersome tools and earnest crew for the purpose of filming the living god who rules the world.
Egyptian by blood and Roman by bearing, the director has no patience for incompetence, particularly
from his subordinates. With arazored fury, he demands explanations. He and his technicians employ
Greek, digtinctly American words like“camera’ and “ shit” mixed into the conversation. When hefinds his
answers, heturnsto Colfax and bows. “ The microphones and tape machines are strong,” he announces,
using hisbest American. “And the sick camera can be healed, your excellence!”

Colfax spsthe cold weter, saying nothing.
“Elsawhere,” Octavian commands. “ Drag the machine away, and repair it Somewhereelse.”

“Yes, of course” The Egyptian bows only to the emperor, asif he had just given the order. Then he
waves at his underlings, making them grab hold of the machine and itsthick cables, awithering stare and
atight-lipped fury prodding them to work. “Hurry, hurry,” he urges. Then to deflect any blame, hetdllsa
random face, “Thisisentirely your fault.”

Colfax twirls his glass, watching theice cubes climb the dick walls.
“Your excellence,” says another voice.

He setsthe glass onto the milky-white marble, admitting, “1 may havelost my place. Could you remind
me, my dear— 7’



Only onewoman is present, and she Sits at the far end of the table. Like the cameramen and anxious
technicians, she was born in Egypt, but her statusis entirely different. By birth, sheisaqueen. By trade,
sheisajourndist currently resding in Rome. On adaily bass, her face and rich ato voice bring newsto
Romans everywhere. Like her mother, sheisonly alittle beautiful, but she al so possesses her mother's
geniusfor winning the souls of men. With awinsome look, she can feed any man's vanities. Leaning
againg the marble table, she can stare at the elderly emperor, and, with nothing but agentle warm smile,
she reminds him that he isthe undisputed center of Creation.

“Lucian,” she says, using an impeccable American. “Y ou weretdling us about L ucian, and yoursdf, and
your journey through Time.”

Colfax nods, glancing & the nearest camera. It isabulky, cold contraption, the film whirring ingdeit like
adgtiff blood, making itsway through an apparatus built from iron and carved wood and lenses polished
by the hard, deft hands of highly trained daves.

“It had to bein that spring,” Colfax dlows. “ That's when time travel became possible. Physicists had just
discovered the means, and news had lesked out. Thefirst time machines were already being built. Of
course they were going to be expensive and experimentd, and a multitude of governmenta powerswere
in control. But till, timetravel had become agenuine possibility. It was red enough that two young men
could gt in their dorm room, drink cheap beer, and plot their conquest of an ancient world.”

Thejournalist covers her mouth, eyeswide in fascination.

Colfax wears an old-style tunic with atoga neetly folded over his shoulders, fine wools dyed white as
cream and trimmed with anarrow purple stripe. Octavian suggested thiswardrobe: Citizensfrom every
corner of the Empire would eventually see thisinterview, and more than not, Romans were adecidedly
traditiona people. And in the same spirit, the woman wears an equally traditiond garb: A smple gray
tunic tied at the waist and benegath her breasts, the blue palla draped over her left shoulder, her black hair
tied back in an eegant bun.

“Your excellence,” the woman purrs. “Y our audience would love to hear your explanation of time and
how asoul can travel throughiit.”

“Ah, but timetravel isan easy trick,” hejokes. “Each day isajourney intime, isn't it?’
Shelaughs gppreciatively.

Colfax waits for amoment, and then offersthe most familiar explanation. “ The universeisahouse. A
great, glorious house filled with countlessrooms.” Heliftsahand, sketching that houseintheair. “Each
room iseterna. Each room embracesasingleinstant in Time and Space. Y ou and | are standing together
inside one room. Behind usisasingle door leading back in time, but not far back. No, it only leadsto the
previousingtant. While ahead of us stland an infinite number of doorways, each leading to adifferent
room that embraces the next instant.

“Every possble futureiswaiting for usthere. That's what the physicists of my time discovered. And when
they played with the mathematics, they redlized that there was athird type of door. With the proper toals,
aperson could cut atemporary holein the celling and crawl up into the future. Ten seconds or ten million
years could be crossed in ablink. But if that person punched ahole in the floor, he could drop backward
intime. Hewould find himsdf standing ingde an older room, a past ingtant. But as aways, asingle door
would stand behind our time traveler, leading to the past he knows, while straight ahead would be
countless doors, each leading to one of the myriad possible futures.”

“A remarkable discovery,” the woman offers.



“It'saremarkable house,” Colfax adds, showing anarrow smile. “ Our physicistslearned just how
remarkable and enduring it is. For instance, |et'simagine that you journey back intime.” He says her
name quietly, with affection. “ Sarah,” he says. “Y ou drop into your past, and instantly, the past divides.
Where there was one room, now two exist. One room is unchanged, blissfully ignorant of your existence,
while the other smply adaptsto your presence. Y ou might bump into the furniture, and of coursethe men
will smile at you, and most important, now all of those doors standing before you will lead to futures of
your own making.

“Itis, | think, an eegant, lovely arrangement. The universeis ahouse built of possibilities. Everything
possible will happen, and every moment is eternd. And in one fashion or another, we aredl travelersin
time”

Nobody speaks.

His eyes narrow to thoughtful dits. “When Lucian and | were sophomores, our physics department
offered an undergraduate classin time mechanics. Lucian decided we should takeit. ‘ Laying the
groundwork,” hecaledit. A graduate student fresh from a summer at Sandiataught the class. That's one
of the labs where they were building a prototype time machine. The woman was an excellent ingtructor,
smart and charming. | am not agifted scientist mysdlf—"

A disagreeing murmur drifts from the shadows.

“But | didwdl inthat class,” he admitswith an easy, proud smile. “Quite wdl, actually. | discovered a
talent for thinking impossible thoughts. | learned quite a bit about time and quantum wellsprings. | took
copious notesthat | loaned to Lucian, since herarely madeit to class. Sometimes I'd repest the lectures
to him, trying to make him gppreciate this very complex business. Which isthe best way to learn any
subject, | think. Teach it, and it becomes yours.”

The smilefades. “More than once, | warned Lucian. | told him that we couldn't invade Rome. When we
dropped into the past, we would lose the present. An entirely new timestream would erupt. A multitude
of unique and unfamiliar futures would erupt from our first instant there, and there was no knowing what
those futures might hold.

“‘But our earth istill here, right? he asked.

“‘Itis | admitted. *Our timestream is always going to be safe and intact. It'sjust sitting in adifferent part
of the universe. For dl intents and purposes, it's unreachable. Invisible. Lost.’

“Lucian enjoyed abig laugh. He had awonderful, infectious laugh. He used it until | was laughing with
him, and then he dapped me on the knee, asking, ‘ But isn't that best? | mean, if were going to do this
thing ... and weare going to do it ... well, then, shouldn't we be willing to give up everything...?

“I didn't know what to say, so | said nothing.

“* Great undertakings demand commitment and sacrifice,” he assured me. And then he said, “ Sacrifice;
agan. Asif everything important was embodied in that oneword...!” Colfax dlows hisvoiceto trall

avay.

For along moment, the only sound istherattle of film passing through the two working cameras. Then
thejourndist prompts him, saying, “ Commitment,” with agenuine curiogity. “1 know afew stories about
those early years. And there are some third-hand accounts. But | was hoping to hear the truth from you.
Y our excellence. About Lucian, and therest of theinner circle....”



Colfax waitsfor amoment. Then with adeceptively quiet voice, he admits, “Lucian never finished that
dassintimetravel. Infact, he got a spectacularly awful grade on thefind exam.”

Technicians and younger servantsbristle. It fedslike asacrilege, hearing that the Great Lucian could fall
a anything.

But then Colfax shakes his head, adding, “ The man was ageniusin different ways. Better ways, |
suppose.” He shrugs, and sighs. “That year and for the rest of college, we shared allittle gpartment
off-campus. | had one more exam to take, and L ucian asked me when | was coming home, and | told
him. When | got home, on schedule, | didn't think about knocking. I smply unlocked the door and
waked in, and | found Lucian on our old couch, screwing our professor. Like two dogs screwing. They
were naked, and he was behind her, pumping awvay and winking over at me, asif weweretrading this
funny littlejoke.”

The old man breathes through his nogtrils, and he tries to make his shouldersrelax, and after along
moment, he mentions, “Theresawas agenuinely beautiful woman. And she waswondroudy smart. And
likedl of us, shewas absolutely in lovewith Lucian.”

Colfax looks away from the cameras, muttering under his breeth.
“The Empress of Tears. Isn't that how you refer to her today?’
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The emperor's face has aways been narrow and bony. Wheat little remains of his hair is snow-white and
cut short, and histhick white whiskers are shaved each morning by atrusted Nubian. Artful touches of
makeup help disguise his age and fatering hedth, but sometimes the hot lightswill catch him honestly, and
everything is apparent. Always thin, he looks emaciated now. His chin and cheeks are too sharp, and the
normally bright blue-white eyes have grown pale and unfocused. By nature, heisaquiet, thoughtful
person. Senators and daves dike have difficulty reading the man's emotions. Those few who know him
well have learned to watch his eyes, measuring hismood by following his gaze and noting how often he
blinks. At this moment, the old man appears sad. Hisfaceislike stone, pae and cold, but he blinks
dowly, betraying exhaustion and adeep sorrow. Perhaps he regrets having agreed to thisinterview.
Naturaly, he can end it with aword. He can say, “Enough,” and Octavian will wave in the Pragtorians. In
an ingant, the various machineswill be turned off, the film and audio tapes confiscated and destroyed.
Within the hour, their guests from the Grest Library will be driven back to Naples and put onboard their
deek clipper ship, then paid in gold for their troubles and ordered to say nothing about what has
happened here and what failed to happen.

But the emperor doesn't end the interview.

Instead, he seemsto will himsdlf into achange of mood. After alengthy pause, he smilesagain. Theblue
eyes brighten, if only for amoment. Again helooks across the marble table, and with atender voice, he
tellshisinterviewer, “I wasajunior when | met your father. Forrester was an old freshman. He was
practicaly thirty, which made him seem very old and extraordinarily wise.”

Helaughs.

Mogt of the audience laughswith him, but quietly. Thejourndist just smiles at the mention of her father,
and



after amoment, she confesses, “From what | understand, he rarely spoke about those times.”
“Redly?’

“‘] left that world for thisone,” hewould tell Mother. Shetried to make him talk, but he would just shake
his head, asking, ‘Why dwell on thingslogt?”

“Sounds like your father.” Colfax sghs. He opens his mouth and closesiit, and then he opensit again.
“Lucian found him. Forrester had been in the Army for twelve years, part of an dite unit caled the
Rangers. He had experience in combat, and he was strong in every way you can be strong, and he was
accustomed to leading young men in desperate circumstances.

“The university was agreeat hunting ground for talent. Any large school has thousands of young people,
each sick with dreams and half-born talents. Lucian tried to teach me histricks. ‘ Go up to astranger,” he
sad, ‘and talk honestly. That'sdl. Tdl him that you've got an adventure waiting, if he'sinterested. Invite
him to one of our meetings. Mention time travel. Mention Rome. But don't give away specifics. Tell him
that hell discover what he needsto know at our next meeting.’

“Except, of course, we admitted amost nothing at the meetings. They were for show. Once a month, we
gathered in the basement of alocal pizzaparlor. Lucian paid for everyone's dinner and the beer, and he
gave a speech about the mgjesty of Rome and its history, and he showed afew dides of ruinsand artists
renderings, and then with abig smile, he described how we would jump back in time to give the Romans
all thewonders of our age. We would make the Empireinto alarger, stronger nation. And oh, by the
way, once we arrived there, all of uswere going to be worshipped as gods.”

Helaughs, shaking his head. “ The meetings were proving grounds. After the speech, Lucian went from
tableto table, offering light conversation while making a hard assessment of character. Of spirit. Only a
couple of dozen people earned their way into our inner circle. Forrester was one of three men with
military training. He dso was a history mgjor, which made him doubly useful. And best of dl, hehad a
backbone, and if he had areason, he would challenge Lucian.

“*1t sounds easy enough,” your father said to us, early on. *We smply march back two thousand years
and kick Roman ass. Of course well win! Weve got machine guns and airplanes and napam. What
legion can fight againgt those kinds of fury?

“‘But it won't bethat easy,” Lucian countered, winking at the rest of us now. ‘ That'swhat you're hinting
a. Aren't you?

“‘I'm not hinting. I'm telling!” | remember Forrester chewing on hislower lip, building up ahead of steam.
‘Okay, suppose we can actualy get hold of atime machine. Which isabig suppose. And suppose we
actually do send oursdves into the past. Weve il got trouble. Everyone has to make the jJump together;
otherwise, we'd end up in different timestreams. And we can take only so many people and so many
weapons. Y et theway | understand it, there's no way to jump back to the present to pick new supplies
a thewdMart.”

The Egyptians make furious notes. “What isaWa-Mart?’ they want to know; but nobody dares
interrupt the emperor now.

“*Those are genuine problems,” Lucian agreed. The inner circle was mesting at our apartment. Our
graduate student was sitting beside him on the old couch. Lucian threw afond arm around her, saying,
‘Theresahere canfill youin on al the sweet technical details” Then he promised, ‘ Time machines aren't
the problem. The prototypes have been a dream for the scientists. The next generation of machines will
get smpler and chegper. But | agree with you, sure. We absolutely have to take everything with us.



That'swhy we have to be thorough. Once we go, there's no coming back again.’

“Forrester shrugged his shoulders. He was a surprisingly small man. Many good soldiersare smdll, I've
noticed. But he had a presence. A power. If held walked out of that meeting, chances are he would have
taken afew of our followerswith him. *We can't carry enough bullets,; he warned Lucian, and dl of us.
‘Theresfifty or ahundred million peoplein that empire. And | don't care how many guns and bombswe
drag aong. If they want us dead, they'll find away to overwhelm us!’

“But Lucian was ready. It was like awell-planned ambush, actually. ‘First of dl,’ he said, ‘you haveto
redlize something. These old empireswerefrail things. Most of those millions were daves or as poor as
shit, and they didn't particularly care who was itting in the palace. Invaders were dways coming in and
killing afew thousand of the elite, then grafting their heads onto the headless State.’

“*“Maybe s0,” Forrester admitted. ‘ But at those pizza parties, you talk asif nobody isgoing to die. We
just show up and smile and do some magic tricks, and these

unsophisticated souls are going to fight for the chance to do our bidding.’
“‘It won't be that easy,” Lucian agreed.

“*So we need to take more soldiers,” Forrester said. ‘ Or better till, we need to recruit murderers and
other shits. We need the sorts of people who can happily machinegun our enemies.” He shivered for a
moment, then asked, ‘Isthat your generd plan?

“‘1 want the best possible wegpons,” Lucian admitted. Then helooked at the rest of us, hisexpression
never more sober or salf-assured. | didn't know what he was going to say. He had kept this part of his
scheme secret, waiting for the perfect moment. *What we need mogt,” he alowed, ‘is aweapon of pure
terror. A weapon that will win every battle for us, and leave our enemies without a shred of hope.’

“*We can't get nukes,” Forrester growled. * So you must be thinking of poor-man weapons. Botulism.
Smallpox. Which one of those horrors are we going to take with us?

“*The man had apoint. And thiswasn't thefirst time that | was bothered by these awful thoughts.

“Weaent Romans,’ | blurted out. Findly. Then | looked a my best friend in the world, and feding like
atraitor, | admitted, ‘I don't want to kill and maim. If that's what we're talking abouit ... using plaguesto
keep contral....’

“Lucianjust sared &t us.

“With alook, he made each of usfed asif we had let him down. Asif we were shoving knivesinto his
belly and his aching heart. And then he caressed Theresa on the shoulder, and with the easiest, most
relaxed voice, he said, * Think about it. Isn't it obvious?

“Then before any of the ignorant could guess at the answer, Lucian explained what he was planning ...
what was sitting in front of our very stupid eyes...!”
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Colfax pauses, alowing his audience amoment to consider the smple, bloodless horror embodied in his
slence. Then he sghsand lifts hisglass, finding it empty, and as his hand descends, a second hand darts
from the shadows, yanking the glass away even as athird, unmatched hand sets before him another tall



glassof filtered water and crystdlineice.

He says, “No. Something sweet.”

Nothing happens.
“A fizzy sweet,” he adds, and aburly hand produces anew

glassfilled with abubbling brown treat. After agp, helooksat hisdrink. “We brought the formulawith
us,” hementions. It was agift from afriendly corporation. They weretickled by the ideaof Romans
enjoying their carbonated prunejuice.” He setsthe glass on the white marble and sighs, and he says,
“What we brought,” as he glances up at the watching cameras.

“Y ou brought the future to us,” the journalist mentions, her purring voice somewhere between awe and
graitude.

“Pieces of thefuture, yes.” Colfax hestates. “Lucian routingly promised that we would leavein just
another year or two. ‘We'rewell on our way,” he kept chiming. But the promises dways came with
winks and sdeways smiles. Theinner circle understood: Nothing this enormous would happen quickly or
eadly. Lucian would say, ‘ Soon,” just to keep everyone focused. What he wanted, and what he cultured,
was awartime mentality—that potent sense that every moment mattered, that every decisonwasa
fulcrum on which our dreams teetered.

“Nothing sobers the mind more than knowing that you must bring everything on aone-way voyage.
Machinery and power production and people with skills and the intellectud skeleton of a high-technology
world: All of that had to be purchased, or won over, or in afew cases, stolen. Everyoneinvolved in the
project had suggestions. Every voice in the inner circle wanted to take some critica piece of our world;
and Lucian, being Lucian, agreed with each of us. We needed modern crops aswell as trusted
heirlooms. We needed libraries, both as paper books and CD-ROMs. We had to have codes of
conduct and top notch medical equipment and kickass uniforms. And most important, we required
talented recruits. But each recruit dways knew two or three others who would ‘love’ to make the
journey with us, who would be ‘thrilled’ to belong to thiswonderful adventure ... and after severd years,
we found oursalves at the helm of an organization complete with offices and half a dozen warehouses and
more than athousand earnest, dues-paying members.

“ Science sculpted our mission, too. We weren't just traveling through time, we were also moving in

space. When we arrived in the past, our bodies and machines and overstuffed suitcases would displace
whatever was there before us. With astructured violence, we would explode into existence, pushing
aside people and buildings and the land beneath our feet. That's why we had to aim for the sea. Water
and the warm Mediterranean winds would offer asoft, safe landing. But that meant that we had to have a
solid seaworthy boat to carry usthose last few leagues toward Rome.

“A boat large enough to carry hundredsis no longer aboat. It isaship. Lucian's family had money, and
everyone e se contributed what he or she could bear. But most of us were fresh out of school. Each of us
had afew gold coinsto offer, but it didn't make for afortune.”

Colfax dpsthefizzy swest.

One of the cameras makes aworrisome clatter, but before anyone can attempt to fix it, it seemsto cure
itsdf with asharp, sudden ping.

“Lucian findly admitted, ‘We need help.” Only the inner circle was present. He looked past us and
repeated himsalf. He shook his head and said, ‘“We need help,” and | heard the ache in hisvoice. Wed



invested seven yearsin our project, but athousand years wouldn't be enough. We'd begun losing
believersfaster than we could find new ones. Our cash flow was suddenly amess. | didn't know it at the
time, but Lucian'sfamily, understandably troubled by this crazy venture, had taken away histrust funds.
But Lucian refused to be stymied. Every problem had its answer, and every answer was best delivered
with adetermined smile. *“We need anew partner,’ hetold us, grinning broadly. ‘We need adreamer
with cash and resources and the ssimple will to use his grest gifts’

“‘Isthere such abird? Forrester asked.
“‘Thereis,” Lucian purred, showing usacocky wink. ‘And | think I know who heis.’

“I don't know where he found the billionaire. | suspect that Lucian launched athousand letters and
e-mails, contacting important assstantsin hopes they might pass dong amessage to their very busy
bosses. Whatever his methods, he eventualy made contact with ayoungish, high-tech billionaire curious
enough to give usthirty minutes. The four of uswent, but it was Lucian who did the bulk of the talking.
And in many ways, it was hisfinest speech. He was charming and humorous, and he was captivating,
describing the mgjesty of Rome and the wonders that we would bring to that golden age. | was
convinced. | was enthralled, and energized. | didn't even hear the billionaire say, ‘No.” But then | noticed
the faces of my friends, and it dawned on me that something awful had just happened.

“‘| havearule’ thebillionairewas saying. ‘| don't pay for tripsthat I'm not going to take, and honestly, |
have no intention of going with you.’

“That brought everything to a sputtering stop.

““Why would | leave thisworld? he asked us. My fortuneis here. My power and name are established
here. What you want to achieve, | dready have. And thisis, | think, amuch nicer life than anything you or
| can findin the past.’

“Those prescient words struck me and rolled off.

“Forrester looked wounded. | fdlt frustrated and disgusted, and for amoment, | genuindly hated that rich
son-of-a-bitch. Theresawas watching Lucian, and she was scared. If anything, he was hit worse than the
rest of us. For thefirg timein Lucian'slife, his charms had failed him. Redl doubtswere chewing at his
ingdes. He was plainly devastated by the blunt rejection. He was furious and miserable and lost. |
wouldn't have been surprised if he had stood up right then and flung himsdlf through the office window.
That's how awful helooked to me.

“It was Theresawho saved the day.

“Sheloved Lucian. They had been married for two years, and redlly, she adored the man. She would do
anything to help him. That'swhy she leaned forward and smiled at our rude host. Her hair was black and
long and thick, and she had smart brown eyes that could grab aman. She grabbed the billionaire with a
piercing stare and a piece of cleavage, and then with a smoldering voice, she said, * Sir. Y ou must have a
few friends, and | bet they'rerich, too. Among them, is there anyone who might be interested in what
were offering?

“Thebillionaire shook hishead, saying, ‘No.’

“But then he thought again, and with alittle shrug, he said, *Mark Lightbody. | don't know him well, but
he's got abug for adventure. Inherited wealth does that for some. If you wrap things up in theright kind
of package, the man might take a passing interest in your bullshit.”



* * %

Colfax pauses.
The journdist reads hisface and posture, and she decides to mention the name, “Marcus.”

“That was hisidea,” Colfax reports. “*Cal meMarcus,’ he announced at the first meeting. ‘ It'll help get
meinto theright mindset.’

“Asajoke, under my breath, | said, ‘Marcus Lightbodicus.’
“And helaughed hard, saying, ‘ Sure. Why not?’ Another pause.

“Mark wasthistiny fellow,” Colfax reports. “Bardly five foot four. He was Forrester's age, but he acted
like a spoiled teenager. He needed to interrupt. He loved to boast. He was unreasonable and brash and
blessed with this crazy energy that actually worked, on occasion. For instance, it was hisideato use
cruiseliners. They were cities onto themselves, able to house thousands and carry cargo, too. And he
didn't want usto settle for aretired liner with a creaky hull. He went shopping and came home with not
one ship, but three gigantic liners. ‘ Theindustry isin afunk,” he announced. ‘ And so | thought, hey, why
not three for the price of two?

“Our new partner decided that we needed to completely reconfigure the ships, which took time. He dso
demanded better munitions and fancier equipment and training, and more recruits and still moretraining.
Every suggestion cost millions. The scope of our operation kept widening and widening. And to an
astonishing degree, Lucian was patient, letting Marcus say and do pretty much whatever he wanted.

“The two men were never friends.

“I was Lucian'sfriend. Theresawas Lucian'swife and lover. And Forrester couldn't have been more
devoted to our mission. But practically from the day we met Marcus, there was an understanding. The
little man would chatter away, and the rest of uswould pretend to listen. Wewould tel him, * Thank you,’
with gushy, earnest voices. And then we would look a each other. Not winking, exactly. But setting our
jawsin acertain way. We knew what was at stake, and we knew just what was necessary to get thisjob
done”
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Colfax pauses, throwing areflective glance a hisfizzy sweet.

“Virtue. And Truth. And Justice.” The journaist names the legendary ships with a papable reverence.
“All the gold in thisworld couldn't have built even one of those astonishing vessds. That'swhat my
mother says, explaining those days.”

The old man nods, aprivate smile breaking loose.

“Y ou were thirty-three years old when you arrived,” she mentions. “Even with Marcus' help, it had taken
another eight years of preparation.”

Hesays, “Yes”

He nods and explains, “Nothing important is easy. We had to make the ships more useful. We had to
enlarge and improve their cargo holds. There were no dry docks where we were going, so wed haveto



make repairs a sea, without heavy cranes or external power sources. And there was the problem with
fud. Should we drag dong agiant tanker ship, too? But that would limit our mobility, and with astray
spark, we would have been dead in the water. So after several missteps, we decided to rebuild each
ship's engine and the Hum-vee engines and the motorsingde the little seaplanes that condtituted our air
force. Alcohol was our fud of choice. Pure grain dcohol could be made from most any vegetable matter.
Each of the big shipshad adistillery next to itsfuel tanks. Each was astedl cow ready to grazeitsway
around the Mediterranean. Engine performance was hurt, naturdly; but even plodding at seventeen knots,
we would be the swiftest navy in the world.

“Eight yearsfilled with constant, numbing preparation.

“Every lucid moment was busy. Recruits had to be given suitable jobs, and trained. Chains of command
were created and tested and reconfigured and tested again. Thisiswhen | finaly learned how to give
orders. And we had endless troubles with governments and certain people. Nobody liked our munitions
stockpiles. To the news media, we were a cult using mind-bending techniques on the weak to stedl them
away from their families and the present. Armies of lawyers descended on us, trying to steal back our
followers and sue usdry. Tax collectors and Senate committees gave us too much scrutiny. And worst of
al, we dill had to acquire aworking time machine—not just alittle scientific toy for laboratory work, but
arugged machine with enough muscle to punch agaping holein the present, allowing morethan amillion
metric tons of metal and men to descend into the past.

“There were stretches when | doubted that we'd ever succeed.
“And then | looked up one day, and, to my joyful surprise, | redized that we were finally ready.

“It was March, by coincidence. On a sunny weekend afternoon, our flotilla gathered off the coast of
Italy. Our three main ships and two freight barges and severd dozen auxiliary boats were bunched
together. The world's press watched from a safe distance, and between them and us were the deek,
modern ships of three navies. Fifteen years had passed since timetravel had become aredlity. For the
last few years, the public had been ableto rent licensed time machines. ChronoAbles, they were called:
Chrono for time, and Able for the man who perfected the mechanism. Only afew individuas and some
smdl groups had abandoned the present. The termindly ill would legp into the future, hoping their
allments could be cured there. Misfits went into the past, looking for romance and purpose. But we were
adifferent creation. We were vast and organized, dramatic and ambitious, and the entire world watched
aswe made our find, fateful preparations.

“I wasin command of the Truth. Which meansthat | told the ship'sreal captain what to do. Marcus had
the Justice. And L ucian ruled the entire venture, aswell as our lead ship, the Virtue. Using ship-to-ship,
he gave a brisk little speech about duty and adventure. But honestly, it was one of hisweaker speeches.
He stumbled over hiswords. He sounded tentative and alittle sad. Later, Theresa confided to me that
Lucian was sitting on the toilet, suffering some kind of gastric nightmare while giving the speech. Brought
on by nerves, | would think. Until that final moment, | doubt that L ucian had ever redlly understood what
he was asking of us. Until that last day, our god wasjust adistant abstraction. An eaborate and fulfilling
gamethat came to an end when he put his mouth to the microphone, offering those now-famous words:

““To make a better world.”
* * *
With awry little grin, Colfax admits, “1 wrote those words.”

“Itisafinephrase” thewoman replies.



“*To make abetter world,” wasthe prearranged signa,” he explains. “Our ChronoAble was lashed to
the Virtue's superstructure. Theresa had aready deployed her sensors and finished her calibrations. Fat
power cablesran from every ship's generatorsinto banks of capacitors, and more cable carried the
combined jolt of energy to the machineitsalf. A disruption was created. For that first microsecond, the
disruption waslittle bigger than thetip of afinger. Then Theresaand her saff gaveit an eectrical charge,
and they launched it.

“In many ways, our time machine resembled a cumbersome piece of artillery. The Sainless sted barrel
was pointed straight up at the cloudless blue sky, and the disruption burst from its muzzle, resembling a
tiny, brilliant flare. And then, the flare began to mature. It sparkled and expanded, acquiring more mass,
and its momentum began to fail. We watched, spellbound, while the disruption hovered for what seemed
like forever. And then the earth pulled it down again. The disruption was maturing at a set pace. By then,
it resembled acloud of white-hot plasma. Except that it had no rea temperature. 1ts avesome energies
were elsewhere, busily ripping anew door in the floor of the universe. Like acold, heavy blanket, it fell
across our fleet, and for that next fraction of ananosecond, anew doorway lay open benegth us.

“In an ingtant, without ahint of motion, it was night. We were floating in the same sea, but now there
were stars overhead, and our ships and the seawater that we had brought with us were pushing aside
millions of gallons of native water. | was standing on my bridge, watching an enormous ripple pass off
into the dark distance. And then our navigator came running, amost bresthless. He had a calendar based
on star charts and the phases of the moon. He blurted out an approximate date. A month and year.
‘From where Polaris Sits,” he sputtered, ‘ and where the moon is, and the congtdllations ... well, it could
be 44 BC, and it isdefinitely, definitely the middle of March...!”

Colfax waitsfor amoment, and then he glances at his associate. With anod, he remarks, “Y our
great-uncle was afew days dead, and the Empire wasin chaos.”

Octavian offersanarrow smile, bowing with a certain curt grace.

“Chaos,” the emperor repeets. Then his eyes narrow, and he admits, “Y et it seemed like avery peaceful
chaosto me. That night and those calm sess ... honestly, | felt morelike atourist than a conqueror.”

The pale eyes are distant, and enthralled.

“We | €ft the cruise ships and Marcus offshore,” he continues. “ The other members of theinner circle
boarded an a cohol-powered yacht, and with little boats flanking us, we chugged our way toward the
coast. The mouth of the Tiber lay straight ahead. We navigated using nightscopes and the enduring hills.
In the pre-dawn gloom, we landed at Ostia— Rome's harbor—and if it wasn't obvious before, we
redized it then. We werein avery different world now. Upstream was the cleanest, finest city on the
planet. But the Tiber wasfilthy. We could smell and see the raw sewage that had been shoved
downstream by the winter rains. For good symbolic reasons, Lucian wasfirst to step onto the dry land,
and he ended up dipping hisway through apile of anonymous shit. Then helooked up & me and
laughed, and everyone laughed. And he cried out, ‘ Goddamn! This placeisadump!’

“Our Hum-vees were unloaded. Forrester sent out recon squads, and we found the road leading to
Rome. The ViaOdtienss. Lucian inssted on driving the lead vehicle, hiseyesbig aswindows and his
teeth shining in the reflected glare of the headlights. * A fucking rough road,” he pointed out, more than
once. ‘ Aren't you surprised, Jonathon? These ugly little buildings and this awful pavement ... | mean,
don't thingslook awfully shabby to you...?

“I had invested fifteen years making ready for this moment. | had studied and imagined and dreamed, and
no, | wasn't even alittle surprised. | wasthrilled and astonished and pleasantly scared, but redly,



everything looked pretty much asit had in my dreams.
“*Theroad's not that rough,” | offered.

“*Well haveto repave,” he promised. ‘ As soon aswe get the ail flowing from Libya, well put down a
good thick layer of asphdt.’

“Rome wasn't expecting to be invaded. Not that night, and certainly not by men like us. We were
wearing Kevlar and tough riot helmets, and we had weapons. | had apistol. Forrester alone carried
enough firepower to take on alegion. But we didn't fire ashot. When we found the city's gates |ocked,
Lucian unleashed histerror weapon. The wegpon rode on its own Hum-vee, its generatorsriding on
trailers. Winking at me, he said, ‘ Name adate.’

“‘1 don't know,’ | muttered.

“He shrugged and walked faster. Theresawas sitting with the weapon. She called him, ‘Darling,” and
they kissed. Then Lucian whispered into her ear, and sheflinched, alittle bit. Hinched and said, * It
doesn't haveto bethat big. | can take away the gates and leave the wall standing.’

“‘But wherésthe spectaclein that? he asked, giggling at her. Then he shouted a Theresa's people,
repesting his precise orders.

“The generators and several small capacitors went to work. Lucian himself decided on adate, and
Theresaaimed the ainless stedl barrel, and she did some quick calibrations, and aminuscule disruption
was created inside the weapon's reaction chamber. The flash was sudden and silent. | dipped my head
and shut my eyes, missing everything. But like good tourists, we had cameras, and I'm sure you've seen
the footage. The gate stands there. And the great stone wall. Y ou can see guards warily peering over the
top of the wall. And then the disruption spreads and matures, and afew thousand tons of stone and
wood, and muscle and brain, are catapulted through time.

“The ChronoAble was our terror weapon.

“On land, with portable generators, it was atactical device. But when the device was lashed to the Virtue
and powered by the ship'sentire eectrica plant, it could, in principle, fling asmadl city into another age.

“The guards and gate and along portion of the wall vanished. Except for the tumbling of afew loose
stones, nothing moved before us.

“Quietly, | asked my friend, ‘What date did you pick?
“He shrugged his shoulders. * Ten thousand years ago, about.’

“Then before | could comment, he added, ‘I liked theidea. Theimage. A partid wall sandingina
wilderness, and no clue asto how it got there” Helaughed. ‘ Quite apuzzlefor Mr. and Mrs.
Cro-Magnon. lsn't it?”

* % *

“Then it wasdawn,” saysthe emperor, “and we found ourselves here. Here in the heart of Rome, inthe
Forum itself. Our best trandator—a L atin scholar who giggled and nearly wet himself—began to shout at
thefew citizens and daves watching from adistance. He kept telling them, * We are gods. We want to
meet with Mark Antony and the senators. Get them for us now, and we will be grateful. Ignore us, and
you will know our wrath!’



“Lucian was sitting on the hood of his Hum-vee. He had put on aCD, old rock and roll setting aharsh
mood. With aflourish, he pointed skyward, and with his other hand, he spokeinto aradio, saying, ‘Do it
now!’

“His orderswould take afew minutes to accomplish.

“Likeatourigt, | wandered. | gawked at the Temple of Vesta. The Temple of Castor and Pollux. The
Tabularium. And here, the Senate House. It kept hitting me, again and again: | wasredly here. | wasn't
looking &t ruins. | was seeing new buildings wearing fresh paint and old buildingslovingly kept young. |
caught some young boys staring at me from the shadows, and | lifted my face plate to show them a
pleasant smile. And then came the rough, rising sounds of engines, and they scattered, and | walked back
over to Lucian, over near therostra. And afew moments later, our entire air force came streaking over
the heart of Rome, each one of the seaplanes pulling along banner, every banner proclaming in Latin:

“‘Lucian rulestheworld.’

“We watched the planes pass overhead, and they turned and came back again, the whine of their motors
kept intentionaly loud.

“I was standing beside Lucian. Every time | looked at him, hewas smiling. Beaming. All of those early
jitters had dissolved, replaced with agiddy joy.

“Everything was perfect, | thought.
“‘It'sgoing to be great,’ | mentioned to him.

“But then Lucian gave me alook, and still wearing that wild wide smile, he said, ‘ Okay, thisisfinished.
Thisisdone. What in the hell are we going to do now?”

[Back to Table of Contents]
VI

Octavianisasmalish manin hisearly fifties. Asaboy, he was genuindy frail, his body tortured by
relentless troubles with his scomach; but as an adult, he has grown heavier and consderably hedlthier. He
has awise, certain mouth blessed with the finest dental work available. His eyes are gray and relentless,
shining behind apair of black-rimmed spectacles. Today, like most days, he wears the customary
uniform of the emperor's court: Blue denim trousers and soft shoes tied with gold-tipped laces, plusa
deceptively smple blouse made from the finest Chinese silks. A giant brown man stands on hisright,
holding aheavy red radio that will light up with any urgent news meant for the emperor. Theradioisa
standard precaution. On thisday, thirty-three years after the Arriva, the empireis at peace with its
neighbors and itself. Prosperity and the rule of Law hold sway everywhere. No force of nature or man
can stand against Rome, and none dareto try.

“We conquered thiscity inaday,” saysthe emperor, hisvoice quietly proud. “ People were stunned by
our appearance, by our powers. Many of the Senators had fled when Caesar was killed, but the
stubborn ones and Mark Antony eventually arrived at the Forum. Lucian met with that delegation. Here,
insde the Senate House. He made the rich men sit on the top bleachers, and through our trandator, he
explained that we had come from a place they could not imagine, and that we were gods, and that if they
cooperated, perhaps, they would keep their wealth and some influence. ‘But if you fight against me,” he
promised, ‘1 will sted away your lands and your gold, and your daves, and with my own hands, | will
fling your miserable carcasses back to some horrible past when barbarians ruled the world!’



“Antony listened carefully. Hewas a bully of aman, impulsive and unimaginative. But he forced himsdlf to
bow to Lucian and to therest of us. ‘1 am your servant,” he lied. And then he put on adisguise and
dipped out of Rome before evening, heading north toward Gaul and Caesar's old legions.

“On the second day, we secured Ostia and brought in the freight barges and unloaded them. On the third
day, we sank the barges, creating atemporary wharf where our giant ships could dock. But most of us
couldn't linger near Rome. We had an empire to subdue, and frankly, we were delicioudy curious about
thisgreat young world.”

Using her famous smile, Forrester's daughter remarks, “I would love to hear about those next weeks.”
Colfax spshisfizzy sweset, and continues.

Octavian listens. He always pays gtrict attention to the emperor's stories, searching for afresh detail or an
offhand admission—any useful word to help him understand these travelers from adistant, lost future. But
asheligenstoday, he finds his own clear memories of those days. Gaius Octavius Thurinus was an
eighteen-year-old boy, a gifted student and Caesar's chosen heir. Hewasliving acrossthe Adridtic, in
[lyricum, when word finally arrived of his greatuncle's assassination. It was atragedy and acrime, but the
murder was a'so an opportunity. What should he do? Advisors pressed close, offering every choice.
Some argued that he should |ead the Macedonian legions to Rome. But more cautious tonguestold him
to make the journey alone and unarmed, meeting his potential alies aswell as his enemies before making
any irrevocable moves.

The boy decided on caution. A seaworthy boat was acquired, and with his advisors and afew guards,
Octavian sat sail for the Itaian peninsula. Rough seas hampered his progress, but by mid-voyage, the
skies cleared. The men went out on deck to enjoy the sun and blue skies. It was Agrippawho noticed
the winged apparition riding over the endless waves. Everyone heard the rumbling roar of the beast's
lungs, and with agrowing horror, they saw it dip itswings and move a them, streaking overhead with an
arrow's speed.

Omens have weight and worth. The trouble comesin understanding the omen. Twice, the monster
passed overhead, and then it turned and raced for the horizon. What did it mean? Octavian's friends and
tutors debated the matter. Then, just asthey convinced themselvesthat it was afavorable sgn, asmdl hill
appeared on the horizon. The hill quickly grew larger. They soon redlized that it was a second apparition,
pushing itsway through the heavy seas. A great ship, judging by its appearance; but there were no oars
flailing a the water, or square sails catching the wind.

Written on the bow, in Smple white letters, wasthe Latin word:
VERITAS
Truth.

Here was amonster sent by the gods. Some of the crew cried out to Neptune, for help or for mercy. A
few legpt into the sea. In horror, Octavian watched the giant ship turn to port and dow, the water behind
it filled with foam. Then asmaler vessdl dipped away from the mongter. It was low and bulky but moved
with an astonishing speed, spitting water out of itsrectum asit bore down on them. Perhaps adozen
gods were onboard, and one of them spoke with an enormous voice, using clumsy Latin to say, “We
mean no harm. Isthe boy Octavius with you? We wish to spesk with him.”

Suddenly, Octavian was aboy again. He was no longer an emperor-in-waiting, nor the chosen successor
to Caesar, but he was an eighteen-year-old child trembling from smpleterror.



One of Agrippa's soldiers choked down his own fears and legped into the little boat asit pulled
alongside. With a practiced violence, he brought his sword down on an exposed shoulder, but what
looked like bulky fabric absorbed the impact without complaint. There wasn't time for asecond blow. A
second god pointed a piece of meta, and there was a powerful, staggering blast. Then the brave soldier's
shoulder was split open, athin rain of blood spattered on the wooden hull and the cowering faces above.

The gods climbed onboard. Two more explosions were sent skyward, in warning. Then the crew and
passengers were lined up, and one god looked at each of them, comparing their facesto what he saw on
adick piece of paper.

The paper held theimage of amarble bust.

Pointing at Octavian, he spoke in aforeign tongue. And he laughed. And then he actualy bowed to his
captive, using hisdoppy Latinto say, “My nameis Jack Forrester. | am hereto invite you and your party
to our ship.”

The boy felt weak and scared, but he forced himsalf to speak. Quietly, he asked, “What if | refuse?’

Forrester was an imposing man, strong and amazingly youthful for someone forty years old. He could
intimidate with aglower, but his green eyes and his open hands betrayed a genuine distaste for thiskind
of bullying work. “Then | will bind your hands and feet and carry you over,” heremarked. “And if you
put up too much of afight, then I'm afraid Romewill haveto live, or die, without your consderable
talents.” * * *

“Youweremy idea,” the emperor dlows. He glances out at the shadows, and then remembering the
cameras, he adds, “Octavian,” for the benefit of future audiences. “My friend and trusted advisor. How
long have we been together now?’

The man in denim trousers says nothing, but he shows his emperor awarm smile and bows a the wai <.

“Ever ancethat great day in April,” the old man continues. And then, he coughs. His narrow hand curls
into afist and covers hismouth, tired lungs wracked by astring of little explosions. Ingtantly, his doctors
confer, checking the hour and his charts. A fat pink pill isremoved from ajar and sent to the emperor
through one of his servants, and like the good patient heis, Colfax picks up the medicine and swdlowsit
adong withthelast of hisfizzy swest.

The emperor istired, suddenly. Layers of makeup can no longer hide the hollowness benesth his eyes,
and afamiliar tremor beginsin hisleft hand, hisright hand plopping on top of it to keep it ill.

Forrester's daughter watches him with an easy

compassion. Using an gpol ogetic tone, she asks, “Do you wish to continue?’

“Of coursg,” he mutters.

She nods, asking, “What did you mean, your excellence? How was Octavian *your idega?’

One more cough is suffered. Then the man nods, throwing afond glance at hisassociate. “ Actudly, |
wasnt the first to make the suggestion. Forrester was. We were still college students, and he was our
resdent history mgor, and over adice of pepperoni, he pointed out that we would eventualy need
advice from the natives. * Advice, and sometimes more than advice,” he warned us.

“*But we have history asour guide,” Lucian offered with alaugh.



“Forrester took along sip of beer, shaking his head. Then helooked a me, not a Lucian; | suppose he
sensed that Lucian wouldn't understand. ‘History isastory,” he growled at me. ‘It'sa huge story told by
millions, each with their own shifting interests, and there's nothing to be sure about. The bookswill be
wrong, in littleways and big fat ones. And we're going to have to find hel p from someone who knows
better.”

Colfax pauses. Nods. “Once we decided on 44 BC, severd voices mentioned Octavian. But | wasthe
advocate who convinced Lucian. The future Augustus had skillsand insights, | argued. History painted
him as arational man. He knew his people and their history, he understood the Senate, and if we weren't
going to use him, we damn well should put him someplace where he couldn't harm us.”

Octavian puts on afond, respectful expression—asmilethat isn't quite a smile—and again, he bows
dightly at thewaist, showing anyone watching his pleasure with this very narrow praise.

“Marcustook the Jugtice into the western M editerranean, moving from port to port, showing the locdl
authoritieswho wasin charge. | took the Truth in an easterly cruise, on the same genera mission. After
somefaseleads, | found Octavian at sea, and | brought him and his companionsto my ship, and | made
my introductions, welcoming them as honored guests.”

Again, the emperor stares out through the glare of hot lights. “Y ou were sick asaboy. We knew this. So
| had you taken straight to our sick bay, and the doctors found the ulcer, and they put you on aregime of
antibiotics and vitamins. Bacteriatypicaly cause ulcers. | explained thisto you and your companions. At
dinner that night, out on deck, under the open stars. My Latin's never been strong—I have no talent for
languages—hut | think we did an adequate job of communicating. Didn't we?’

Forrester's daughter squintsinto the darkness, fegling her control of the interview being stolen away.
“Comejoin us, Octavian! Please!”

The emperor willsit; the woman can do nothing but smile and say, “Y es. Come St with us, Praetor. For
amoment.”

Octavian has no choice. He entersthe pool of unnaturally bright light, sitting in the first chair provided,
and he looks across the white table, bowing with his head, saying with his best American, “Y our
excdllence. First among equas. It'smy pleasureto serve.”

The emperor coughs again, softly, using the moment to consider his next words. “I want, if | could, to
gpologizeto you.”

Genuinely baffled, Octavian asks, “ For what?’
“Apollodorus,” the emperor offers.
Forrester's daughter glances a both men. Then she admits, “I don't know the name. Who ishe?’

“One of Octavian'stutors,” the emperor allows. “ A philosopher, and abrilliant man by most measures.”
He glances a his hands, spreading hisfingerswith palmsflush againg chill marble. “I enjoyed being the
host. But | wanted to astonish my guests, too. So what | tried to do, quickly and smply, was explain how
the universeworks,

“I had a giant globe brought up on deck, and | showed it to everyone. The Roman Empire was adark
line drawn around afinger of blue water. Any man's hand would cover it up. | showed them the enormity
of Asiaand the continents they knew nothing about, and the unsuspected rivers and the endless sess.
Then atelescope was brought up, and | showed them the planets and moon, and the stars, and | talked



about the enormity of space and time. And then a chimpanzee was brought up. | had purchased it in
Rome, from an animal dedler. Four years of college helped me explain evolution to my guests, and |
gestured at the animal, claiming that it wastheir closest living relative. And then, findly, | had a
microscope delivered, and | made each guest look at cultures made from Octavian's own sick belly.
‘Every man iscomposed of tiny cdls,’ | explained, ‘and each cdll is enormous compared to the atoms
that build both them and the farthest stars.’

“Quitethe evening, | told mysdlf. | was the wondrous host, and they were my spellbound guests. | wasa
little boy, smug with what he knows. | know | overplayed my hand. | know because Octavian's tutor
couldn't bear thiskind of knowledge. | was giving him auniversetoo vast and far too strange. Sometime
that night, doneingde his cabin, he used ashard of glass, dicing hiswrists and dowly bleeding to desth.

“To save himsdlf from demons, | suppose.
“Demonslikeme”

The emperor glances a Octavian, findly, smiling with awaxy sternness. “Isit aquestion of age?’ he
asks. “Orisit my illness? Whatever the reason, | seem to keep dwelling on things unseemly and sad.”
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No one speaks. A nervous gloom takes hold of the Senate House. But then the woman uses her amile
and coaxing charms, leaning toward her emperor. “My mother lovesto tell about the first time she saw
you,” shepurrs. “You and my father, and the Veritas”

Despite hismood, Colfax amiles.

“Y our ship and little airplane caused afantastic panic in Alexandria,” sherelaes. “But then you came
ashore beside our little lighthouse, with Forrester, and with Octavian. Y our excellence, you couldn't have
been more pleasant and respectful. Mother swearsthat you seemed genuingly humble, bowing to her,
begging for permission to tour the Greet Library.”

“That was abeautiful, magical spring,” the emperor remarks, closing hiseyesand lifting ahand to his
mouth, preparing to cough. But the cough fails. The hand dropsinto hislap, and he smilesagain. “Every
port of cal wasthick with history and awestruck crowds. There were administrators who needed to be
frightened, and that was surprisingly fun. Plus there were rebels and nsto be taken into custody.
Brutus and Cassius. And Cicero. Proven troublemakers, and | was abusy god busily defending the
future of Rome.”

He pauses, smiling to himsdlf. “My history books made me wary of your mother. But inthe end, |
alowed her to remain behind in Egypt. She convinced me and she convinced your father that she wanted
only to help her people. She seemed to be a smart, creative person. Y es, the Great Library fascinated
me. All those wonderful ancient parchmentsfaling to dust. But Cleopatrawas just as enthraled by the
old books | had standing in heapsin my persona suite. Detective novels. Sciencetexts. And particularly,
the histories written two thousand years after her tragic death.”

With afond sgh, the emperor smilesdown at his hands. “I returned to Rome,” he continues. “Lucian had
severd hundred prisoners waiting in the city jails. Marcus sailed home the next day, straight from Gaull,
carrying Mark Antony and afew ugly generdsin hisbrig. Theinner circle assembled for aquiet meeting
onboard the Virtue. We sat ingde Lucian's private suite and ate pizza and drank the last of our

Budwel ser, discussing our various prisoners. Their fates had been sedled long ago, but that evening, in



air-conditioned comfort, we decided on their destination.

“Our prisoners were given afew bars of gold and put onboard afleet of suddenly out-dated triremes.
Their oarsmen were pragtorians equipped for war. We put them to seaon acam day, and Theresa
brought the ChronoAble from its dumbers, and when it wasfully charged and calibrated, L ucian took the
controls. He showed us a smile and pressed the proper button, and moments later—with afantagtic flash
of light—the fleet melted away.

“Until that instant, our Roman friends hadn't fully appreciated our powers. | remember looking over a
Octavian. He wore a stunned expression, and despite the heat of the day, he shivered. Through my
trandator, | explained what had happened. My new friend listened, and then with his own broken
American, he asked, ‘Where are those men now?

“Lucian overheard. He cameright over and dgpped Octavian on the shoulder, explaining in hisloudest
Latin, ‘| sent those bastards back to just before Alexander's born.” Lucian was proud of himsdlf. He was
clever and just, and he wanted this chance to boast. * It was my idea | thought it would befitting.
Paliticians and one of your best legions ... with their brains and discipline, maybe they can help Rome
conquer the world before that fag Greek gets hischance...!” * * *

Now the cough arrives, hard and wet. A cotton cloth is placed in the emperor's hand, and he coughsinto
it, wiping away the sputum and athread of bright red blood.

Pausing, he collects histhoughts.

“| wonder about our species. I'm sure you have learned there are fossils buried in centra Africa. They
prove that our ancestors were adiverse collection of species dowly growing smarter. But then Homo
sapiens emerge. A hundred thousand years ago, in aremote valley, we seem to pop into existence. And
then we explode across the world, killing off every last one of our cousins. Which makes me wonder:
Arewe the descendants of afew political prisoners? Are we walking this earth before our time, set here
before evolution could make us?’

He coughs, but only to clear histhroat. Then he glances at Octavian, remarking with a cold surety, “We
are amurderous species.”

No one speaks.

The emperor continues to watch Octavian. “A week or two later, | think. There was aparty inthemain
ballroom on the Virtue. Giant televisions had been set up in every corner. We were watching movies
from my time. War movies, asit happens. Germans were driving across the borders. Not on horseback,
but in Tiger tanks. But you didn't seem interested in the entertainment. A moreimmediate dramaheld
your attention. Marcus and L ucian were drinking together, and talking, and you studied the two of them.
| know that you couldn't have heard much, and I'm sure that your American wasn't that sharp. But you
could read postures. Y ou saw Marcus cut the air with his hand, and Lucian looked up at the ceiling, and
winced. And then you turned to me, and with acam, dark voice, you mentioned, ‘1 think thelittle manis
going to be a problem for you. For us.”

[Back to Table of Contents]
VIII

A vigorous cough erupts, and trailing after the cough isablesk little laugh ending with the muttered name,
“Marcus”



Forrester's daughter sitsforward in her chair, delicate elbows resting on the snowy marble.

“It waslate that summer,” the emperor remarks. 1 was making atour of the Po Valey, accompanying a
team of our engineers and the best Roman architects. We wanted to build asmall sted mill. Decisons
had to be made; authority had to be wielded. That sort of humdrum. | didn't expect to see Marcus, but
one afternoon, as my team and our guards drove dong adirt path, he just appeared. He was returning
from Orange and abig digtillery project. Coincidence crossed our paths. He said. | didn't say much,
looking a him and his enormous entourage, and not for the first time, it occurred to methat his
people—his best friends and advisors—had been with him since long before | ever met the man.

“Hesad, ‘ Jonathon! What a sweet piece of luck, running into you!’
““How areyou, Marcus? | asked.

“‘Grest! Glorious! Hey, if youwant ... I've got avillaafew milesthat way. Stay the night. Y ou and your
companions. Everyone.” Then he smiled, trying to charm me. ‘I've got afeast waiting. And girls. And
more girls, if you don't like thefirst batch.’

““I'll eat,’ | dllowed. And that'swhat | did.

“At some point in the evening, we went outdoors and sat on folding chairs, watching the sun vanish
behind the distant hills. It wasthe two of us, save for squads of soldiers standing out of earshot. | asked,
‘“How did you get thisvilla?

“Hesad, ‘Honestly, | don't remember. I've got so many of these marble shacks....” Then he brokeinto a
ridiculousgiggle.

“| said nothing, waiting for his next words.

“* Areyou having fun? he asked. From histone, | knew that he wasn't talking about just this particular
moment. ‘| just have to wonder,” he explained. ‘When a person dreams of something for so
long—something difficult and unique—wadll, it can be a disgppointment to findly arrive and see the sharp
redlity of things. Know what | mean?

““I'm mostly happy,’ | offered.
“‘1 thought so,” he responded. ‘| usually have agood sense about people.’
“That wasn't true, but | didn't disagree with him.

“Thefields belonged to Marcus. They were planted with old strains of whegt and newer hybrids of corn,
and the wheat was in better shape. | couldn't tell if the people working the land were peasants or
property. The distinctions are smal, asit happens. | watched exhausted bodies marching back through
thefields. Hungry, broken down people. My single comfort wasin knowing that their children, or at least
their grandchildren, would be freed from this sort of bone-breaking existence.

“‘ worry,” Marcus confided.

“I glanced at him, measuring hisface. Then | asked, ‘ About what?
“‘Lucian,” hesad.

“I gave him slence and a speculdive Stare.

“With asmirk, Marcus shook his head. * Our good friend doesn't like ruling an empire. Not like he



should.” The little man paused, pretending to wince. ‘| hateto say it. | do. But he's bored. Bored and
digracted. Thingsjust aren't exciting enough for him. And don't get mewrong—I like the exciting life,
too. But three girls and a pitcher of wine make me happy. And I'll show up the next morning and decide
matters of policy, issues of sate’

“| nodded in anoncommittal fashion. ‘Lucianisfing’ | offered.
“‘*He'sbored,” Marcus repeated. 'Y ou must have noticed.’

“I was noticing many things. Again, | nodded. And then with atroubled voice, | asked, ‘What should we
do? Do you have aplan?

“Marcus gave mealittle sdewayslook, usng his clumsy, overdone smile. Then with an overly loud
voice, heclamed, ‘| don't have any plans. | just think thisis something to discuss. Y ou know. Camly and
rationdly? Like the two statesmen that we are... 2™

* * %

They havejust entered unmapped terrain. Until now, the machinations of the inner circle have belonged
to rumor and conjecture. Forrester's daughter is openly, fervently pleased, sitting back in her chair,
alowing hersaf amoment of selfcongratulation. Then to avoid teasing the Fates, sheleansforward again,
using acam, understanding voiceto profess, “Thisisdl fascinating.”

“Fascinating,” the emperor repeats. Then he grins, shrugging his shoulders and confessing, “To me, it's
drab. Ugly and petty and drab.”

She won't hear of that. “Y our excellence,” sheblurts. “1 know it's not my place to force you to revea
anything. But thisisan important subject. It is common knowledge that Marcus attempted a coup against
Lucian. Did he enligt othersfrom the inner circle? Or wasit hisdoing alone?’

“No,” saysthe emperor. “And no.”

Her face tightens, and in the next moment, relaxes.
“Therewas no coup,” he professes.

“Not a successful one,” she counters.

“I mean there was no coup. Nothing that dramatic or effective, certainly.” He appears frustrated, with her
or with his own carelesstongue. Placing his spidery hands on the tabletop, the deeves of histoga pulled
up, revedling histhin waxy wrigts. “1 finished my ingpection tour and returned to Rome, and when | saw
Lucian again—when it wasjust the two of us—I mentioned my conversation with Marcus. Lucian's
reaction was laughter. He laughed and shook hishead, and | did the same, and it felt genuine. And then
my friend put ahand on my shoulder, and quietly, he confided, ‘ Thisisn't thefirst time that I've heard
rumblings about that man.’

“1 was disgppointed. | had assumed that | was the first one approached by the conspirator. Evading my
own pettiness, | told Lucian, ‘What he said is stupid. | mean, ook at you. Sitting in the Basilica ulia,
presiding over your subjects... shit, you're doing exactly what you've dwayswanted to do...!”

“‘My born calling,” he added, and we both enjoyed agood long laugh a Marcuss expense.”
Thejourndist nods amiably, but aflicker of doubt showsitsdf.



“There was no coup,” the emperor repedats. “ Coups are extravagant. They require organization and
treachery, and Marcus didn't have enough of ether.” He pauses, sighing softly. “No, the pure, ugly truth
isthat thiswas afamily squabble. It was bad blood and smdll fedlings, and Marcus didn't have any
chance.”

Hesghs, and sghs.

“Thefights began after that,” he remarks. “ Their battles were mostly private. | saw only one or two of the
minor blowups. Theresawas the best witness. When Lucian was traveling, shed vist meat my

residence. Shewas usudly upset. When she cried, that intelligent face of hers aged ten years. | could see
the pain, and I'd make some glancing mention of Marcus, and she would shake her head and sob, telling
me, ‘ That little jerk hasto be difficult. He has to complain about everything.’

“*What doesn't helike? | asked.

“‘Everything,” she repested, asif the specifics were too obviousto repest, or too dangerous. ‘ Marcus
doesn't have theright,” shewould grumble. ‘I don't careif he was our bank. We don't need hishelp
anymore, and we don't deserve his damned opinions.’

“*What does Marcuswant? | pressed.

“‘He sayswe'retoo civilized. Weve dlowed too many natives to keep their land and wedlth.
Troublemakers need to be killed, he says. Not launched into some other time. Romans understand a
sword through the heart, and he saysthat if we aren't sufficiently brutal, we're going to lose everything.”

The emperor glances at Octavian.

“Y ou were absolutely right,” he adds. “ That little man wastrouble for us. | knew it then, and eventually
therest flt the same. Insdetheinner circle, | mean. We'd been together for nearly twenty years,
planning and sacrificing. | don't think Marcus understood how isolated he was from us. We became
adultstogether, and he was the newcomer. Any bored billionaire would have worked aswell as him, or
better. That's what we decided, during our first winter and into the next spring. Marcus was a spoiled
little boy, and he was trouble, and eventualy something was going to have to be done about it.”

Heturnsto the cameras. “We il kept meeting for pizza. Every month, on ascheduled night, we'd
converge at someone's mansion on the Paatine Hill, or if Lucian didn't want to leave home, we came
onboard his ship. We drank Roman wine and our latest beers and ate pizza made with the first tomatoes
grown on the European continent, and we shared gossip and scraps of gossip, and of course, we spent a
lot of time and beery breath making fun of our colleague.

“Redlly, thiscouldn't be any moretrivia of astory.

“It was March. We had been herefor afew dayslessthan ayear. It was abeautiful, surprisngly warm
evening in acity that wasincreasingly ours, and we were sanding outside my house—Cicero'sold
residence—and Emperor Lucian looked down at the rooftops and shook hishead. Then hesaid, ‘He
isn't happy, you know. And he's going to get angrier and more embarrassing astime passes.’

“We didn't have to ask who he meant.

“‘Hehashdped us,’ Lucian reminded us. ‘ With hismoney and his energy, he's been ahuge help. But |
think we should talk about changes. Because the man just isn't happy here’

“I wasalittle drunk. | laughed and said, * Maybe we should send him home again.’



“Lucian turned, and with most of hisface, he smiled. But not his eyes. His eyeswere bright and cold,
never blinking.

“I winced, shoulders dropping to my ribs.

“Then with abellowing voice, hetold everyone, ‘| have agenerous offer for our colleague. But | won't go
aone. Everyoneiswith me, or thisisn't worth doing.” Then he showed us hiswide, winning smile, asking,
‘“Who's coming?

“All of uswere, of course.

“Just like that, we were marching together, our guards keeping close. It waslate at night. Even the
Palatine wasn't dectrified yet, and that's why we carried flashlights. En masse, we marched over to
Marcuss home and pounded on his gold-encrusted door. One of Marcus's drinking buddies opened it,
finding uswaiting. ‘ Bring usthelittleman,” Lucian cried out. And afew moments ater, blinking and
scratching hisrumpled hair, Marcus looked out a our flashlights, asking, ‘What do you want?

““You're not happy,” the emperor told him, sounding more drunk than he redlly was. * We know that, and
| know you think you can do better than me. Hey, Mark ... don't interrupt me, buddy. Listen! Y ou keep
your ship. Take the Justice. Find acrew and take al the suppliesyou can carry, and give me adate. It's
your choice, buddy. Name ayear, and I'll put you there, and you can have your own world to conquer.’

“Then Lucian threw an arm around Marcus, dragging him out in front of us. The little man wasin shock.
Stupefied. He couldn't move or speak, nearly weeping as the emperor said with aclear, strong voice,
“When have you ever heard amore charitable, big-hearted deal ?

“*How can you even think of refusing me?”

* % *

Colfax pauses. Sweat seeps through his makeup, rolling across his scalp and down hisweary face.
“Lucian gave Marcus three weeks to make his

preparations. Any longer, he argued, and the plebeians would get wind of our troubles. We tried keeping
the event secret from our servants and advisors. | didn't mention it to you until afterward, Octavian.
Although as| recdl, when | did findly tell you, you didn't seem very surprised by the news.

“Marcus decided to jump back fifteen months, appearing before we arrived here. A new timestream
would erupt. Histimestream. Marcus loved Rome, and now that he knew itslanguage and palitics, he
convinced himsdf that he would prosper here without our help.

“But he ended up with a skeleton crew of followers, fleshed out—so to spesk—with afew girlfriends.
Even somelifelong friends didn't relish the idea of taking on Rome by themselves. He had afew gunsand
our most worn-out segplane, and maybe half the boxesin the cargo hold were filled with ballagt, not
machinery. | didn't hear about that particular cheat until later. If I'd known ... well, | probably wouldn't
have complained. Marcus was abandoning us, and he was taking athird of our navy, and so yes, maybe
| would have approved of Lucian'slittle deceptions.

“But therest of the story ... well, | would have been uncomfortable, and ill, and | probably would have
rased my voice....”

He pauses.



“| saw them talking,” he continues. *Lucian and Theresawere arguing. We were at sea, following the
Justice toward that wet spot where we appeared in thisworld. Lucian barked orders as | walked into
their suite, and Theresaturned and saw me, and | saw she was crying, and she straightened her back and
remembered to wipe at her eyes, telling me, ‘It'snothing. It'll be fine. Can you move please, Jonathon?

“| stepped out of the doorway, and when she was past me, | asked Lucian, ‘What'swrong?

“Helooked at me. He didn't react immediately. Instead, he strolled over to hisfavorite recliner and sat
and stretched out. He was tanned and fit and perfectly happy. With aremote control, he turned on the
enormoustelevision at the end of the room, and he said, * Sit, Mr. Colfax. Sit and watch.’

“Marcus and his ship were churning across the water. The images were being piped down from acamera
ontop of the Virtue's bridge. | sat in the middle of along sofaand looked at the screen, remarking, ‘He's
dtill got afew milesto go.’

“*I'm not waiting that long,” Lucian confessed.

“I didn't know what to say. | just nodded and looked at the screen, thinking thet it redly didn't matter.
Marcus could be roaring along at full speed, and it wouldn't disrupt hisjump into the past.

“Lucian panned the camera downward. The ChronoAble was perched on the superstructure, never
looking more like apiece of artillery. Theresaand her people were hard at work. | saw her gesture. |
saw her shout a someone, which was peculiar.

“Then the machine gave out a thousand little sputters and sparks: It was making its calibrations. We had
to guarantee that the travelers arrived at the proper dtitude. But the calibration businesswas taking
longer than | had ever seen, and | mentioned it to Lucian.

“He sad nothing.

“| asked, ‘ Are we having trouble with the machine? It wasn't supposed to wear out for ahundred years,
but what good was the warranty here? ‘What'sit looking for? The sedls the same height asit was last
year.

“Amiably, hesad, ‘Yes itisthesame’

“I turned, looking at Lucian's handsome, grinning face. He was enthralled. He was wearing the same
great smilethat had lit up the dormitory room when we were freshmen. Spellbound and proud of himself,
he gave out a peculiar little laugh. Then he said, ‘| haven't told anyone yet. Not even Theresaknows!’

“I swdlowed, and | waited, holding my breath somewhere under my stomach.

“‘1 just figured something out,” Lucian confessed. “ Just a month ago or so, it cameto me. Findly, | know
what my truecdlingis’

““Your caling? | blurted. ‘It'sRome, isnt it?
“‘Romeisaresource,’ hereplied. ‘A raw materia.’
“| asked, ‘What's that mean?

“But he refused to enlighten me. Instead, he said, ‘Watch,” asthe camerareturned to the Justice. Marcus
kept churning hisway through the blue waters. Lucian bent forward and hit aflashing red button on a
nondescript control panel, and amoment later, abright blast of light tore open anew doorway in our



present.

Suddenly, our ingtant led into adistant instant. Delicate sensors designed and built by never-born
physcigs analyzed that unique flash of light, filtering and scrubbing the data, searching for the occasiond
photon that happened to leak through that very temporary doorway. A picture was built. In moments, a
grainy photograph showed me where Lucian had sent Marcus and the other traitors. | saw acold gray
seatossed by waves, and great sheets of snow falling from aleaden sky.

“I blurted out, “When isthis?

“Cadmly, happily, Lucian told me, * Eighteen thousand years ago.’
“I looked at him.

“‘Inwinter,” he added.

“I looked away.

“‘If theman can survive, heremarked, ‘imagine al the remarkable futuresthat | have just given wings
to...!"”

[Back to Table of Contents]
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The perspiration worsens. Emotion or afever isto blame. Either way, thisisawarning sgn, a cause for
concern, and the ground rulesfor the interview are explicit. Forrester's daughter glances at the physicians,
who look a Octavian, begging for orders. He nods, giving permission. Then the interview is suspended
while ancient thermometers are placed insde the emperor's ears, each wrist held gently whilethe pulseis
counted. Colfax isacompliant, mostly indifferent patient. Like many of the chronicaly ill, he haslearned
how to surrender his body to other hands.

“Thereisafever,” one of the physcians confesses. “We should stop for today, and wait—"
“No,” the emperor says. “Not now.”

Theranking physician looks at Octavian. “ Sire, | don't recommend taxing him anymore.”
Octavian nods and beginstorise.

“I said no,” Colfax erupts, yanking hiswrists free of the clinging hands. “Mop my forehead. Fix my face.
But | want to finish this business. Now!”

“Asyouwish,” adozen voices muiter.

“And take your seat, my friend. Y ou belong to these events. Y ou saw what | saw, to one degree or
another.”

“Then | shdl, your excdlence”

The doctors retreat, and a squad of makeup specialists descend in their place, working quickly to dry
and patch, leaving aface that mostly resembles the public image of the man. More drinks arrive, ice
water and afizzy sweet. A long pile of pillsis set between the glasses, and the emperor picks through
them, selecting anarrow white tablet that he downswith an artful little sip.



He coughs, but with vigor.

“A few weekslater,” he continues, “Lucian left Rome on an extended cruise. We had planned the event
years ago. The new emperor would tour hisempire, admiring its beauties while dlowing his subjectsto
see him. Lucian was aliving god, and wewould play on that angle to ashameful degree.” He glances at
Octavian. “ Thetruth is, wetook our cue from the great Augustus. Deification of the leader isan ancient,
honorable tradition, particularly in the eastern provinces. We were going to marry that impulse to modern
tricks—grand speeches ddivered to packed coliseums, propaganda films shown at night in outdoor
amphitheaters, and glorious new shrines built to honor agod who had traveled two thousand yearsto
help agreat people.

“| stayed in Rome. With Forrester, and with most of the inner circle, | began our print to the modern
world. Thefirst new schools were built, the new generation learning about science and the zero and
auminum and theinternal combustion engine. The agueduct system was married to crude turbines,
producing enough electricity to keep the main streets|it at night. Rome had aways been such adark,
dangerous lady after nightfall, and we helped change that. Traditiona blood sports were banned, or at
least minimized, and then to keep our public entertained, | sacrificed adozen of our precious Hum-vees,
racing them insde the great Circus Maximus. Plus, | opened medica clinics and green-lighted the crash
production of penicillin and smalpox vaccines, and that'swhy before our second winter, we were saving
more livesthan dl the other gods of thisland combined.

“Lucian and Theresareturned to Rome in the winter.

“Hewasfit and happy, and as much as any man I'd ever seen, hewas gorgeous. Thelight inside
him—that bestific glow that I'd first seen twenty years before, in our dormitory room—was dways
present now. He smiled relentlesdy. When he spoke, he seemed to be singing, hisrich voicefaling from
some lofty, infinitely more important place. But Lucian preferred long silences and dreamy sares, those
giant black eyes glittering in whatever light happened to grace them.

“Theresawas the opposite. She was middle-aged, and tired. She had gained weight in the last months.
Her eyeswere perpetualy bloodshot. Her skin was suffering some tropical rash that wasn't responding to
medication or any priest'sincantations. | know she wasn't degping. She told me as much. She even
admitted that she and L ucian were having troubles. Her phrasing and the sad nodding of her head made
me believe another woman wasinvolved. Or more than one, perhaps. Then after aweary little gasp, she
added, ‘I'm just glad to be home. At least for afew months.’

“*What happensin afew months? | asked. ‘Where are you going?
“She nearly spoke. But she caught hersdlf, and she conjured up aghostly little smile.

“*No,” Theresatold me. * God Himself should tell you this news.”

* * %

A pause. A fig risesto tifle a cough that never comes, and then the emperor opensthefist to reved a
tiny yellow pill that he swallows without water.

“Wemet here,” he says softly. “ Julius Caesar had begun the remodeling of the Senate House, and |
finished it, with help from his own architects. Lucian thought this was an gppropriate venue. Heinvited
our inner circle and maybe ahundred other time travelers, plus the surviving Senators and our best
Roman friends. Y ou were there, Octavian. Y ou had mastered our language, which meant you listened to
Lucian's speech twice. A few sentences of American, and then afew sentences of Latin. And of course,
cameras recorded everything, saving this historic, perfect moment for the ages.



“Lucianwasfull of himsdf. | saw that, and redlly, it didn't bother me. | wasloya enough, even then, that |
could embrace what | adored and ignore therest. Let him be God, just leave the rest of usto manage his
empire ... hadn't that been the plan from the beginning...?

“It was afine, competent speech, and it was uninspired.

“Lucian wastoo confident, | suppose. Too sdlf-absorbed and cocksure. He began with photographs just
brought from Greece. One of the new temples was nearing completion. In its essentials, it matched our
origina plans. Marble columns formed thewalls of a crescent-shaped building. The building occupied a
wide plaza, and at its center stood alarge statue of Lucian standing beside ajewel -encrusted time
machine. But when the perspective turned, following Lucian's stony gaze ... well, that's when my heart
kicked and my belly ached.

“The temple looked across the Aegean. Down by the water's edge, at some considerable expense,
workmen had erected anew shipyard. | counted six caravelsin various stages of completion, with berths
for perhaps fifty more. Beside the ships stood newly built shops and apartments and stacks of green
lumber and empty penswaiting for livestock. A thousand rumors suddenly turned redl. | took a deep,
usdless breath and held it. Forrester was sitting beside me. He looked disgusted, and angry.

“What do you think? | muttered. He looked a me and said nothing. Then | turned and found my
associate Sitting among hisfellow Romans. Y our expression, Octavian ... if | may say it, you looked
agtonishingly cam, absorbing this revelation with avery public grace. But by then, | knew you. With a
glance, | saw that you were at least as appalled as| was.

“Lucian stood benesth the projected images. With the happiest of voices, he explained, ‘| cameto Rome
with asmple mission. | would make it modern, and | would make it powerful, and if my descendants
wished, they could conquer thisentireworld.” He repeated himsdlf in seamlessLatin. ‘But then | saw an
even smpler mission,” he continued, in American. ‘Why aim for asingle world when you can embrace
millions? Why stop with this earth when atrillion others are free for the picking?”

[Back to Table of Contents]
X
Colfax spsat hisfizzy sweet, resting now.

Octavian interrupts the peace. With a careful voice, he says, “Y our excellence,” and tipshishead. “If |
might, your excellence. May | ask aquestion of you?’

Forrester's daughter bristles.

But the emperor seems genuinely pleased, awide smile building as he wonders, “What do you wish to
know, my friend?’

“Youwerewd| aware of Lucian's plans. | had heard afew stories, but you knew the crew of the Virtus.
They must have seen everything and talked about it. How, if | may ask, could you be taken by surprise?’

“But | was surprised,” the emperor confesses. By the scale of the venture, yes. A smal temple, afew
volunteers.... well, that'swhat 1'd imagined. But when | realized that L ucian intended to send many
thousands of people into the past—"

“Fromasingletemple,” Octavian interrupts.

A murmur passes through the audience. No one can remember the man ever interrupting his emperor.



But Colfax doesn't act offended. He shrugs his shoulders, and he sighs, remarking, “How long had | been
with Lucian? How many opportunitiesdid | have to stand againgt him? But | wasloya, even then.
Particularly then. Afterward, Forrester met with me, in private. ‘I didn't come for thiskind of bullshit,’ he
confessed. * Our living god is spending fortunes and accomplishing nothing for thisworld!’

“But | just shook my heed, tdlling him, ‘It won't amount to much. Redly, how many people are going to
willingly throw away the present?”

Colfax pauses.
Octavian straightens his back, and waits.

“In the spring, L ucian began another voyage around the M editerranean. At each new temple, the priests
would load the caravel s and second-hand triremes, and in some cases, the crudest of rafts. The people
onboard were farmers and craftsmen, daves and prisoners. Some came willingly, but oftentimes the new
priestswould lie and manipulate, or smply usethe loca soldiersto enforce compliance. Lucian had
gods. In secret, he had drawn up explicit timetables and quotas, and if those goals were met, atemple's
priests stood to gain huge expanses of land, and gold, and monopoliesin one of athousand new
indudtries.

“It was said that if the Virtue gppeared on your horizon in the morning, by nightfal, the population of your
digrict would havefalen by afull tenth.”

Another pause.
Thewoman leansforward, blurting, “Y ou couldn't have redized—’

Octavian grasps her by thewrist and squeezes until shefals silent again. Then he says, “Y our
excdlence” Hisvoiceisprecise and alittle dow, fighting to hide hisemotions. “Y ou knew what was
happening. Y ou knew. Y et months passed before you responded.”

“Absolutdy true, and the blameisentiredly my own.”

No one speaks. Save for the mechanica whirr of the cameras, the Senate Houseisimmersed in arigid
dlence

The emperor glances a the woman, admitting, “I can't blame my friendship with Lucian. By and large,
that friendship wasfinished. | saw him rardly, and when we were together, he was arrogant and
indifferent to me. What | could blame, if | wished, was my deep love for the man. Unlike friendship, love
isreslient and foolish. Fifty years have passed since | met him, yet | ill fed apowerful affection for that
swaggering, enthralling creature.”

He pauses, shaking his head with an old embarrassment. “But no, I'm not blaming love, either. My
excuseissmpler, and sorrier.” Helooks a Octavian, and with a confession's tone, he admits, “In some
fashion, | believed in Lucian'svison. | lay awake a night, imagining amillion earths colonized with my
help. Tough peasants and lucky daves were being thrown back into essentialy empty worlds, and if only
afraction of those coloniesthrived, think of thelegacy. A legacy worthy of gods, | should think.”

* * %

Forrester's daughter feels forgotten. She sits back and holds her tongue, those dark, bewitching eyes
gtaring at an empty point between the two men.

The emperor continues. “Lucian and the Virtue left that soring. With Theresaand the ChronoAble, of



course. They sailed from port to port, temple to temple, and at each stop, would-be colonists would
come onto the water in whatever boats were available. To save wear and tear on the time machine,
cdibrations were kept to a minimum. Lucian would stand on his ship's bow and wish the travelersa safe
voyage, and hewould hit the switch, and then more wooden ships would sail out. Of course, few of
those travelers were sailors, and no one had experience with caravels. But, in theory, they were dropped
into calm seas near old shorelines. Theresaworked doggedly to keep the travelers safe. She studied
geologic texts and begged for more cdibrations, and sometimes Lucian relented. Sometimes. But there
were days when he grew bored with delays and the clumsy sailorsthat could never quite get their ships
into position. He would pick some random instant in the past and start firing at each single boat. Without
warning, colonists were flung back to the same ancient day. Five thousand years ago. Forty thousand
years ago. Or more. Of course each firing of the ChronoAble produced an independent timestream. With
chickensand afew sheep, plusal of the toolsthey could carry, those hardy souls were flung into some
younger, unspoiled earth.

“Our sensors absorbed the flashes, then scrubbed them for data, building snapshots of the past. Most of
the images seemed harmless enough. A ship sat on adightly different sea, and you couldn't guessasto
whether or not those colonists had survived the day. But one of Theresa's technicians would pass me
evidence of disasters. Sometimes the colonists were tossed in raging storms. Or they werein the middle
of alandless sea, no clue asto which way to safety. And once, there was an old trireme filled with
Spaniards, and the image showed the boat and oars and the seawater that came with it, and beneath that
disk of warm summer water wasair. Their trireme burst into existence maybe a hundred feet above the
ocean. The calibrations were wrong, and the poor bastards didn't have a chance ... good strong men
rowing maybe once before they felt themselves tumbling from the sky....”

Octavian bristles but says nothing.

“A sad waste,” the emperor concedes. “But on the other hand, weren't we spreading medicines and
education through the empire? Given time, we would doubl e the average lifespan, and persona wedlth
would increase tenfold, and even if Lucian sent haf of our peopleinto the past ... well, wouldn't the other
improvements make up for those losses and smooth away al thoselittle tragedies...?”

He shakes hishead, and coughs, and coughs again.
Octavian interrupts, saying aname.

He says, “Forrester,” with a genuine fondness. Then he mentions, “Late that year, you took the man to
Egypt.”

“There was trouble there, yes.” The emperor nods and glances at the daughter, explaining, “Wetried to
be careful. When we were planning our conquest, wetried to find people without strong Chrigtian beliefs.
But maybe a hundred of us had lied. Or maybe they'd found their old faith when they arrived here. Either
way, they dipped away from us and converged on the Holy Land. They began preaching about the Son
of God, predicting that He would arrive in afew decades to make akingdom on Earth....

“Well, that was a sordid, ugly messto ded with, and | think that your father did acommendable job
rounding up the preachers and their converts.”

Again, Octavian says, “Y ou took Forrester to Egypt.”

“He needed abase camp in a place he could trust. He had his own troops, plus Cleopatras army fitted
with muskets and ngpa m. That's when he and your mother began their affair, of course. That's when they
fel inlove, and it waslove, | think. For your father, | know it was.



“Afterward, | took my own little cruise around the eastern Mediterranean. | visited the new templesand
the empty lands surrounding them. Empty of people, and empty of trees. And where there were people,
they were daving in the sun, cutting down thelagt little stands of forest, making ready for the next awful
spring when Lucian would come again.

“| saw dl that, and then | came home.

“It was early morning when | docked. Exhausted, | returned to my home on the Pdatine, and | soaked in
my bath, and | drank too much, and then | came out to find my associate Sitting in my home office.” He
turnsto Octavian. “Y ou were studying, if | recall. Y ou had aCD in the reader, and you were reading
Gibbon. | remember that much. But honestly, | can't recall what | said to you.”

Octavian waits for amoment, and then says, “*It'sdl shit,” you said. * Everything's turning to shit.”
“‘That sounds about right,” says Colfax.

““*What can we do about thisfucking mess? you asked.”

“And you told me what to do,” the emperor says.

“I merely advised,” Octavian counters. Then for thefirst time, he glances at the cameras, adding, “For the
good of Rome, what else could | do?’
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The emperor's gaze returns to the woman, and he says nothing, studying her face while his own face dips
from emotion to emation. Oneingtant, he grins. The next brings awince and asad shiver. Then hetakes
adeep breath, and with acam, practiced voice, hetells her, “When | agreed to thisinterview, | asked
for you. | demanded you. If you weren't available, | wouldn't be here now.”

She nods and smiles. “I could never refuse arequest from you, your excellence.”

“Y our work is absolutely vitd,” he continues.

She can't hdp but smile, muttering, “ Thank you, your excellence.”

“How many film forumshavel built?” he asks.

“Morethan athousand,” she guesses. “In just Rome, there must be at least twenty of them.”

“And you appear in the newsredls. Y our face and voice ddiver timely newsfrom thefrontiersin Britain
and the center of Rome.” He shows her awide smile, saying, “ Thank you. | wanted to tell you thank you.
More than most, you've hel ped build usinto amodern state.”

She can't contain her pleasure, her emperor's praise washing over her, buoying up her spiritsand her
aready high confidence.

Then the emperor's face stiffens and grows cold.

Firmly, dowly, he says, “It has dways been a subject of conjecture: Who turned L ucian against your
father? Every member of the inner circle has been named at one time or another. Hisown soldiersare
suspects. And of course, our Roman advisors. Octavian is an obvious candidate. He has eyes. He has
ears. He possesses an absolute, perfect shrewdness that lets him weigh rumors, picking out the chaff



fromwhat isgenuine.

“It could have been Octavian. But if you believe that, you have to assume that Lucian would have listened
to him, and believed him, and acted on those beliefs.

“Asapoint of fact, Lucian never had fondness or trust for Romans.
“Redly, if yourelisting suspects, only two qudify. Unlesswe include your own father, t0o.”
He pauses, sipping at the air with quick little breaths.

The daughter beginsto speak, her mouth falling open but her words stopped short by the emperor's
sudden admission:

“I vigted Lucian. | took aset of filesfilled with evidence, some of it genuine but most of it fabricated.
Lucian was on hisship. He never actudly lived in Romeitsdf. His private suite had been enlarged, wals
knocked out to form an enormous room with bullet-proof windows on al sides and diding doors leading
out onto an equally enormous balcony. | found him indoors, sitting at adesk, poring over astack of
poster-sized photographs.

“*Just amoment,” he said, not looking up.

“Heknew | was coming. He knew | was standing behind hisleft shoulder. But it was important to keep
me waiting for awnhile, treating me with a caculated indifference.

“Findly, hesaid, ‘Here. Come here, Jonathon.’
“| gpproached, pushing thefilestight up under my arm.

“*I'm picking images for my forum,” he reported, grinning down at the posters. ‘1 want your input here.
What do you think? This one, or that?

“Hisforum was being built behind the Senate House. It was an expensive, graceless crash program—a
showcase for his conquest of countless earths. Oneimage showed atrireme Sitting in aflat tropica ses,
and standing in that water, not fifty feet awvay, was the long neck and tiny, toothy head of a plesiosaur.

“* Spectacular, isn't it? he exclamed.

“But the other image was stranger. A pair of caravels had appeared in the surf of an ancient sea, and in
the foreground, strolling stupidly adong the rocky beach, was aburly animal that looked like areptilein
one glance, amamma in the next.

“‘Permian? | sputtered.

““Very good! Exactly!” Lucian had agiggle, winking a me. *Y ou know, honestly, | think I'll use them
both. Blown up bigger than this. Wall-sized and set in places of prominence.’

“Hed aready made that decision. He just needed to enjoy my surprise and my horror.

“What would happen to those people? | nearly asked. How could they survive, lost in an entirely
different world? It ssemed crud, and it was definitely wasteful, and normaly | would have said afew
careful words. But | had more pressing business. With both hands, | dropped the file on hisdesk, and in
the next breath, | told him, ‘ Forrester isagainst us.’

“Lucian laughed. Dismissng me, he said, ‘| know hiscomplaints. | hear them. Hell, heseven told me his



mind—'
“*No, | interrupted. ‘1 mean, heisactively plotting againgt us.’

“‘*What? s my genera going to march on Rome? Lucian pushed thefileto one side, informing me, ‘I
know the man. | know his opinions and his tendencies, and he's not that fucking complicated. Or
treacherous, for that matter.’

“And | knew Lucian. Better than anyone dse, | knew that | had to wait for along moment, giving my old
friend time to consder the Stuation. He knew me. And he dowly, dowly redized that | wouldn't have
comeif | didn't believethat | had avery good reason.

“Hetook adeep breath and pulled thefile close again.

“*What's here? he asked.

“‘Taped conversations,’ | alowed. ‘My notes. And some security reports from Egypt and Jerusaem.’
“Then heturned to me, asking with force, ‘What will they tell me?

“‘It'snot acoup,” | explained. ‘Y ou'reright. Forrester would never.” Then | shook my head sadly,
reporting, ‘It's your time machine, Lucian. He only wantsto blow it up.”

* * %

Colfax closes his eyes, and opens them.

The daughter of the accused sits bolt upright, motionless, her mouth gar, awhispering gasp lesking from
deep insde her throat.

He continues. “Within the hour, the Virtue was being readied for sea. But it would take three days and
nightsto finish fueling and load the necessary supplies. On that third night, | had an unannounced visitor.
She came done, no bodyguardsin sight. | told her, *Y ou shouldn't be out there. It's dangerous,” and she
sad, ‘So let meinside,” and she stepped through my door and pulled the hood off her head, showing me
her puffy face and swollen, bloodshot eyes.

“I motioned, saying, ‘Let's go to the garden. We can talk there.’

“I had a servant bring usfizzy sweets, and | sat her down beside agranite fountain, letting the water
sounds obscure our voices. ‘Theresa,’ | said. Then | shook my head sadly. And findly, after so many
years, | asked her, ‘Do you know how jealous | was? When | got home that day, and | walked in on you
and Lucian...?

“It took her by surprise, that confession. She was startled, off-balance. But then something in my voice or
words found purchase insgde her. Theresa shook her head, and tenderly, she asked me, “Why haven't
you ever married, Johnny?

“I shrugged and smiled shyly. | could havetold her that | hadn't found the right girl, or that it wouldn't
have been fair to bring awife on such arisky adventure. | could have claimed that my romance for Rome
meant that | had to marry one of its daughters. Any of those responses would have been truthful, to a
point. But | smiled a her and said, ‘It'syou. I've dways|oved you, and there's nobody else for me.’

“Asif she had never seen me before, she stared at me then.

“*Do you mean that? she asked.



“I sad, “Yes’” And I saidit convincingly, my voice helped aong by thefact that it was alittle true.
“Theresa dipped her head, and sighed, and then | asked, ‘Why are you here?

“Why was she? She seemed to have forgotten. She shook her head, collecting her wits. Then she spoke
to the stone path at her feet, saying, ‘ Now Forrester isagainst us.’

“*No, heisn't,’ | replied, ingtantly.
“Then| told her the details of my elaborate and very dangerouslie.

“I expected her to be surprised and outraged. If she was ether, the emotions remained hidden. She
looked at her hands. She looked at my feet. Then with agreat wet breath, she looked above my head,
asking, “Why would you do that to our good friend?

“| said nothing.

“‘Lucianisgoing to send him off,” shewarned. * He's been talking about nothing else for days.” She
shivered. She sobbed. Her gaze dropped again. ‘ How can you let this happen to our friend?

“But I'm not |etting anything happen,” | pointed out. ‘ You are.’

“Then | leaned forward, cupping her handsin mine, pressng my mouth against my love'sear. ‘Darling,’ |
whispered. ‘If you don't want it to happen, it won't happen. That's the smple, awful truth, darling.”
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Exhaustion softens the old man's voice. The boom above him hasto lower its bulbous microphoneto
capture every word. The technicians quietly gather beside one of the cameras, working at some critical
problem. But thereis no mention of stopping. If the cameras die now, and if the lightsfail, the audience
will gt in the sudden darkness, waiting for whatever the emperor says next.

“Your father surprised me,” he confesses. “When Lucian arrived in Alexandria, he had Forrester brought
onboard and escorted to his suite, and he confronted him with my lying files. “Why do thisto me? he
roared. And when Forrester didn't respond, he asked, * Are you going deny al this evidence?

“Forrester wasin uniform, but unarmed. He examined the transcripts and fondled the various tapes, and
then with acam, clear voice, hesad, ‘No, it'strue. All true’

“Lucian wasfurious. He shook his head, tugged at his hair, and then with aloud, piercing voice, he
screamed, ‘ Do you know where I'm going to send you? Do you? Back when the earth was new, you
son-of-a-hitch! Before therewas air. Before the crust got cold! Hell! That's where I'm sending you!
Hdll’

“Forrester just grinned, and with alittle shake of his head, he remarked, * It's agood thing that you're a
god, because you're not much of aman.’

“Lucian barked orders, and bodyguards led the prisoner away.
“Then he sat down on hisyellow sofa, and he said to me, * It looks like you were right, Jonathon.’

“I had followed Lucian to Alexandria. It was on my own authority, against his orders. But when |
reached him in the harbor, | explained my reasons. If one of his oldest advisorswas againgt him, then |



had to play arole here. If only to watch justice happen, | needed to be present—as awitnessand asa
counter to any future criticisms from the othersin our increasingly tiny circle.

“‘ Areyou glad you came? he barked.
““When will you send him? | asked. ‘ Today?

“*Thisfucking minute,’ he proclaimed. Then he called to the guards on the intercom, giving them clear
orders. And he turned on the big television, calling up to Theresaand her technicians. * Don't bother with
cdibrations!” he warned. ‘ Four and ahadf billion years ago! Make it happen now!’

“The unrepentant prisoner was led to the great ship's bow. He was scared, but stubborn. Perspiration
was |esking through his uniform. | saw him squint at the bright subtropical sun. Helooked up & the
supergtructure, at the watching camera, and he shook his head for amoment. Then with amassive dose
of will, helaughed at us, his cowardly, pathetic audience.

“*Areweready? Lucian asked.

“A voice answered. Not Theresas, but another technician's voice. * Were having trouble powering up—'
she began.

“‘Isthere enough juice? heroared.
“‘Barely,” shedlowed.
“‘Fine. Il send himin pieces, if | haveto.’

“Lucian had acontrol pand built into the coffee table. Like ten thousand timesin the past, he put his hand
on the flashing red button, and he pushed, and there was a flash of quick cold light that filled the television
screen for ahorrible moment.

“When the light dissolved, Forrester was till standing on the deck. Still squinting and shaking his head.
“I didn't say aword.

“Lucian seemed to forget | was there. He called up to Theresaagain. He said her name, maybe three
times. Then shefinaly answered, aquiet little voice saying, ‘ Yes’

“* Something'swrong with something,” Lucian raged.
“‘I know, darling,” shereplied.

“‘Fixit, hetold her.

“Shesad, ‘No.

“*Why not? he asked.

“‘Therewas apause. Then she sad, ‘Because,” and | heard asmileriding on her voice. ‘| just got done
breaking the damned thing, darling. Is that reason enough?

* * *

The emperor pauses, managing afew weak breaths.

“Lucian tarted to run,” he continues. “I knew he would, and | thought | was ready, but | couldn't stay



with him. He reached the machine and Theresa maybe thirty seconds ahead of me, and by thetimel
arrived, he wasflinging her againg the stedl barrel, screaming incoherently, then regaining just enough
composure to threaten her in the most horrible, unspeskable ways.

“I ran up and stopped short.

“Shewas crying. Mdting, and dying. Give your life and soul to another person, and thereis nothing for
you when the end arrives. | know this. Not like Theresaknew it. But even for me, standing in that bright
sunshine, wiping away my own tears.... | felt asense of withering lossthat yearslater still dicesthrough
me....

“‘Hxit!" Lucian screamed.
“Theresasaid, ‘No. | won't.”

“Then he made his next error. He turned to her cowering staff, and he asked them, * Can you fix the
problem?

“One of the low-ranking technicians nodded nervoudy, claiming, ‘| think | can.’

“‘Doit. Now!” Then hetook the pam of his hand, delivering a staggering blow to the traitor before him.
He dropped Theresato the deck, and he kicked her face, and finaly, | jJumped and grabbed at him,

begging him to stop.
“Hesad, ' Get away from me!’
“Theresapulled hersdlf into afetal position, trying to protect her bloodied eyes.

“*What did you think you could do? heroared at her. * Any one of your people can run thismachine.
What the fuck good do you think you were doing?

“Then the other hands started to grab at him.
“Grab at hisarms, hislegs.

“We carried him away, squeezing the fight out of him, warning him to shut up and behave. And only then,
findly, did Lucian notice who was attached to those grabbing hands. Theinner circle. In secret, I'd
brought al of them with me on the Veritas. I'd dipped them aboard his ship by telling the bodyguards that
thiswas just another surprise pizza party for the emperor. They had watched everything from the dance
hal; atiny cameraand microphone were hidden in my clothes. They were therichest men and womenin
thisworld, and they were helping me carry the most powerful ... and wefinaly dropped him into his
favorite chair, and Lucian looked up &t us ... and that's when he stopped being anything but
expendable....”

[Back to Table of Contents]
X1
Another pause.

Sweat emerges from the fresh makeup, beads up and rollsinto the |eft eye. The emperor removesthe
moisture with a shaking finger, and then he says, “ The officid account isthat Lucian asked to be sent into
thefuture. And that is, mostly, atrue story. He wasn't called back to the twenty-first century by abrother
god. That story istold with alittle bit too much gusto for my taste. But in the end, Lucian found enough



poiseto ask for a specific date, and we put him on a suicide watch and brought him back here. By then,
Theresa had the ChronoAble working again. The machine and a portion of its sensors were loaded into
the Hum-vees and trucked to Rome. It was night. The Forum had been cleared and sealed. Our emperor
was allowed his chance to say somefina words, and after amoment's hesitation, he looked a me and
smiled, saying, ‘Wherever | end up, I'll be famous. Don't you think, old buddy?

“I didn't say one word to him.
“Redlly, by that point, | couldn't get rid of Lucian fast enough.”

Now he pauses again, looking at the woman as he shakes his head. Then she says, with genuinefedling,
“I wish | could have known my father.”

“How old were you when the Chrigtianskilled him?’
“Lessthan ayear,” she admits.

“Wadll, Sarah,” the emperor offers, “your father lived agood life and he died well. Despite those rumors
that he was atraitor againgt Lucian, | assure you: Y our father was nothing but agood loya servant of an
occasiondly noble cause.”

He dghs, glancing at Octavian now.

“Theresa sent Lucian into the future. The sensors absorbed and analyzed the flash, and thisiswhat they
showed us.” He reaches under thetable, bringing up asmdl folder in which isasingle photograph. The
image shows Rome in another two thousand years. “ Of course thisisjust one possibility,” the emperor

cautions. “ The best mathematiciansin every world can't compute the total number of futures, just in our
timesiream.”

Octavian has seen the picture many times, but it never failsto astonish him. A city of glassor diamond
hangsin the air above awell-preserved set of marble ruins. The ruins are reworked versions of today's
forum. Each of the crysta buildingsis suspended by invisible means. And visible in the sky between two
of those marvelsis agreen and blue and cloud-clad moon.

A moment passes.

“Theresadecided to return to the Virtue,” the emperor mentions. “ She would take the ChronoAble with
her, and atiny crew—enough bodies to make a short voyage. ‘I'm jumping back to afew minutes after
we arrived here,’ she explained. ‘I'm going to talk to Lucian. I'm going to talk to mysdf. I'll do my best to
warn them that thingswill get awful, if they aren't careful”

“I pointed out that it wouldn't accomplish much. Jumping back wouldn't change our past; it would just
create another messy timestream.

“But she was ready for me. Quietly, with aweary authority, she explained, ‘ Every move that we makein
thisworld creates endless new futures. And every move that we don't make doesthe same”’

“She said to me, ‘ Johnny, | can only do so much, and that's what I'm going to do. Good-bye now. And
good luck with your empire.”

* % *

The emperor leansforward, only the marble table kegping him from falling out of hischair. Yet no one
movesto help him. Hisexhaustion is o natura, so gentle and calm and inevitable, that it acquiresakind



of beauty that stifles every impulseto help the man.
“My empire,” hesays.

He says, “With therest of theinner circle, | went to Ostia, and together, we watched the flash of light that
came as Theresa left our world. She took the ChronoAble and its sensors, and the great ship Virtue, and
read any symbolism that you want into the ship's name. She was gone. We were no longer a
time-crossing people, and we won't be again for another century or two.

“My empire,” he sayswith amydtified pleasure. Then he managesto amile, tdling the cameras, “| turned
to the othersthen. To my old collegefriends. And | asked, ‘Would anyone object if | tried running things
for now?

“There were no real objections.
“And for thirty years, that is exactly what | have done.” [Back to Table of Contents|
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Thejournaist waitsfor amoment, and then tells her emperor, and everyonein her vast, invisible
audience, *'Y ou have done wonderful things for Rome, your excellence. Wonderful, gloriousthings.”

Colfax won't argue the point. He dlows himself agrin, and with the smalest of shrugs, adds, “1've had my
share of help, of course.”

He says, “Octavian,” and looks over at hisassociate. “Y our excellence,” Octavian replies. Still seated at
the table, he manages alittle bow, and then with a customary

fervor, he adds, “ And you will continue to guide Rome for many, many yearsto come.”
“Doubtful,” saysthe emperor.

Then helaughs, and with atogether too much ease, he coughs. He coughs and wipes his mouth with his
cotton cloth, finding another thread of blood in his mouth. Sadly, he shakes his head. “No more
smallpox,” he says. “ Choleraand plague are on the run. But despite al of our careful quarantines, we
managed to bring the HIV virus. And of course, it got loose in the brothels, and spread, and it was
aready everywhere before we redized the scope of the epidemic.”

He sets down the cloth, piling his hands on top of it.

“Which leadsto another fine question. Why am [ ill with this scourge? I've had few sexua partnersin the
last thirty years, and each of them remains hedlthy and virus-free. My doctors are skilled and loydl, or so
I've been led to believe. Of course there might have been opportunities for someone who wants me
dead. Aninjection of tainted blood. A dentist with afilthy implement. Or maybe, aneedle hiddenin my
bed sheets, ready to deliver itsdow, fata cargo.”

Octavian fed sthe eyes staring a him. He sits motionless, wondering when the accusation will finaly
come. For severa years, he has waited for the dying emperor to single him out. But he has never
imagined the moment looking like this, with cameras watching, and strangers, and the Sick old man
leaning across the table to place hisbloody cloth into Octavian's opened hands.

The Roman knows enough to fear that bright red blood.

But heis enough of aRoman to ignore histerror, camly folding the cloth while saying, “Y ou areftired,



your excellence. We could rest until tomorrow—"
“No,” the emperor interrupts. “Redlly there's not much moreto say, and | want to say it. Now.”

Forrester's daughter glances at Octavian, and then stares at the emperor. “Whatever you wish to say,”
shebegins.

“Inafew centuries” the old man begins, “we will reinvent the time machines. And eventualy, there will

be enough of them, and they will be fancier than our ChronoAble ... and anyway, our descendants will be
ableto look back aong our timestream with an unparalleled accuracy. With enough sensors deployed,
future people will be able to study the past in astonishing detail, and there won't be any secrets anymore.
Every charity and every treachery ... they ill exist in the past, waiting to be dragged into the light....

“Which, | think, isalovely, perfect way to build auniverse.”

Herises, surprisingly vigorous for aman in his sorry condition. Then he steps around the table and clasps
ahand on Octavian's shoulder, remarking, “If you were the one who poisoned me ... well, so beit. So be
it”

Octavian startsto rise, to voice his passionate dissent.

“I can understand,” saysthe emperor, using histaler frameto hold hisassociate in hischair. “Redly, it
would have been reasonable of you. Y ou're not getting younger, and | might have lived another twenty
years. Y ou were born to rule Rome and the Empire. And honestly, at this point, you would do a better
job of it than | can. Because that's what you do on the typical day. I'm little more than afigurehead, and
you arethetrue soul of this state.”

Octavian trembles. He can't help himsdlf.

The emperor turnsto the woman, and he says, “ Sarah, | have to apologize again. Thisinterview hasa
second, much more important purpose. | have no heir. | never married, and for every good reason. But |
wanted cameras here to record my public announcement. | want to adopt the man who will replace me
asemperor when | die. Any day now, perhaps.”

“Your excdlence,” Octavian sputters.

“Itisyou, my friend,” he says, smiling down & his associate. “By my word, you are now my son and only
her...!”

“Butif ... mean...if youredly believethat | had any rolein making you sick...!”

“Shut up, Octavian.” The emperor leans againg the table, asudden fever rushing through him. But he
finds the energy to remark, “An old friend once told me, ‘History ismillions of peopletelling an eaborate,
sdf-sarving sory. *”

Then he shakes his head, adding, “Y ou did thisthing or you did not. But fird, | have aduty toward
Rome, and, in truth, | don't want to ugly up my last moments of life by falling into some paaceintrigue.”

Hewinks.
Octavian Sts back in the chair, waiting now.

The emperor stsback in his chair, and with adow wet voice, he says, “Remember where | began my
story? In that dorm room, with Lucian?” And he laughs gently, shaking his head as he wondersaoud, “In



how many rooms did nothing happen? How many timesdid Lucian dismiss his crazy thought, and how
many timesdid | tell him, *Youreanidiot, and shut up?’

He says, “Higtory isamaze.”

Then with awise, sorry shake of the head, he admits, “Everything that can happen, does. Which should, |
think, make us al the more eager to find what is true and decent, and celebrate it with al our feeble

breath...!”



