







































































Copyright © <2024> <Ian James>


All rights reserved.













































When in Rome 


Book I


The Saga of Travis McKinney (aka. Titus Maximus)


 










Ian James









To my mother who helped me get through many trying times, never gave up on me, and my aunt, who contributed her invaluable insights to this work.






Much love,


Ian













“Every somebody was once a nobody.” — Marty













PRELUDE






LUCIUS CORNELIUS SULLA was in a bad mood today. To cheer himself up, he’d decided to witness the condemned slave being thrown from the Tarpeian Rock. Being thrown from the Tarpeian Rock, an eighty-foot-high cliff off Rome’s Capitoline Hill, was an ancient punishment among the Romans, and Sulla always got a kick out of it. Something about hearing a man’s bones crunch when they hit the ground at such a height gave him a special affinity for it. Besides, with the week he’d had, Sulla could do with a little cheering up.


	Being the Dictator of Rome had been great fun for Sulla at first. Punishing his enemies for their treacherous capture of the city and their brutal executions of his fellow optimates - the leading Roman aristocracy, or ‘best men’ - had been a great deal of fun. However, the fun in taking vengeance against those who had wronged him was fading, as the drudgery of managing a sprawling empire was getting to him, nagging at his being. What was the point of life if you couldn’t enjoy it? Sulla thought. Sure, there was a place for work in life, and Sulla was a big believer in that, but work wasn’t meant to be your sole reason for existence. He thought one was also responsible for kicking back, relaxing, and enjoying one’s later years. And as Sulla was now fifty-six, he had reluctantly admitted that his later years were now well upon him.


	Sulla was a man of striking appearance, and people always noticed him whenever he entered a room, even before he became Dictator. With his piercing gray eyes, all who looked at Sulla felt the ghost of his presence. He had fair, tanned skin that made him handsome and enviable, which had preserved his good looks well into his fifties. In the past few years, however, he had developed a strange skin condition that left speckled red patches dotted across his fair face, which bothered him whenever he recalled their presence. But overall, Sulla was a handsome, robust specimen of a man, and he knew it well.


	Angelus Sabinus, the tough-as-nails, one-eyed centurion Sulla had raised through the legionary ranks a few years prior, stood next to Sulla atop the Tarpeian Rock as the pouring rain helped create a dramatic scene. Much to Sulla's amusement, Sabinus had refused to wear an eye patch over his empty eye socket. Everyone Sabinus encountered visibly recoiled upon seeing the centurion’s eye hole, and it never failed to delight Sulla. He had a dark sense of humor and favored Sabinus because the centurion shared that quality. If Sulla couldn’t enjoy life anymore, he figured why not keep a right-hand man who could give him a fine chuckle?


	Sulla gazed atop the cliff off toward the vast, sprawling city below. His home looked sublime, its prowess unmatched by any other city in the world. He saw magnificent temples, endless apartment blocks, the great baths of the city, and the mighty aqueducts - a towering achievement of engineering that channeled clean water into the city. Rome looked marvelous, Sulla thought. If only he had time to stop and enjoy it, he reflected with a sigh. Sulla glanced up at the clouds, pointing at the sky above as he spoke drearily to Sabinus.


	“Blasted rain,” Sulla complained with a grunt as the heavy raindrops poured down onto his wolf-skin cloak, its wolf’s head hood shielding his scalp from the persistent rain. Sulla was quite fond of the cloak, as he had taken it off a Pontic General in his last war and now wore the garment nearly every day. Sulla knew it was a little barbaric to wear this cloak as often as he did, but he liked people seeing him as a slightly eccentric figure. It was amusing.


	“The gods often deem to grant rain when a man is thrown from the rock, Sir,” the gruff, one-eyed centurion remarked in return.


	“Do they now?” Sulla grinned as he considered the prospect. “I don’t know, Sabinus. I’ve seen plenty of men plummet from this cliff with no rain. I’m more inclined to chalk this storm up to mere coincidence rather than divine intervention,” Sulla replied. He wasn’t a very pious man. Religion hardly had a place in Sulla’s life. He wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but he privately doubted the gods’ existence.


	“Regardless, we certainly have a downpour today, Sir.”


	“Agreed, my friend.” Sulla paused as he glanced around, searching for the condemned.


	“Where in the world is this bugger?” Sulla frowned. “Someone could catch a cold in a downpour like this. I swear, Sabinus, it’s like when our ancestors conjured up this execution, they didn’t consider that someone could get hurt.”


	“With enough prayer and proper sacrifice, a cold can be prevented, Sir.”


	“Yes, yes,” Sulla replied dismissively, finding Sabinus’ outward piety somewhat distasteful. It was the only thing he mildly disliked about the centurion, but he put up with it. “I’m sure that does the trick.”


	Luckily for Sulla and the dozen legionnaires and officials who he had brought along to enjoy the execution, a pair of legionaries donned in full iron armor arrived bearing the convicted man in their arms as he was dragged forward, bound by chains.


	“Oh, lovely,” Sulla said with a smile as the convicted slave kicked and screamed, writhing about like a slippery eel as he pleaded for mercy. Sulla chuckled briefly as he watched how badly the slave fought against the inevitable.


	“Tell me, Sabinus,” Sulla told his faithful centurion as the slave cried out. Tears ran down his pitiful face as he begged. “Do you think anyone is ever quiet when they go to their death?”


	Sabinus considered this notion. “Perhaps if they die in bed of old age, Sir.”


	Sulla looked at the slave thoughtfully as he wondered how he would embrace death when it came.


	“I would like to go out quietly, without too much pomp or drama. Just a quiet fading away would do. Maybe with a couple of crying women in the room, to make me feel like I’ll be missed.” 


	Sulla’s face twisted into a contemptible scowl as he watched the slave squirm about like a child throwing an unruly tantrum. “But truly, there’s no need to make such a fuss over a little thing like death. I do believe I’ll enjoy this execution more than most.”


	“Agreed, Sir,” Sabinus said. Then their attention shifting toward the official in charge of the execution as he held up a scroll to read the execution writ that Sulla had signed off on.


	“Ambrosios, of…” the official began as he read from his scroll. A nearby legionary held up his hands to try to shield the scroll from the downpour, but Sulla could tell that it wasn’t working very well.


	The official glanced up from the scroll curiously. “Where are you from?” he asked. 


	“I don’t know,” the slave mumbled in between tears in his thick Greek accent.


	“Right.” The official cleared his throat and continued. “Ambrosios of… somewhere. Son of…” he paused again.


	“Who was your father?”


	“I don’t know.”


	“Right.” The execution overseer restarted before announcing the rest of the death writ somewhat hastily. “Ambrosios of somewhere, son of someone... You have been sentenced to death via plummeting from the top of the most ancient, gods-blessed Tarpeian Rock down onto the depths below before entering the underworld, where you will suffer for all eternity. Do you have any last words?”


	The slave turned to face Sulla with a gush of trailing tears running down his face as he blew vicious snot bubbles amidst his incessant crying. Sulla looked upon the slave dispassionately, feeling no pity for the man. After all, it was he who had sentenced the wretch to this brutal execution in the first place.


	“Please, my lord!” the slave pleaded. “I was just trying to help you when I gave up Saturninus! I am loyal to you, my great lord Sulla! You are the mightiest and worthiest of Dictators, a true son of Jupiter! Please, for the love of the gods, forgo this punishment, I beg of you!”


	Sulla scowled before replying. “Yes, loyalty is important. And you showed absolutely none of it when you gave up your master. It was despicable, your lack of faith in your rightful master. The world has a certain order to it, slave. I enforce that order. And you broke it. So this is your rightful punishment.”


	“But he was your enemy!”


	“And he was your master.”


“My lord, I was only trying to help you!” the slave cried desperately. The man’s weakness irritated the Dictator. The man’s pleading was distasteful to Sulla. He scowled as h glanced over at the pair of legionnaires who were holding this most insufferable slave.


	“Beat him some, would you? Not enough to knock the fellow unconscious, mind you. It’s no fun to throw a man from the rock if he’s not there to realize it.”


	The legionnaires nodded and began to beat the slave with beat viciously beat the slave. The scum wailed in agony as his bones were crunched under their blows.


	Sabinus laughed. “Well done, Sir.”


	Sulla grinned. “See? I haven’t lost my touch just yet, Sabinus. I dare say that I have a few more years of this left in me.”


	“I’m glad, Sir.”


	After a few minutes of the merciless beating, Sulla held up his hand to signal the legionnaires to halt. “That’s enough. Very well, let’s hop to it, gentlemen. I don’t want any of you to catch a cold, now. No point in an execution like this if someone’s worse off for it.”


	The legionaries hauled the slave to his feet as he rolled his bloodied head around in a painful, dazed circle, thoroughly disoriented from the beating.


	“And remember, men, as you watch this one fall, watch your step. And mind your footing. It’s slippery out.”


	The men overseeing the execution all nodded. Sulla saw one legionary yawn. He normally disapproved of yawning, as it was a sign that one wasn’t ready for the day. But in this instance, he had to concur with the legionary, as it was still rather early. 


	The pair of legionaries manhandling the bloodied slave brought him to the cliff’s edge. Sulla grinned as he watched the worthless cur realize he could not escape his gruesome fate.


	“Now, men - ready your toss. A proper toss is necessary when throwing one from the Tarpeian Rock. A man can potentially survive the fall, so he should land on his head.”


	“My lord…” the slave begged Sulla one final time as streaks of blood trailed down his broken face. Sulla gave the slave one final, disdainful look of reproof.


	“I am no eastern lord, slave,” Sulla remarked. “I am a man of Rome, and I am civilized.” He nodded at his legionaries. “Go ahead, throw him from the rock.”


The legionaries instantly obeyed as they hurled the condemned man from the cliff. The slave screamed as he fell from the eighty-foot drop. Sabinus and Sulla both watched with pleasure as he plummeted below.


	“Oh, dear,” Sulla commented, seeing how the slave was falling. “I don’t think he’ll land on his…”


	The slave hit the ground, landing on his back, and began to scream in pain like a maddened Siren driven to insanity.


	“Head,” Sulla finished, frowning.


	“Bad toss, Sir,” Sabinus noted grimly.


	“What did I say about the toss?” Sulla snapped, reprimanding the legionaries who had done the deed. They looked at the ground awkwardly, like children who had just gotten a talking to. “That was not a proper toss!”


	“Apologies, Sir,” one of the legionaries who had tossed the slave replied. “It is slippery out.” The man shrugged. Sulla sighed.


	“Very well. Fetch me a brick,” Sulla ordered.


“Brick!” Sabinus shouted in his commanding centurion’s voice. A minute later, a thick red brick was placed into Sabinus’ hand, who immediately offered it to Sulla.


	“Would you care to do the honors, Dictator?”


	“Oh, why not? Someone must do their job right.”


	The slave kept on screaming as Sulla aimed for the right spot to drop the brick to finish off the man, to both carry out justice and stop his dreadful wailing, for it was unpleasant to his ears.


	“This should do the trick,” Sulla said as he knelt and readied his aim. He bit his tongue and paused his breathing as he aimed for the perfect spot. With a mighty grin, he dropped the brick off the cliff.


	Watching with eagerness as the brick plummeted below, Sulla was disappointed to find that his brick merely struck the man in the chest, likely only collapsing his lungs and shattering his ribcage. The slave coughed up a great deal of blood and began to wiggle around in a manner that was unpleasant to Sulla’s eye. The Dictator cursed himself for his miss, but thankfully the damned slave couldn’t keep on screaming with two flattened lungs.


	“Damn,” Sulla cursed. “One more brick should finish things off well enough.”


	“Brick!” Sabinus called out again. This time, a brick was fetched even faster.


	“Let’s hope this one does the job, men. So we can get out of this damned rain.”


	“Agreed, Sir,” Sabinus said.


	Sulla aimed the brick for a perfect headshot. He dropped it, not envying the man it was about to fall upon, but getting joy from the task.


	The brick fell at a remarkable pace, turning in the air until the upright base landed on the slave’s head, blowing it apart in an epic explosion of flesh, sinew, chunks of skull, blood, and gore. Sulla flashed a contented smile. The men around him all cheered.


	Sabinus patted Sulla on the back like a proud father praising his son for a fine kill on a hunt.


	“Excellent aim, Sir!”


	“Agreed,” Sulla replied happily as he stared at the flattened remnants of a human head below. The rain continued to shower the city as the blood flowed around the puddle of meat that Sulla’s finely aimed brick had created.


	“A perfect headshot,” Sabinus added cheerfully.


	“That it was,” Sulla concurred, remarkably refreshed as he stood. He stretched his arms above his head and breathed a long breath of relief, for the execution had gone splendidly. He cracked his knuckles, ready to proceed with the day’s business.


	“Speaking of heads, shall we deal with today’s heads, Sabinus?” Sulla asked.


	“Yes, Sir. Best to get it out of the way.”


	“Yes, agreed.”


	“Should we go clean him up, Sir?” a legionary at the cliff’s edge asked, pointing down at the corpse below as the mob now began to circle the body in interest.


	Sulla shook his head. “No point. Might as well let the vultures have their feast. Come, Sabinus, let’s get today’s heads out of the way.”


	Sulla and Sabinus hurried out of the rain toward the Curia, the mighty stone Senatorial House where laws were passed and legislation was debated. It was where Sulla had temporarily suspended all Senatorial functions to hold his court.


	Sulla immediately demanded a towel as he entered the Curia and began to dry himself off. To his surprise, his wolf-skin cloak had hardly absorbed any moisture. The thing truly was durable, Sulla thought gleefully. Gods bless that Pontic General whose head he’d taken in a duel in Bithynia, for the fellow had gifted Sulla a fine cloak.


	Once sufficiently dried, Sulla turned to face his one-eyed centurion, who had been busy ordering the dozens of legionaries about their daily tasks in the Curia, which had been converted into Sulla’s throne room.


	“Are they ready?” Sulla asked the faithful centurion. Sabinus nodded in response.


	“Yes, Sir.”


	Sulla grinned. “How long have they been waiting?”


	“Hours, Sir.”


	Sulla laughed. “I’m tempted to eat breakfast and let them wait a bit longer.”


	“If you wish, Sir.”


	Sulla considered the notion before shaking his head. “No, let’s just get this done. I’ll eat a big lunch later.”


	Sulla took his seat in one of the magnificent, gilded Consular chairs at the end of the Curia’s grand hall and waited for his first visitors to arrive. The Curia was an epic, colossal stone chamber with two sets of grand marble stands, each ten rows deep, where Rome’s elected representatives usually gathered for government business. However, the remarkable stone structure felt rather cold today. And even though about fifty legionaries occupied it, the chamber was so large that it felt like hardly anyone was in it, making the place feel relatively empty to Sulla. As he waited, Sulla began to whistle.


Sabinus soon moved over to Sulla’s side and listened to the tune he was whistling.


	“What tune is that, Sir?”


	“Oh, just something a friend of mine composed.”


	“It sounds nice, Sir. In my humble opinion, it’s rather enlightening of you to keep friends with actors and musicians. No other optimates do. No one thinks quite like you do, Sir.”


Sulla sighed. As always, Sabinus was spot on.


	“Agreed, Sabinus. Agreed. Even the best men aren’t all perfect. Man is an imperfect creature, after all.” Sulla became thoughtful momentarily before turning in his chair to face Sabinus.


	“Care to get drunk tonight and talk philosophy?”


	“Certainly, Sir. It would be an honor to do so again.”


	Sulla smiled. Sabinus was more than just his right-hand man; he oversaw the restructuring of Rome alongside Sulla to ensure that the optimates would never again let the Populares—the populists—rule. The one-eyed centurion had become a good friend and a fine drinking companion. And Sulla loved his drink. In Sulla's grand opinion, fine wine and good company made life worth living.


	The great doors to the chamber were opened as another centurion, clad in full legionary armor and wearing a helm of plumed, crimson-dyed horsehair, whose name was escaping Sulla at this moment, entered. A group of men trailed behind him, several of them bearing severed human heads.


	The centurion stopped and pounded his chest before giving Sulla an impressive salute. 


	“Greetings, Dictator!”


	“Greetings…” Sulla paused as the centurion’s name was still escaping him. “Centurion,” he finished, unable to recall the man’s name.


	The centurion looked not the least fazed by Sulla’s inability to recall his name. “This first man claims to bear the heads of Homerus Stolo and his wife Davena.”


Sulla raised a brow. Homerus Stolo? Good, he was rich. The liquidation of his estate and assets would help fill Sulla’s coffers, allowing him to pay for his army, if this truly were the Senator’s head. Often, Sulla was brought heads that ended up being nothing more than those of ordinary folk, who were unfortunate enough to resemble the proscribed. He had always found Stolo to be a tremendous bore, so Sulla was glad he was dead, if it truly was him.


	“Very well,” Sulla replied. “Bring him forward.”


	The centurion moved aside, gesturing for the man bearing the first head to come forward. A large fellow in a worn tunic with a rugged, scarred face, who looked like he should have been a wrestler if anything else, stepped forward. He knelt before Sulla’s throne, holding the severed head upward as if it were an offering to the gods. The Dictator briefly thought it over. He supposed he was something of a god now. He would have to reflect on that when he got drunk with Sabinus later.


	“Dictator,” the man began humbly. “I bring you the head of Homerus Stolo.”


Sulla raised a brow. “And where did you find the bugger?”


	“Hiding in Ostia, Dictator.”


	“Ostia?” Sulla mused. “You’d think he’d have been wise enough not to hide a stone’s throw from the city.”


	“The condemned are not the best men, Dictator.”


	Sulla grinned. “Very true, friend. Well, let me see him up close. I must make sure it’s him before you receive any payment. It’s the way of things. I’m sure you understand,” Sulla explained diplomatically. The big man nodded.


	“Of course, Dictator.”


	“Sabinus,” Sulla said, turning to his friend. “Please bring that head to me.”


	“Yes, Sir.” Sabinus went over and fetched the head, holding it by its greasy black hair, which was good, as Stolo had had black hair unless Sulla remembered incorrectly, as the centurion carried the head to him. Sulla’s memory had been foggy lately when it came to recognizing the heads brought before him. It was growing tedious, examining each of the several hundred human heads that had been shown to him for proof and identification.


	Sabinus stopped before Sulla, offering the head of Stolo to him.


	“Sir.”


	“Thank you.” Sulla took the head from Sabinus’ grasp and held it up, turning it over a few times as he took a good look. The blood and the dangling veins had long dried, a sign that the man had been dead for at least a few days. Ostia wasn’t that far, so the fellow who had brought the head to Sulla was either slow or something was awry.


	Sulla examined the head further. Its dead face was now pale as it stared back at him, its mouth agape as if it had been screaming in Stolo’s final moments, which was probably when his head was first sawed off. Sulla chuckled to himself at the thought. Luckily, the facial features were spot on, and the hair was right, but the eyes were green. And as Sulla couldn’t remember the color of Stolo’s eyes, it made him somewhat skeptical. He noticed that the face was rather fat. He didn’t recall Stolo being this fat.


	“Did Stolo get fat, Sabinus?” Sulla asked, turning his head over, as he debated whether this was Stolo.


	Sabinus nodded. “He certainly packed on a few in his later years, Sir.”


	“I suppose I was off fighting a war while this man ate oysters,” Sulla mused.


	“Indeed, Sir.”


	Sulla nodded, finally deciding that the head likely once belonged to Stolo. It was probably him, at least. Sulla returned the head to Sabinus and smiled at the large man who had brought it.


	“You shall receive full payment, friend,” Sulla declared. “Well done.”


	“Would you care to see his wife’s head?” the man asked considerately. Sulla shook his head.


	“No. I’ll take your word for it.”


	The man grinned fiercely. “I see. It was an honor to serve you, Dictator.” Sulla nodded, dismissing the now contented man with a casual wave of his hand.


	“Put Stolo’s head in the ‘him’ pile to the right, Sabinus,” Sulla ordered. “And set up a ‘not him’ pile to the left. I feel like the ‘not him’ pile will pile up today…” The dictator suddenly grinned in good humor. “Pardon the pun, of course.”


	Sabinus let out a brief chuckle. “Very clever pun, Sir.”


	“Indeed. Next head, please.” Sulla declared. Several more heads were brought forth, and only half were the proscribed men on Sulla’s list. The ‘not him’ pile grew larger once Sulla was finished with every other new visitor.


	The centurion at the base of the Curia’s Senate chambers grinned as he brought forth the next group of men, one of them cradling a rather fat, aged, severed head in his arms.


	“This group claims to bear the head of Gaius Marius, Dictator.”


	Sulla smiled in amusement. “Marius? My old enemy? Why, do let me see him!”


	The centurion took the head from the man, cradling it like a trophy, and handed it to Sabinus. Sabinus chuckled to himself as he showed it to Sulla. Sulla pretended to examine it before bursting into laughter.


	“May I ask what is so humorous, Dictator?” the man who had brought the head asked warily.


	“It’s just funny.”


	“Funny?”


	Sulla nodded. “Yes, funny. It’s funny how much the head you brought me indeed resembles Marius. But the crux of the matter is that Gaius Marius died over four years ago. So, I can’t rightfully pay you for cutting off some random old man’s head, now, can I?”


	The group that had claimed the head of ‘Marius’ all looked at each other uneasily.


	“He’s dead…?” the man who had spoken asked. Sulla nodded.


	“Which means you have wasted my time. And even if you fools have given me a rather amusing moment to break up this morning’s drudgery, you still ought to be punished.” Sulla glanced over at the centurion, whose name he couldn’t remember.


	“Please execute them.”


	“Yes, Dictator.”


	Sulla laughed as the men tried to fight off the legionaries who forcibly removed them from the chambers. Sulla turned to Sabinus.


	“Put that one in the ‘not him’ pile, my good man.”


	“Of course, Sir.”


	The other centurion turned to face Sulla once more to ask what to do with the recently condemned.


	“Shall we throw them from the rock, Sir?”


	Sulla glanced over at Sabinus. “Is it still raining, Sabinus?” Sabinus nodded, explaining that the priests had forecast two more days of nonstop rain. This was peculiar, Sulla thought; it usually didn’t rain this much in Rome.


	Sulla shook his head. “No, not the rock. It’s too slippery. I don’t want anyone slipping. One could fall and hit their head. I don’t need a dead legionary on my conscience, centurion.”


	“Very well, Sir.”


	Sulla sighed. He was already tired, and it wasn’t even noon. This was going to be a long day for the Dictator.


	“What’s next?” Sulla asked.


	“Just a small matter, Sir,” Sabinus explained. “The mother of a boy you condemned to the proscriptions, along with Gaius Aurelius Cotta, Aemilius Lepidus, and a group of Vestal Virgins, has arrived to plead for the life of a certain…” Sabinus paused as he glanced over at the other centurion in the hall.


	“What was the name again?” Sabinus asked.


	The centurion looked at the written list he held in his hand. “Gaius Julius Caesar,” he announced.


	Sulla frowned. He couldn’t recall the name. He had been dealing with an endless list of names lately, and this one was escaping him.


	“Remind me who this boy is.”


	“He’s the one who stubbornly refused your order to divorce Cinna’s daughter, Sir,” the centurion explained. 


	It all came back to Sulla in an instant. Yes, this was the defiant boy who had told Sulla to his face that he wouldn’t divorce his wife. Sulla hadn’t even particularly cared if the boy divorced the girl. It had simply been further business to extinguish his dead rival Cinna’s line. However, this Caesar boy had irked him by defiantly stating that he wouldn't follow Sulla’s orders to divorce his wife. It had both impressed and enraged him to the point where the Dictator had ordered young Caesar’s name to be marked for death.


	“He’s here?” Sulla asked interestedly. Sabinus nodded.


	“How did this lad get that many people of importance to care about him?”


	“No idea, Sir. He must have friends in high places, though.”


	“I see. Well, bring them in. Let’s sort this out.”


	The doors to the chamber were opened, and Sulla watched as the fat Cotta, the honorable Lepidus, and several Vestal Virgins, all adorned in their priestess robes, paired with long white veils draped over their heads, were accompanied by a lovely woman in her early forties, along with a dark-haired, angry-looking youth of about eighteen years. Now that the boy was before him, everything returned to Sulla as he sat in his Consular chair, looking down at his lessors like an Eastern king.


	The boy stared back at Sulla. He still looked as defiant as he had been a year earlier, back when Sulla had ordered him to divorce his wife. His hair was long and shaggy, which Sulla found distasteful, as young Roman men were traditionally supposed to cut their hair short upon reaching manhood. And as Sulla chose to abide by tradition, it bothered him more than most. Young Caesar’s eyes were dark and just as piercing as Sulla’s. He was skinny but not too slim. He was a handsome youth, and by how he carried himself as if he were some regal prince, Sulla could tell that the boy likely didn’t have trouble with the girls either.


	“Great Dictator,” Lepidus began after clearing his throat. Sulla held up his hand for silence.


	“Your presence here speaks volumes enough while I decide this boy’s fate, gentlemen.” Sulla declared. “I do not require you to speak.”


	Lepidus gulped and stepped back like an obedient dog.


	“I would have the mother speak first, though,” Sulla said, eyeing the mother.


	The boy’s mother, who Sulla thought to be rather attractive, as she was his type - Aurelia, he felt her name was - stepped in front of her son to plead his case.


	“As you know, great Dictator, my son Gaius defied your orders to divorce his wife…”


Sulla cut her off.


	 “Yes, I remember. It was rather annoying. Aurelia, isn’t it?” Sulla asked considerately. The woman nodded.


	“Very well, Aurelia. Please continue.”


	She closed her eyes and let out a deep breath. She gave Sulla a fierce stare as she continued.


	‘This woman must be where that boy gets his gall,’ Sulla thought. He grinned, as Sulla liked strong women, a quality most Roman men did not favor.


	 “My son Gaius has a stubborn streak. He’s been like that ever since he was little. When someone tells him to do something, he naturally refuses, thinking he knows better himself. However, oftentimes, he does know better than most. You see, Dictator, my son is a very skilled young man with great potential. And as I know you are a great man yourself, you will certainly be able to recognize his potential. Potential that could be very useful to you as you reestablish proper order in the city.”


	Sulla didn’t say a word as he studied the boy. Yes, he could see that the mother was correct in her assessment of young Caesar. Sulla had an uncanny ability to read people. And as he read the boy before him, he saw nothing but boundless energy and limitless potential. It both impressed and worried him at the same time. He knew this boy would rise to do mighty things if Sulla were to spare his life. The only question was, which side of the coin would Caesar land on if Sulla spared him? Sulla decided that he would have to consider this case carefully.


	“Continue,” Sulla calmly told Aurelia without taking his eyes off Caesar, who was busy staring hatefully back at Sulla, looking as if he wanted to rip the Dictator’s head off.


	“Now, my Gaius may be defiant, but he has much to learn from great men like you, Dictator. If you were willing to spare him an undignified death, I know he would make you and Rome proud. You would not only be showing great mercy by allowing my son to live, but you would also be investing in our eternal city’s future. We will need strong men to lead us once you have settled the current storm, Dictator. And my son will end up being the one who leads them all.” 


	“Will he now?”


	Aurelia had a sudden fiery look in her eyes. “Yes, I know it.”


	“Enough,” Sulla said, holding up the palm of his hand, content that the mother had fully said her piece. The beautiful, gracefully aged woman bowed her head in obedience and stepped back.


	“I would hear the boy speak in his defense, now.”


	Caesar stepped forward. A fire in his eyes was even greater than his mother’s, which Sulla found disquieting. It looked as if Caesar was already prepared to set out and conquer the world at a younger age than even Alexander himself. Yes, this boy would become a conqueror if Sulla spared his life. And Sulla liked conquerors, as he was one himself.


	“You seem to have powerful friends, young Caesar,” Sulla remarked, his one-eyed centurion standing silently beside him.


	Caesar nodded without a word, gazing upon Sulla with sheer hatred. Sulla grinned.


	“You should consider yourself lucky, boy. I have much respect for the two men who have come to vouch for you. And it never hurts to bring a handful of priestesses along with you, either. But tell me yourself, Caesar. Why shouldn’t I put your head on a pike?”


	Caesar didn’t answer briefly as he pondered Sulla’s question. The boy grinned. “You probably should,” Caesar said with all the brashness of a Germanic berserker.


	Sulla raised his brow as he glanced over at Sabinus. Did this boy have a death wish? It intrigued him.


	“Gaius!” His mother shouted fearfully. Sulla held up his hand to stifle her outburst, and she shut her mouth immediately.


	“And why is that?” Sulla asked, leaning forward in his seat, as he was now quite engaged in this decision.


	The boy stepped forward. A power move, Sulla thought.


	“Because if you let me live, I’ll go on to be remembered. And you’ll be forgotten.”


	Sulla smiled. ‘Such balls,’ he thought admirably. No one dared to speak to him in such a manner. It was unthinkable. He had two piles of human heads at the bottom of the steps to his ‘throne,’ and this boy declared that he was more than ready to join them. It gave Sulla great pause.


	The feared Dictator stood and slowly walked down the steps toward Caesar. No one spoke a word; everyone’s breath was on edge. Sulla began to circle Caesar like a big cat, debating when to pounce on its prey.


	“Very few men are left who dare to speak to me so, young Caesar.”


	“How many of them are left?” Caesar asked mockingly, staring into the distance as Sulla circled him calmly, considering Caesar’s fate.


	“None, I suppose. Except you,” Sulla mused before returning to his deliberation on the boy’s fate. There was silence until Caesar spoke up again.


	“Do you think I’m scared of you?” Caesar asked, his scowl deepening. Sulla laughed at his brazen defiance.


	“You should be.”


	“You should be scared of me.”


	Sulla paused as he stopped his pacing in front of Caesar. He grinned.


	“Oh, and why’s that? Do you happen to have an army of one hundred and twenty thousand legionaries rampaging throughout Italy, too?”


	Caesar smirked. The sheer insolence of the smirk raised the hair on Sulla’s arms. “My armies will end up humbling yours.”


	Sulla scowled. “Consider your tenses, boy. Will is not the present tense. I would be more concerned about the present, rather than the future, if I were you right now.”


	“You’ll be long dead by the time I speak of,” Caesar snickered.


	Sulla frowned. On that matter, the boy was likely correct. He tilted his head as he analyzed Caesar. Was the boy mad?


	“What in the hells is wrong with you, boy? All these fine people come to plead for your life; your lovely mother delivers eloquent words in your defense, and your friends, by the look of it, appear rather exasperated by your continued defiance. Why couldn’t you have simply pleaded for your life? Why do you have to speak so harshly to me? Have you so little concern about your fate? Do you want to die?”


	Caesar’s brow furrowed as he narrowed his eyes before replying. “No, I don’t want to die.”


	“Then why do you speak to me so?”


	Caesar smiled. “Because you already know why you’ll spare me.”


	Sulla frowned. Yet again, this crazed - or brilliant - boy was correct. Sulla had, in fact, already privately concluded what he had to do with Caesar. As a great man himself, Sulla could easily recognize greatness, and greatness oozed from Caesar’s very aura. His charisma was undeniable. What frightened Sulla was that he saw more greatness in this young Caesar than even himself. But this boy, who either had balls of iron or was insane, must have identified Sulla’s great bind.


	History and legacy were important to Sulla. He loved them both, and he felt he couldn’t deny history its chance to shape this boy’s legacy, even at the risk that it would turn out to be greater than his own. But how did Caesar see that part of him? The boy didn’t know him. They had only spoken once before. What exactly would this young man go on to do with his life? Sulla wondered. Suddenly, the great Dictator considered if this would end up being one of the defining decisions of his life, one of the things he would be remembered for. The thought made him feel lonely and oddly small.


	Sulla glanced over at Sabinus, who stared back at him stoically as always. The one-eyed centurion seemed to be thinking the same thing Sulla. Sulla sighed. He knew he had to let history play out and let Caesar decide his fate. As much as he wanted Sabinus to take Caesar’s head right this moment for his insolence, he was bound by his own stringent scruples.


	Sulla circled Caesar one more time as the boy stood there defiantly, with that odd smirk painted across his face, as if he already knew the outcome of Sulla’s deliberation. Sulla wondered if he could forgo his love of history and legacy just to kill this boy, put his head on a pike, and be done with it.


	He muttered a quiet curse when he came to his inevitable conclusion. He had decided on the boy’s fate. And his final decision irked him.


	Sulla slowly walked back to his consular chair with an irrepressible scowl. He wanted nothing more than to make this spiteful boy suffer, but knew he couldn’t. He had to let things play out. It was the right thing to do for Rome’s and history’s sake.


	“I have decided the fate of Gaius Julius Caesar.”


	Everyone in the chamber held their breath except for Caesar, Sulla noticed, who just stood there smirking. The Dictator sighed.


	“Thank your mother, boy. Her words saved you,” Sulla lied. “Your name shall be removed from the proscriptions. You are all free to go. Dismissed.”


	Caesar smiled at Sulla after his announcement in a manner that enraged the Dictator even further. Sulla silently fumed at his inability to kill Caesar, which Sabinus instantly understood. Caesar’s mother hugged her boy, and the strong woman sobbed as she held her child. The two Senators who had stood in Caesar’s defense sighed in relief, as they had taken a significant personal risk to themselves in choosing to defend the defiant lad. Sulla gritted his teeth as he watched Caesar flash another knowing smile at him before leaving the chambers triumphantly.


	For the next hour, as more heads were brought before him, he was unable to think about anything other than his decision to spare Caesar. He’d disregarded his duty and just ordered every head to go into the ‘him’ pile. His hands were tied when he’d spared Caesar, and it infuriated him that he couldn’t dismiss his ever-present scruples. Sabinus recognized his Dictator’s dismay and abruptly ordered everyone, including the legionaries, to depart, concluding the business for the day.


	Once everyone was gone, Sulla hurried down the steps before angrily kicking one of the heads from the ‘not him’ pile across the chamber. The head left a bloody trail as it bounced and rolled several feet before coming to a stop. 


	An exasperated, angered Sulla quickly turned to Sabinus.


	“Let’s go get drunk now.”


	“Agreed, Sir.”


	The two men then went off to get mightily drunk that afternoon. And as afternoon bled into evening, they were still getting drunk. Once Sulla was properly sloshed, which took quite a bit of wine to do - as he had a healthy, formidable constitution when it came to alcohol - he told Sabinus what was on his mind. He didn’t even have to say anything, though. The one-eyed centurion already knew what was nagging Sulla.


	“Was sparing that boy the right choice, Sabinus?” Sulla asked depressively. Sabinus nodded.


	“You did what you had to, Sir,” the hardened centurion said before taking a long drink.


	Sulla grinned as he recalled the scene.


	“Can you believe the balls on that lad?” Sulla asked with half-a-grin, remembering Caesar’s admirable stubbornness.


	Sabinus nodded. “I’ve seen many things, Sir. I’ve fought in plenty of battles and have watched many men face their death. But I’ve never seen any man so confident of his fate than that Caesar.”


	Sulla frowned as the rain continued to pour outside. 


	“I envy him, Sabinus.”


	“Envy, Sir?”


	Sulla sighed. “I’m old, and he has a fresh life ahead of him. He’ll shape the future, and I’m a relic of the past. I just couldn’t bring myself to deny the world that boy’s future. I could tell that his life will become memorable. I wish I could’ve beheaded the little bastard on the spot, but I value history so…”


	“I know, Sir.” 


	Silence fell between them as Sulla sat there, frowning and staring into his wine, reflecting on his decision as he wondered what its ramifications would be. He wished he would live to see them, but he knew he wouldn’t.


	“Did I make the right choice, my friend?” Sulla asked, looking up from his glass of wine.


	“The right choice?”


	“Yes. That is what I asked.”


	Sabinus paused, considering his following words carefully. 


	“No, Sir. You did not make the right choice for the Republic. But you did what you had to, so there is no shame in it.”


	“Agreed,” the Dictator nodded grimly.


	Sulla took a long drink of wine to take his mind off Caesar, but he couldn’t. He still thought about that damnable boy, no matter how much he drank. He glanced up at the ceiling as he heard the rain pound the tiles above in his private quarters.


	“Blasted rain.” Sulla scowled.
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WELCOME TO ROME






TRAVIS MCKINNEY’S MARINE company had been stationed in Veneto, Italy, for three years. Why the US military needed a base in Italy was beyond him, for the country seemed remarkably peaceful. Why would a war ever break out here? He wondered. He wasn’t sure and didn’t bother to worry about it. Those sorts of thoughts were above his pay grade. They were the territory of generals and the rest of the brass, not grunts. And he was a grunt from the gutter. Who was he to question the all-knowing United States Military? If they needed a base in Italy, hell, they probably needed a base in Italy. America was a force for good, after all. Or at least that’s what they said in the commercials.


	Once Travis had gathered all his possessions from his barracks and said his goodbyes to his fellow Marines, he went to see his Commanding Officer, Miguel Torrez. It was finally time to get his furlough papers for his upcoming vacation. Without them, he’d technically be deserting the United States military, which sounded like a pain, as he had little desire to go to prison.


	He arrived outside Torrez’s office and knocked twice. He heard a curt order to enter before opening the door to see Captain Torrez sitting solemnly in his depressing, decor-less, white-painted company office behind his brown oak desk, dealing with an overwhelming amount of paperwork. The ceiling fan wobbled persistently, making a rather unpleasant, repetitive sound. Travis briefly wondered how a seven-hundred-billion-dollar-a-year military budget couldn’t purchase proper screws.


	Miguel Torrez glanced up as Travis entered his office. Torrez smiled slightly. The Captain liked Travis, and he was fond of Torrez. Torrez was a hard ass, but he meant well. Torrez was a man of medium stature with a ruggedly handsome face adorned with a constant five o’clock shadow and a buzzed military haircut. He looked like your quintessential military officer, as if he were cast straight out of a Hollywood Movie.


	Travis and Torrez were both from the Midwest and had bonded over that fact. Something about being from the fly-over states made the two closer than a Captain would generally be to a Private, to the point where they genuinely enjoyed each other’s company. It helped that Torrez was also a Kansas City Chiefs fan, even though he was from Nebraska.  


	 And for whatever reason, Miguel Torrez also found Travis amusing, so he usually welcomed the Private’s company whenever he could. It had been Torrez’s idea to grant him a few days' leave to go and experience Italy before his one-way ticket back to the States, since his time in the Marines was nearing its end. After hearing Torrez’s, Travis had welcomed the idea with open arms. He wasn’t entirely sure why Torrez had offered him this vacation. He assumed that Torrez likely pitied him, being an orphan and all, with nothing waiting for him back home.


	“McKinney,” Torrez said, acknowledging Travis' presence, his smile fading as he resorted to his role as a superior officer rather than a friend. Torrez was a career military man, several years older than Travis, perhaps thirty at the most. He had aged early, though, as some encroaching gray was already on the sides of his buzzed hair. 


	Travis nodded back in respect. Torrez held his gaze momentarily, as if studying him, before looking back at the onslaught of paperwork. From the look of the many piles of papers spread across his captain’s desk, it seemed like Torrez had a hefty amount of tedious work to get through today. 


	“Hey, cap.”


	“You say your goodbyes yet?” Torrez asked without looking up, as he was busy signing off on some daily business. Travis didn’t envy Torrez’s position. The guy had been a soldier in Afghanistan before he'd essentially become a government bureaucrat, and he knew that depressed the Captain greatly. He’d often talk about firefights as if he missed them, which Travis thought strange, but to each their own, he figured.


	“Yes, sir. Henderson thinks I should start running moonshine,” Travis answered, referring to his fellow Private and company knucklehead, Mitch Henderson, who was from Kentucky.


	Torrez shook his head and glanced up at Travis. “Mitch Henderson is a prime example of fetal alcohol syndrome, Private. I wouldn’t take life advice from a kid whose smile makes him look like a scarecrow.”


	“Hell no,” Travis swiftly agreed. “Kentucky’s a shit hole, sir.”


	Torrez raised an eyebrow. “Says the man from Missouri?”


 	Travis grinned. “Got me there.”


	Torrez scanned his desk for Travis' furlough papers. He wasn’t sure how Torrez could sort through anything amidst his many piles of bureaucratic nonsense, but the Captain found what he needed in mere moments. Torrez must’ve had a system, Travis thought. But he couldn’t discern what it was from the endless papers. Although Torrez was methodical, the sheer amount of paperwork he had to manage inevitably resulted in a chaotic-looking mess.


	“I wouldn’t normally do this, you know,” Torrez said, offering Travis the furlough papers he needed to go off-base for his little trip.


	“I know, sir.”


	“I suppose I’ve got a soft spot for chuckle fucks with no respect for authority, though.”


	“I’m glad, sir.”


	Torrez’s expression hardened. “You’re glad that you’re a chuckle fuck?”


	“I reckon we’re all a fuck of some kind, sir.”


	Torrez grinned again before his face resumed its neutral, baseline, authoritative stare.


	“Don’t lose those papers, McKinney. They’re important. Don’t think I’m unaware of how often you lose shit.”


	“The shrink said I have attention deficit disorder, sir,” Travis said respectfully, referring to the military psychiatrist who had diagnosed him the year prior.


	“Then think better,” Torrez said unapologetically. Travis frowned.


	“Last thing you need is this pass,” Torrez added, holding up a thick, official, passport-looking object for him to see. He stamped the inside with his USMC seal. 


	“There you go. Now you can go off-base without going AWOL, for a few days at least.”


	“What happens if it's more than a few days?”


	“Don’t,” Torrez said firmly.


	“Yes, sir.”


	Travis took his pass and readied to leave, but Torrez blessed him with some parting words of wisdom.


	“McKinney,” Torrez said, looking him in the eyes intently.


	“Yeah?”


	“Have I ever told you that you’re a lot less stupid than people think?”


	“No, sir.”


	“Well, it’s true. So, try and figure that out for yourself, will you? So you won’t just go home and be another fuck-up. The world has enough fuck ups, McKinney. No need to add yourself to that long roster. Understood?”


	“Yes, sir.”


	Torrez sighed and shook his head. “No, you don’t. But maybe you will one day.”


	Torrez looked over at his legion of paperwork and scowled. Travis empathized with his Captain, for he’d rather fight out of the seventh layer of hell than have Torrez’s job.


	“Go on, get out of here. I’ve got more paperwork to get to.” Torrez looked oddly reminiscent of something as he stared at his vast array of undesirable work.


	 “You know, this shit makes me miss Afghanistan. There’s a lot less paperwork in war.”


	“Wouldn’t there be more?”


	Torrez shook his head. “Not at all. In war, my job was to blow shit up. Now I push papers.” A look of horror crossed his face, as if he had just come to some horrid realization. “This might be the rest of my career, McKinney,” he said distantly. “Hell, there might not ever be another war to get me out of this bureaucratic hellhole.”


	“Don’t worry, Cap. I’m sure the government will oblige and invade somewhere for you soon.”


	Torrez laughed. The Captain never laughed much, but would let out precisely two brief chuckles when he got going. And Travis had got him going, it seemed. Torrez paused, looking as if he wanted to say one last thing to his favorite Private, but decided against it for whatever reason. Instead, he gestured toward the door.


	“Go on, get out of here, McKinney. Go try and have the fun we’ve deprived you of the past four years.”


	Travis nodded and turned to leave, but Torrez gave in, deciding to share one final thought. He gave Travis one last piece of advice.


	“Hey, Trav.”


	“Yeah?”


	“You know how you don’t take anything seriously and fuck-off daily?”


	“Yeah?”


	“If you cut that out, you might be able to become a functioning member of society one day.”


	Travis grinned back.


	“Who said I wanna’ be a part of society?”


	Torrez’s brow narrowed. “Society did. Now act like a man and not a goddamn hooligan when you get home. Dismissed.”


	“Bye, Cap,” Travis said with a smile, offering one last genuine salute.


	Torrez sighed and looked back at his mountains of paperwork. With a fonder farewell than Torrez probably intended, he said, “Adiós, McKinney.”


	With that, Travis was now finished spending four years of his life marching, cleaning rifles, and being yelled at by aging men in polished uniforms. He showed his furlough papers to the Military Police, barring the gates on his way off-base as the two MPs looked him over skeptically. Travis could see their sheer reluctance to grant him passage painted on their hardened faces, but he knew they would have to abide. One of the MPs scowled as he looked over his papers, scanning for some fault to deny Travis his well-earned fun before recognizing that they were properly in order. Without a word, both men nodded simultaneously, as if they were one being, before signaling the gates to open. With that, he was now free to go on his vacation.


	Now, Travis McKinney was free to visit Rome.


	Travis had wanted to see Rome, as Rome was on his bucket list. When growing up, his favorite movie was Gladiator. The idea of a man falling from a victorious general to becoming a slave before ultimately achieving his revenge against the villainous emperor appealed to his core. So, his desire to see Rome was mainly to visit the Colosseum before he left Italy. The thought of warriors fighting to the death before tens of thousands of bloodthirsty spectators greatly enticed him. He wanted to see where it all had happened. 


	He figured it would make for the finest vacation of his young life. Besides, he had no idea how he’d ever afford a trip to Rome after this, so it was now or never in his mind. From the pictures he’d seen, the Colosseum looked huge. He wondered how people from so long ago could have built such a marvel. The idea fascinated him. How did people from so long ago create such a remarkable structure? He had to see it.


	Once off base, he bought a handful of cheap Italian liquor shooters at the closest gas station. After some negotiation with a clerk who only spoke broken English, he was allowed to pay his American dollars for a handful of the prized, affordable Italian liquor he liked. A win was a win, in his mind, no matter how small.


	When he walked back outside, he struck up a conversation with an old trucker who just happened to speak fluent English. The man had gladly bummed him a cigarette, which instantly earned Travis' utmost affection. After twenty minutes of pleasant conversation, the man invited him to tag along in his truck as he was heading to Rome anyway. And as Travis didn’t want to take the bus down to Rome, he figured this arrangement would make for a smoother, more cost-effective journey.


	And that’s how he found himself in the cab of an old, short-bedded pick-up truck with a faded, red paint job. It was a truck with too many miles to justify its continued use, but it trekked on, nonetheless. Travis guessed the truck was a remnant of the 1990s, a simpler time, back when the public’s biggest concern was whether an American President was fellated. The truck’s engine made a funny, disconcerting sound. Otherwise, it seemed to run just fine. 


	The truck was old, beat-up, and somehow still working. But Travis had to admit that the old truck fit its driver quite well.


	  The truck’s cab had a mixture of that old car smell and the lingering stench of home-grown tobacco. The tobacco wasn’t foul-smelling, unlike the stench left inside some cars he’d been in back home, as it had a fresh and minty scent. The driver’s name was Vincenzo, and trucking was his trade. But instead of driving a semi, Vincenzo just transported goods here and there in the back of his old pick-up. 


	Travis watched Vincenzo as he turned the truck’s torn leather wheel as they drove down a curvy road deep in the hilly Italian countryside. Vincenzo had explained that he preferred taking side roads instead of highways because traffic annoyed him. From the few cars on the road, who, regardless of their speed, Vincenzo always chose to pass immediately, Travis could tell that Vincenzo didn’t like traffic. Travis thought that was rather odd, as he wondered why a man who didn’t like traffic had chosen to become a trucker. Taking the side roads took longer, but Travis didn’t mind. It let him experience more of the tranquility offered by the Italian countryside.


 	Vincenzo was a skinny man with a full head of gray hair. He had to be pushing seventy, but he still looked remarkably well for his age. He appeared to be a man who had lived quite the life, with many stories under his belt, the kinds of stories that'd make even the most well-lived men raise a brow. But Travis quickly discovered that Vincenzo wasn’t the type who just brought up his stories unless prompted to. 


	He did manage to prod a few stories from the old trucker, though.


	Travis' favorite story that Vincenzo had shared so far was the time when he claimed to have dated an Italian soap opera star in the 1970s.


	“What was she like?” Travis had asked.


	Vincenzo had grinned. “She was the wildest woman I’d ever known. There was a reason why she got the part.”


	“What’s that?” he’d been oblivious to what Vincenzo was implying.


	The Italian’s grin had widened. “She was very willing, Americano. Very willing and always enthusiastic.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“Let’s just say the producers loved her.”


	Travis assumed she must have been a talented actress, like a female Daniel Day-Lewis. “Was she a method actor or something?” 


	Vincenzo had shaken his head and laughed. “She certainly had a method.”


	Vincenzo had a light, dark stubble shadowing the bottom of his affable face. The Italian had been blessed with a rugged handsomeness, wearing a kind and joyful resting expression. His default expression signaled just how much he loved life itself. Despite his age and wrinkles, the trucker had a youthful look in his eyes, which made him appear content at all times. He bore a resting grin as if he were fond of life no matter what befell him. His slim frame initially surprised Travis because most of the truckers he met in America were typically, well, fat.


	 Vincenzo wore an old, black, patterned peaked cap that covered his messy gray hair, making him look like an old-time gangster to Travis. He smoked a yellow corncob pipe as he drove, often taking his hands off the wheel to take a drag, using his knees to drive with the skill of a master chef preparing a basic dish. The act seemed natural for Vincenzo, even if it made Travis slightly nervous being driven by a man who didn’t seem to have a rigid ‘hands-on-the-wheel’ policy.


	Travis stared out the window at the rolling green hills that defined the Italian countryside on the bright, cloudless, sunny day before him. Vincenzo had insisted on driving with the windows down because he liked the breeze. Travis didn’t complain, even if a fifty-five-mile-an-hour breeze did feel somewhat uncomfortable. 


	As they drove, they passed farmland covered in vast wheat fields, with small towns scattered about, giving the countryside its vivid definition. It all looked rather quaint and lovely, he thought. Most structures they passed seemed older, as if they had stood for more generations than his country had even existed. The Italian countryside reminded him of Kansas, in a way, except that the grass was mainly deep green and not a yellowish brown. The hills rolled on and on, as opposed to the mostly flat terrain of Kansas. The consistency between the two lay within that feeling of emptiness, that feeling of space. But one of the most significant differences from Kansas was that he didn’t see a single billboard warning, "Stop, drop, and roll doesn’t work in hell.”


	That was a nice change of pace.


	“So, Americano,” Vincenzo began, striking another match to light his corn-cob pipe. He puffed on it a couple of times, sending wisps of smoke upward that danced into the air before fading away, swept out by the open windows.


	“Yeah?” Travis replied after a second. He had gotten distracted by the peaceful countryside.


	“You have been here for a while, yes?” Vincenzo asked in his thick Italian accent. “Tell me, what do you think of Italia?” 


	“You mean Italy?” 


	“Yes. The country you are in. We call it Italia.” 


	“Oh,” Travis replied, frowning, feeling slightly embarrassed. He cursed himself in his head for being such an airhead. 


	‘That’s why they handed you a rifle instead of a book, you dummy,’ he thought bitterly.


	Travis was a somewhat self-deprecating young man who was sometimes too hard on himself. He knew he could be smart, but he mostly doubted his wits. However, even if he figured he wasn’t the brightest bulb, he did recognize one important, positive quality about himself: he was a good-looking guy, at the very least. 


	Travis had a handsome face with a chiseled, squared jawline, and his black hair looked dark as night. Once, it had been mandatory for him to shave his scalp, but now his hair lay messily on his head. It had consistently grown quickly, and now that Torrez no longer mandated that he shave his head, it had grown relatively long. 


	He was also well-built and had a strong, lean, muscular physique from his high school football days when he had lifted weights every day at six AM. His footballing did result in more than a few regrettable concussions, but he had developed a pair of thick, defined biceps and strong legs out of it. In total, he stood at six feet three and was in remarkable shape for a young man with a healthy taste for alcohol, who would likely grow up to have future liver problems.


	“I like Italia. The pasta’s good, your women are pretty, and the people are nice.”


	Vincenzo laughed. “Italian women are the most beautiful in the world. It is science, amico.” 


	“Is that like amigo?”


	The trucker glanced over and flashed a toothy smile. 


	“You’re catching on, Americano.”  


	“Thanks.” Travis grinned. He liked it when he realized new things. He wasn’t averse to learning; he just had never liked school, as it was too structured. And he had always struggled to pay attention, fueling little desire to care. He had often found himself losing track of what his teachers were even talking about. So, to avoid an overly structured environment defined by discipline, Travis McKinney had been wise enough to join the United States Marine Corps. It only took one charismatic marine recruiter, who, on one fateful night, poured enough whiskey down his gullet to persuade him to sign up. And the rest, as they say, was history.


	“Where in America are you from?” Vincenzo asked as he navigated down the thin, winding road. As most people took the highways, the traffic on these side roads was sparse and infrequent, making for a remarkably peaceful drive.


	“Kansas City, Missouri.”


	The trucker paused, visible confusion painted on his lean face. “Kansas City, Missouri? But you have a state called Kansas, no?” 


	“Yeah.”


	“Then why is this ‘Kansas City’ in your other state of Missouri?”


	Travis opened his mouth to answer, but stopped himself. In truth, he didn’t know. He shrugged.


	“I don’t know. I’ve never actually thought about it, to be honest.” 


	The trucker shook his head and grinned. “I swear, Americans do everything backward. Instead of meters, you say, ‘feet.’ And instead of futbol, you say ‘soccer’. Tell me, why do you call American football 'football' when you don’t use your feet? Your land is strange, amico. I am a friend to America, but you all are an…”


	Vincenzo paused as he searched for the right English word to finish his sentence. After a few moments, he appeared content as he decided upon one.


	“An oddity.”


	“We’re not that different,” Travis contended. The trucker laughed.


	“You fly warplanes over your sporting matches, only learn one language, and have your armies all around the world. That is very different, amico. You see, the rest of the world is different from America. Your country pretends the old empires are gone when you’re the biggest empire yet. There is irony to this, yes? Ironically, your people rule the world, yet they often know little about it.”


	Travis thought it over, scratching his bearded chin as he contemplated Vincenzo’s sentiment. “I’ve never thought about any of that either.”


	Vincenzo grinned, his welcoming expression returning, soothing Travis' worry that he’d offended the trucker with his ignorance.


	“I meant no offense, Americano. It’s just that I find everything about America… well, different. God knows how you came to rule us all.” 


	“Well, we won the war, didn’t we?” Travis said, recalling World War II and Italy’s participation in it. He didn’t know much history, but he was familiar with some American basics. 


	“And we beat you Italians, too, now that I think about it,” Travis added with a grin. 


	“You beat the fascists, Americano. Not Italia.”


	“What’s the difference?”


	“America defeated an idea,” Vincenzo pointed out, tapping his index finger to his head as he gazed at Travis instead of watching the road while passing another car. Travis was relieved once Vincenzo’s attention abruptly switched back to driving.


	 “And I thank America for destroying that idea. It was not a good one. But you didn’t defeat the people, Americano. That would have been a tougher fight. We Italians come from proud stock. Long ago, we ruled the world.”


	“Like in Gladiator?” 


	Vincenzo nodded. “Yes. Around then.”


	The little truck continued down the curved, hilly, two-lane road, passing patches of woodland with tall trees on either side that cast a shadow over the road below. Long stretches of farmland then broke up the woods. The land was filled with golden wheat that stood proudly, the crop nearly ready for harvest. Travis watched the landscape pass by with a smile as the old truck sputtered onward.


	After another half hour, the beginnings of Rome’s metropolitan area came into view. The traffic, which had been virtually nonexistent in the countryside, had now become heavy. Now, little Italian cars were weaving their way through the streets, their horns honking as their drivers constantly changed lanes to reach their destinations as quickly as possible. He was surprised by how quickly they’d traveled down half the country. In America, he wouldn’t even be in St. Louis by now if he had been heading there from Kansas City. Maybe that was why these Europeans learned other languages, because they were so close to each other. It was probably a practical thing, he reckoned.


	“So, where did you wish to be dropped off?” the old trucker asked as he weaved through traffic recklessly.


	“There’s kinda’ a lot of cars now…” Travis tried to point out as the wind rushed through the cranked-down windows. Vincenzo either didn’t hear him or didn’t deem Travis' concern worth an answer. He merely put his lead foot down and took a drag from his corncob pipe before puffing smoke rings out into the breeze.


	“A hotel, perhaps?” Vincenzo suggested.


	“Well, I came to see the Colosseum.”


	“Why the Colosseum?” Vincenzo asked as he switched lanes at will, with little concern for others. Several cars honked at him, and some drivers flipped him off, but Vincenzo didn’t care.


	“I’ve always wanted to see it.” 


	“Let me guess. You liked Gladiator?” Vincenzo grinned.


	“Yeah,” Travis admitted with a frown, wondering if he sounded dumb with that admission. But Vincenzo didn’t reprimand him.


	“There is no shame in that, amico. However, one learns is how one learns. The important thing is to learn. If we forget the past, we are fated to repeat it.”


	Travis nodded. “That makes sense.” 


	“Where are you going after the Colosseum?” 


	“Not sure.” He shrugged. 


	“So, you came to a city of millions with no plan? No place to stay?”


	“Yeah,” Travis admitted embarrassedly. But he was reluctant to admit that his plan had been based on hopefully charming a local Roman girl enough for a place to stay. However, his initial plan sounded stupid now that Vincenzo had him think about it. He supposed he didn’t plan this whole trip through.


	“Whatever you want, kid,” the trucker replied, attributing his lack of a plan to the follies of youth. Travis frowned.


	“Do you think I should have thought this out more?”


	“Sometimes it is best just to do, amico.”


	After a few more minutes on the road, they entered downtown Rome. Travis could see the ruins of the ancient city intermixed with the modern metropolis, highlighting the great dichotomy between the glory of antiquity and the marvel of the new. He spotted crumbled concrete walls that stretched back thousands of years, great columns with engravings of battles that rose into the sky, and towering arches that rose even higher than the contemporary structures surrounding them. He also saw buildings that you’d see anywhere else mixed in with everything. And after he spotted an Italian McDonald’s, he decided that it seemed remarkably out of place alongside the ruins.


	He spotted a vast, fanciful, carved Roman arch towering several stories high. Travis pointed at the arch and asked about it. Vincenzo explained how these magnificent arches, which had withstood the tests of time, were tributes to the great victories and achievements of the Ancient Romans.


	“That’s the arch of Titus, up ahead,” Vincenzo pointed out, gesturing toward the mighty arch before them as traffic flowed under its sizable gap. He lit another match and took a series of puffs from his corncob pipe.


	“Who was Titus?” Travis asked while gazing in awe at the artfully engraved, fifty-one-foot wonder. The truck slowed to a stop as they hit heavy traffic, right as they were directly under the arch. He wondered why they had plopped a road between such a majestic remnant of the past. He realized that it was likely due to practical city planning rather than an intentional disrespect for the ancient monument.


	But now he could see the engravings that ran up and down the arch of Titus as they were stuck in traffic. The engravings depicted an ancient battle with a bunch of guys in funny helmets, each bearing short swords, as they appeared to be stealing a Hanukkah menorah, claiming it as a trophy. He inferred that this arch had to be a tribute to commemorate a mighty victory.


	“Titus was an emperor,” Vincenzo explained. “They ruled Rome like kings. I suppose we Italians have our irony, as the Romans swore off kings for many years until they eventually brought them back as emperors. There were good and bad emperors, though. I forget if Titus was one of the good ones. They were hit or miss, as you say, the emperors.”


	“What’s the arch mean?” Travis asked, pointing at the many engravings.


	Vincenzo looked away from the traffic and gazed into his eyes. His tone was serious, that of a wise professor imparting wisdom to an attentive pupil.


	 “It tells of a victory over the Jews in a great war in the Holy Land.” 


	“Why were they fighting the Jews?” 


	“They warred against the Jews for the greatest crime of all, to the Romans at least.”


	“Which was?” 


	“Rebellion.”


	A few minutes passed as they drove through the city toward the Colosseum. Travis was amazed by how closely everything was packed together. It was as if these people had built the modern city with the idea of having everything stacked together like Legos. The confined proximity of everything made him feel slightly claustrophobic as they drove through the city.


 	The city’s rooftops were mostly red-tiled, their facades of a complementary, dusty-red hue. Each structure looked like a series of blocks to him, as nearly every building was well-defined and rectangular, unlike the mishmash of architecture spread throughout Kansas City. Where, in a typical American city, you’d see at least a few skyscrapers scattered about, the interior of Rome had none. The only towering modern buildings Rome had were back on the outskirts. Most structures surrounding the little truck seemed to have a uniform height, as if their builders had decided, "Eh, that’s enough." It made the downtown feel more like he was in a literal town than a city. Except this town was jam-packed with tanned people dressed in subtly different ways than Americans as they walked about under the hot Mediterranean sun.


	He thought the people looked better dressed than his countrymen, for the most part. The men often looked sharp and well-kept, as they wore a wide range of garb, from rich suits to plain T-shirts, while the women looked fashionable, wearing everything from fanciful dresses to modern business suits. Overall, he didn’t see a single pair of sweatpants on any of the Romans.


	Vincenzo’s truck sputtered down the road, which was getting increasingly narrow, the buildings on either side becoming more constricted as they plunged further into the city's depths, like they were driving into a portal that kept closing in on them. Travis realized that he had yet to see a single Walmart. He figured that was yet another distinct improvement upon America.


	As they drove, the roads also narrowed to the point where two small cars, traveling in opposite directions, could barely fit on the city streets. Vincenzo’s pick-up seemed to squeeze into one lane barely. It was as if these roads weren’t designed with cars in mind.


	“Why are the roads so small here?” Travis asked.


	“This city wasn’t designed for cars or trucks, Americano. It was built for people, horses, and oxen.”


	“Oh.” That explanation made sense. Another question popped into his mind.


	“So, why didn’t they tear all this old stuff down and replace it with new shit, like we do in America?” he asked, pointing over toward a set of ruins from the Ancient Romans; that, to him, only seemed like a bunch of random blocks, serving no continued purpose. 


	“Hell, they tore down a Walmart that was barely twenty years old just to build a bigger one at the same damn spot back home,” he added. “Seems like there’s a lot of space they could use here if they just got rid of some of these ruins.” 


	Vincenzo laughed. “We’re not as shortsighted as Americans. Italia has a proud history. We don’t take it for granted. We want to appreciate it. Although in the past, some would rob the stones left by the old Romans to build their churches. But we’ve learned since then. Why destroy such a fine history to build American Walmarts?” 


	Travis thought about it. He decided that Vincenzo’s explanations made sense yet again. He supposed he wouldn’t want to tear down the remnants of an ancient civilization to build Walmart’s, either. 


	“So, people used to take stone from the ruins? Why didn’t they just fix them before all this stuff became ruins? I mean, this shit’s all still standing, so the foundations must be pretty good. How come they didn’t just fix up the old stuff back in the day?”


	“People forgot how to build like the ancients,” Vincenzo answered. “They couldn’t fix the old structures after the empire fell. So, the buildings all fell into disrepair and turned into ruins as the years passed. Eventually, the people wanted the stone for their churches. And since it was just lying here, ripe for the taking, they took it,” the trucker explained with a shrug. Travis was surprised. How could people forget how to build things as well as they used to?


	“What do you mean they forgot?” he asked, astounded by the concept. “People always get better at things as time goes on. That’s how it works. How do you forget how to build something as good as a bunch of dead people?” It didn’t make sense to him. Didn’t things always advance as time passed? 


	Vincenzo sensed his confusion, but he didn’t talk down to him. The trucker patiently explained further.


 	“Much was forgotten after the empire fell.” 


	“Like what?”


	“Much, Americano. The people forgot how to build aqueducts for clean water, and the ancient baths fell into disrepair. Sanitation faded, disease spread, reading and writing were forgotten, and basic government collapsed—all the things we take for granted today. Society is not forged from stone like these ruins, amico. It is fragile. Progress is not always…” Vincenzo paused, searching for the proper English word to complete his sentence. 


	“Inevitable.”


	“You mean people forgot how to read?” Travis asked, astonished by the notion. How the hell could people forget how to read? Who didn’t know how to read?


	“The priests preserved literacy once the empire was gone. But yes, much was forgotten.” 


	“Huh,” he said, considering the prospect. “I didn’t know people could go backward,” Travis commented. Fearing he sounded dumb, he tried to clarify. “Like, technologically, I mean.” 


	The trucker shrugged. “When all who know are dead, who is left to pass it on?” Vincenzo asked rhetorically.


	“Never thought about that before,” Travis muttered as he contemplated the idea. It fascinated him, the notion of things going backward. He’d only ever heard of constant human progress, not decline. Better technology, cars, phones - things constantly just improved in his time. But if things went badly enough, could all those luxuries be lost? Would amenities like electricity and cell phones be destined to fade into legend? The idea frightened him for some reason. Maybe his society wasn’t as permanent as he thought.


	“You’ve never thought of civilization falling before? Just like how you never thought to find a place to stay in Rome, a city of four million people?” Vincenzo teased.


	Travis laughed. He had grown to like Vincenzo. It saddened him that he’d likely never see the man again after today. Such was life, he thought. People came and went. The key was to enjoy it whenever the special ones were around.


	“Pretty much,” he replied with a chuckle.


	“You have a lot to learn, amico. Perhaps you will learn a thing or two while in the city? There is much to learn here.”


	“That’s the impression I’m getting.”


	And that’s when Travis finally saw the Colosseum materialize in the distance as the little truck finally chugged up a steep hill. It was a massive structure, its majestic height reaching far above the nearby buildings that now surrounded it. He was amazed that people could have built such a marvel long ago. The Colosseum looked to be the relative size of a narrow college football stadium, casting its long shadow over the surrounding city. Numerous arches supported the structure, rising to roughly fifteen stories high. The stone had now faded from its once sublime white to a darkish tan color. 


	The stone also looked somewhat frayed, as time had certainly done its job in slowly degrading the arena. However, the remnants of the once-great arena were still a wonder behold, and it was one of the most breathtaking sights he had ever witnessed. He wondered what the arena looked like back in its heyday. 


	Travis frowned as Vincenzo rounded a corner and saw that much of the Colosseum’s stone had already been harvested, most likely taken to build some useless churches. That was disappointing.


	“How tall is it?” he asked, pointing at the Colosseum. The trucker paused to convert from meters to feet in his head so the American would understand. 


	“A couple hundred feet? If I had to guess.”


	“Goddamn. And they built that thousands of years ago?” 


	“Yes.” Vincenzo nodded. “Around two thousand years ago.”


	“How many people could it fit back when the other half was still attached?”


	The trucker paused, trying to recall what he had heard.  


	“About sixty thousand people, if I remember correctly.”


	“No shit?”


	“Yes. ‘No shit,’” the trucker said, emphasizing the last two words with a little chuckle.


                   Vincenzo began to pull over to the side of the road beside the Colosseum. The little truck spat out a gust of black smoke, a telling sign that the old vehicle was likely on its last leg. Now, Travis was fully able to take in the bustling city, though. Thousands of people walked about, all going on their daily business. As they walked, many talked on cell phones or chatted with their friends. That at least looked like America to him.


	The truck slowed as Vincenzo pulled over. Sort of, as the trucker had hardly bothered to get off the road. His truck was stalled, pulled over maybe a quarter of the way to the side, blocking traffic. The little European car stuck behind Vincenzo honked, but Vincenzo still didn’t seem to care. 


	 “I’m guessing you wish to go inside the Colosseum?” the trucker asked Travis as the honking continued. He nodded.


	Vincenzo looked as if he was considering something before letting out a sigh. “Tell you what, amico. I’ve grown fond of you, and I sense that you have a good heart. So, I’ll help you by letting you in on a little secret: you can’t just waltz into the Colosseum. You need to go on a tour, and tours cost money. How much money do you have?”


	Travis opened his wallet and showed the trucker his seventy-three American dollars. The trucker laughed and shook his head, grinning as he muttered a sentiment to himself in Italian.


	“Listen, if you ever meet my wife, don’t tell her I did this,” Vincenzo said. He reached into his back pocket and placed a handful of bills in Travis' hands. Travis looked up at him in wonder, astonished by such kindness from a man he barely knew.


	“That’ll get you by for a few days,” Vincenzo began. “It should be enough for a tour, a place to sleep, a little to walk around and eat, and enough for a bus ride back to your base.”


	Travis, unused to generosity from strangers, looked at the trucker skeptically. He didn’t have to say anything for the trucker to understand his apprehension. 


	“Have you noticed that we care more about a good life than money in Italia?” the trucker asked genuinely, his eyes kind.


	“I have.” 


	“Then take the money. Go on, take the money, and go enjoy the life that God has gifted you,” Vincenzo said with a friendly smile. He beckoned for him to leave, not forcibly, but earnestly as if he were letting his son test drive a family vehicle for the first time.


	“Thank you, Vincenzo,” Travis said gratefully, pocketing the money.


	“Anytime, amico. But I fear this will be the last time we see each other.” 


	“It was a pleasure, man,” Travis said, extending his hand.


	“Yes, it was a pleasure,” Vincenzo agreed, shaking his hand. Enjoy Rome, Travis. I’m sure you will have quite the adventure.” 


	Travis finally thanked Vincenzo before opening the passenger door and hopping out of the old truck. He now stood on the busy street, the sidewalks filled with native Romans and an immeasurable number of tourists from around the world visiting the Ancient Roman Colosseum.


	“See you in another life, Americano,” the trucker said, waving him a fond farewell. He waved back before shutting the truck’s rusty passenger door. Then the little truck, which had somehow passed inspection, most likely due to a mechanic open to bribery, sputtered off, letting out another dark cloud of gas as it chugged along its merry way. He watched the truck fade into the distance before turning toward the Colosseum. 

















BUTCH PIERSON






WHEN TRAVIS FINISHED his tour of the Colosseum, an hours-long, epic experience worth every moment, the sun was now setting, and the scorching summer heat had finally started to cool. As he walked the packed streets of downtown Rome, navigating through the immense crowd, he watched as the city’s nightlife emerged, and the vibes of his surroundings subtly changed. And as dusk ushered in the night, he realized he really wanted a drink. 


	So, Travis counted the money that Vincenzo had given him. After counting the handful of European currencies he didn’t understand, he decided he had enough money for another day or two of vacation. Or he figured he had enough cash to get completely shit-faced, eat a couple of bags of chips for sustenance, party all night, and maybe have enough left over for a bus ticket back to base.


	Of course, he ended up making the sensible decision—the same decision any young man alone abroad would make, given the opportunity.


	He chose to party.


	Travis had embraced alcohol at a younger age than most. While his friends were still watching Cartoons, his Uncle Mike, who had raised him after his parents died in a car crash when he was little, had been busy teaching his eleven-year-old nephew the difference between a beer and liquor hangover. Mike told little Travis that the key was to have two beers for every shot of liquor to ensure that the beer in your blood would always outweigh the liquor. That meant the beer would always be in charge, not the whiskey, his uncle had explained.


	‘Beer’ll get your mind right. Liquor’ll make you think your mind’s right - remember that, buddy,’ Mike had explained. His uncle had often preached that it was better to have the beer making the decisions rather than the bottle. Mike had shared this particular nugget of wisdom with him on his eleventh birthday, just as a father might teach a son how to throw a spiral. He remembered Mike’s words very well.	


	 ‘No one who’s ever been good at drinking’s rammed their truck through a 7/11 when the beer’s been at the wheel. But hell, if you let the whiskey start running things, you’re not even gonna' remember ramming your truck through a goddamn 7/11. And then you’ll have some mighty pissed-off A-rabs.’


	Travis had never learned that Mike’s theory on beer vs. liquor was not FDA-certified advice.


	As he scanned the vibrant, emerging Roman nightlife, he went to where he thought looked fun, somewhere that felt like his kind of place, a spot that looked fulfilling to him, somewhere memorable.


	 He chose to go to the first shitty dive bar he came across.


 	As he entered the dive bar, he noticed a peculiar aroma, a pungent stench that stung his nostrils. It was a borderline foul stench that smelled like mildew, smoke, and urine. The place was called Luciano’s, deemed so by a shabby, tattered sign that hung outside, barely still attached to its hinges. The place was a glorified hole in the wall. And when he got a good look inside, he decided that Luciano’s seemed just as dumpy as any quality American dive bar. To him, it felt like home.


	The bar was filled with smoke from several patron’s cigarettes and a fat man’s cigar, as it was dimly lit by loosely hanging light bulbs - bulbs that didn’t give off anything close to sufficient fluorescence - as its cracked, brick walls were covered in a mix of graffiti and Italian live music posters. The place seemed to have a rundown, rock-n-roll aesthetic that Travis liked. About twenty people were hanging out, all drinking, smoking, laughing, and chilling. He saw that many of the patrons were covered in tattoos. If he had to have picked a bar filled with rebellious types, he figured he couldn’t have done a much better job than this place.


 	He plopped down on an empty, fixed, swiveling bar stool with a tattered seat cover as he sat at the counter. He always chose to sit in the middle of the bar counter if it was open, so that if a pretty girl came along and sat near him, he could have someone to talk to. It was a tactic he had learned and refined since he was sixteen, when he found an old, expired driver’s license in a trash can outside a coffee shop. 


	The license depicted a twenty-two-year-old Mexican man named Javier Ramirez, a man with a wispy beard who looked nothing like Travis. Although looking older than his age had indeed worked out for young Travis, as he had been Javier Ramirez every time he went out to bars, he was slightly puzzled as to why the Mexican part of the ID had worked out so well. He was quite Irish, through and through. 


	Figuring that he was now in the optimal spot to meet any potential cool newcomers or pretty girls who happened to enter the bar, he finally took in the place. As he glanced around, that was when an attractive, raven-haired girl with dyed pink streaks in her hair left a nearby bathroom and returned to her seat, only a couple of stools over.


	‘Cool.’


	 He glanced at the girl, who noticed his gaze and briefly smiled back. He grinned before turning toward the bartender to order a beer and a double whiskey, marking the beginning of his epic night of debauchery. 


	“An American?” the bartender asked upon hearing Travis' Missouri accent. He was a tall, lean, long-haired man who wore sunglasses at night. The bartender had a small, squared goatee. The bartender’s accent was thick and prominently Italian, reminding Travis of the old Mario games. The thought made him snicker. Yet, like Vincenzo, the bartender seemed to speak English well enough, so he stuck to polite conversation.


	“What gave it away?”


	The bartender smiled. He shook his head as he ran a couple of used glasses into a dirty pool of water in a half-assed attempt to ‘wash’ them. 


	“You sound like you sing Yankee-doodle-dandy when you wake up,” the bartender sneered.


	“What’s that s’pposed to mean?” 


	“You sound like you just rode downriver with Huckleberry Finn.” 


	Travis grinned. “Don’t go talking shit on my buddy Huck, now. You know how hard it is to fake your own death just to watch your funeral?”


	The raven-haired girl to his right spoke up briefly without glancing at him or the bartender. Her accent was distinctly British, reeking of the upper class, as she sounded like a BBC reporter.


	“It was Tom Sawyer who watched his funeral, not Huck Finn,” the girl interjected as she sipped her fruity cocktail through a plastic straw.


	Travis turned to her, grinning as the girl met his gaze.


	“See, that was a test. I had to get a sense of your literary knowledge, you know? That’s my opener, always making sure a girl knows her Mark Twain.”


	“Samuel Clemens,” the girl corrected him gently.


	“I don’t follow baseball,” he replied earnestly as her insight flew over his head. The girl rolled her eyes and shook her head, but smiled as she did so.


	The bartender also rolled his eyes. “Americans,” he scoffed. “You think you know everything, but really you know nothing. Where in America do you come from, Huck Finn?”


	“You could say I’m from Real America.”


	“There’s a fake America?” the bartender asked skeptically.


	“Yeah. It’s the part that doesn’t worship an orange guy.” 


	The bartender laughed. “You are funny, I see! So, you are not a fan, then? I thought you Huckleberry types loved him.”


	Travis took a long, several-second gulp of beer, killed it, and signaled for another. The bartender, impressed by the ease with which the beer went down, gladly poured him another. But this time, it was a healthier pour. Travis always earned the healthy pours.


	“I don’t love any politician,” he replied, mildly offended that the bartender would imply that he liked either side. Through his peripherals, he could tell that the girl was still listening in on his conversation with the bartender, without displaying obvious interest.


	“Politicians are necessary, no? Like policia,” the bartender insisted. “Without them, we are ruled by kings or strongmen. Better the people have a choice, no?”


	Travis shrugged as the booze had already pierced his being, loosened his tongue, and lowered his inhibitions.


	 “I don’t know about all that. But what I do know is that I’ve never met a politician or a police that I’d care to have a drink with. And from what I’ve learned over the years, when people are given choices, they usually go with the wrong one.”


	The girl turned to face him. Her face was pleasant, her features well-defined, and her resting expression was calm and fun, as if life was nothing but an intriguing ride for her. She had a thin piercing under her well-proportioned nose, making her look the rebellious type. The girl’s hair was raven black, with streaks of dyed pink running down the sides, giving her a punk look, he thought. Her hair was long and not done in any conceivable fashion, as she just let it lie naturally, dangling down well past her shoulders. She wore little to no makeup as if she knew that what she presented to the world was naturally good enough for all to see. He liked that. 


	“You don’t believe people are capable of making good choices?” the girl asked, her head tilted in interest. Now that she was talking further, he picked up on the true upper-class nature of her speech. She had clearly been raised with money. The question was, if she was raised with money, then why was she hanging out in a dump like this?


	He shrugged at her question. “Just look at America. Our people chose, and those choices turned out to be between a guy who’s so old he can barely talk and a shady, rich guy who’s never worked a day in his life. That doesn’t really prove the ‘people can make good choices’ argument to me.”


	The bartender frowned, shaking his head as if he had just seen a dog stubbornly devour its own vomit.


	 “You are spoiled, Americano. And you don’t even know it. Your people have never had their choices taken away before.” Travis inferred that the bartender was referring to the fascists whom Vincenzo had mentioned. But instead of stopping to consider the bartender’s words, he stubbornly stuck to his own poorly thought-out argument. 


	“I mean, I suppose electing corrupt people to run things is better than having them born into it,” he replied sarcastically, downing another beer. He quickly added that he would also like a couple of shots of whiskey next. The bartender shrugged, but obliged.


	“What’s your name, American?” the British girl asked.


	“McKinney. Travis McKinney,” he answered without thinking. The girl raised a brow and laughed.


	“Who are you? James Bond?”


                 “Close,” he said, playing along. “Except I’m not a secret agent, not as good-looking, and way more American.”


	“I can tell that much. You don’t seem like you’d be a good secret agent, anyway.”


	“Why not?”


	“You gave out your full name and origins to the first random woman you happened to encounter at a bar.”


	“Maybe Travis McKinney is my alias?”


	The girl shook her head. “That would be a silly alias,” she said.


	“How come?”


	“Travis McKinney is too plain, too average-sounding. An alias must sound impressive and powerful. Like… ‘Butch Pierson,’ for example,” she said, saying ‘Butch Pierson’ in her best imitation of an exaggerated American accent.


	“Who the hell is Butch Pierson?”


	The girl shrugged. “It’s the alias I’ve just made up for you.”


	“Butch Pierson sounds like a guy delivering a pizza in a porno.”


	She laughed. “I suppose I could have come up with a better alias.”


	“Well, ‘random girl at the bar,’ you may be cute enough to call me whatever you want, but please don’t call me Butch Pierson.”


	“My,” the girl said with a slick smile. “You’re awfully forward. Calling a girl cute a mere minute into a conversation? Are all you real Americans so abrupt?”


	“Only the best ones.”


	“And you’re among the best?”


	“Well, I’m, like, in the middle of the pack, among the best. I’m the one trying to keep up.”


	“And how are you doing at that?”


	“Not too bad, I suppose. Since you’re still talking to me.”


	The girl smirked as she took another sip from her straw.


	“That remains to be seen, McKinney.”


	“What do you wanna’ bet that you’ll stick around long enough for it to be seen?”


	“Hm…” the girl mused as she thought it over. “I don’t know, what are we betting?”


	“Compliments.”


	“Compliments?”


	He nodded. “If I’m right, and you stick around, you have to give me a compliment.”


	She looked intrigued. “And if I’m right, and I leave you to enjoy the score of whiskeys I presume you’ll be having tonight, all by yourself?”


	“Then I’ll give you a compliment as you’re leaving.”


	She raised a brow again. “You’re awfully confident in yourself.”


	“It’s an appealing quality, right?”


	“If it's justifiable.”


	“Mildly so.” 


	She laughed.


	“What’s your name, by the way?” He asked.


	“Grace,” she said, extending her hand. He shook it. She shook his hand lightly, gentle as a woman at a bar tends to do when introducing themselves to strangers.


	“Nice to meet you, Grace.”


	“Likewise.” She smiled before continuing.


	“So, since you refuse to accommodate me by adopting the brilliant alias that I conjured for you, I suppose I’ll just call you by your namesake.” 


	She seemed to think something over as she took a sip of her drink before speaking up again. “McKinney’s an Irish name, correct?” Grace added.


	“So I’ve been told.” 


	“You must know that your people didn’t get much of a choice for quite a long while.”


	“I wonder why?” He joked. She cracked a smile.


	The bartender, who had been silently observing their whole interaction, chuckled to himself and shook his head.


	“Be careful with this American, Grace,” the bartender said, as if speaking to a regular. “He seems especially foolish.”


	“Perhaps,” she mused. “But he is rather amusing,” she said, staring at Travis curiously.


	The bartender was signaled to the far end of the counter by a drunk customer, an attractive blonde woman who was trying to work the jukebox, so now he and Grace were left alone.


	“So, man who refuses to be called ‘Butch’ - what brings you to Italy?” 


	“I’ve been stationed here the past few years.” 


	“Army?”


	He shook his head. “Marines,” he explained, downing one of his whiskeys. The burn from the liquor felt so relieving and pleasant to him. A good burn from a fine whiskey was what made life worth living, he thought. 


	“Ah,” the girl said, as if learning that he was from the Marine Corps helped her sum up exactly who he was.


	“So you marines are the more reckless types, I take it?” 


	“We’re not a bunch of pussies like the Army if that’s what you’re getting at.” 


	“And you drink like sailors?” the girl commented, pointing one of her painted nails at the growing array of empty glasses that he had been breezing through.


	“Hell, we are navy,” he joked, making her laugh. It was more of a girlish laugh than he had expected from the Brit.


	“And what brings you out on the town tonight?” she asked.


	“Oh, just on a bit of an adventure.” 


	“An adventure?”


	He nodded. “This is my vacation before they ship me back to the States.”


	“Ah, I see. Well, Rome’s certainly a fine place to visit. I love it here. It’s truly lovely, and the vistas are spectacular. But tell me, how are you finding your vacation so far?”


	“It’s going good. I saw the Colosseum earlier. That was pretty damn cool.”


	She nodded emphatically. “The Flavian Amphitheater is a wonder.”


	“The what?”


	“That’s what the Ancients called it.”


	“Oh. You must know your stuff, then.” 


	“Something like that.”


	“What about you? What brings you to Italy?” he asked, directing the conversation back toward her. 


	“Just my studies. I’ve been here for a couple of years now.”


	“How do you like it?”


	“It’s wonderful. The people appreciate life like nowhere else.”


	“I’ve noticed that,” he said, eyeing the bartender, who was neglecting his job by serving more drinks to him as the Italian was busy trying to charm the drunk blonde. 


	“So, based on your accent, I’m guessing that you’re a lady of class, English Grace?” he added. She grinned, revealing two rows of neat, perfectly straight, polished white teeth.


	“Well, if you must know, my father is a lord,” Grace admitted, looking away shyly as if she were embarrassed by the admission. She sipped her fruity drink cautiously, waiting for Travis' reply.


	“A lord?” he asked, amused by the very word itself, let alone by the concept of someone being a ‘lord’ in 2023. Grace nodded back thoughtfully, so he took her at her word.


	“What’s he lord of?”


	“Kensington.”


	“Where’s that?” 


	“You could look at a map and find out,” Grace suggested with a grin. He looked around, pretending to search for a map before feigning a frown.


	“It looks like I’m fresh out of English maps,” he told her. Grace rolled her eyes but smirked as she did so. Yes, she was enjoying this conversation. He could tell that much.


	“If only there were some device that could instantly look up any information one wondered about at any given time,” Grace said playfully. She snapped her fingers as if she had just summoned a brilliant idea, conceived right out of thin air.


	“In fact, think such a device does exist! I may have one in my pocket right now.”


	“Sounds like witchcraft to me,” Travis said, glancing down at her jeans pockets. “You can fit a whole encyclopedia in your pocket?” he joked. “You’re full of surprises, Grace.”


	He downed his remaining whiskey before signaling for more. The bartender, still chatting up the attractive blonde, made a displeased, judgmental face back at me as if he resented being asked to work. Still, he reluctantly, slowly strode over to prepare the drinks.


	Grace laughed. “You know, for a jarhead with some nonsensical views about democracy, I’ll admit that you are somewhat charming.”


	“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me in an Italian dive bar.”


	“And how much time have you spent in Italian dive bars, Travis McKinney?”


	“Well, how long have we been talking now?” He asked. She laughed.


	Grace smiled as she pulled out her new phone and began searching for pictures of her hometown to show her father’s domain. He let her use her phone because he didn’t want to present his old, badly cracked iPhone 8 to a girl with an actual title.


	“Kensington is a borough of London,” she explained as she scrolled through pictures on her phone, showing him where she was from. It looked like quite a nice part of town to him. The cars looked small, just like in Italy. Why was everything in Europe so damn little?


	“What’s a borough?” he asked.


	“It’s a part of a city. Like the different sections of New York.” 


	“So it’d be like being the ‘Queen’ of Queens?” he asked. She laughed and nodded. 


	“Damn,” he began. “You really are important! What’s someone like you doing in this place? Don’t you have balls to attend? Downton Abbey-type-shit to do?”


	“I have finished all of my ‘Downton Abbey-type-shit’ for the evening, thank you very much,” Grace replied swiftly. She finished her fruity concoction and glanced back at him.


	“If you must know, I’m in Rome to study history. I’m working on my doctorate. I’m becoming a historian. And as to why I’m in this bar, it’s mainly because I enjoy the…” She paused, glancing around at the many cheap posters, holes in the wall, and general, all-around shabbiness of the dive bar’s decrepit state. She took a sniff to ponder about the hanging stench of mold and piss that was rotting the structure from the inside out. The place looked like it had passed health codes only by the sheer will of God, as she searched for a fitting word to finish her sentence.


	“The aesthetics,” Grace added with a grin. He laughed as he sipped his next whiskey.


	“You know, if you like hanging out here, it sounds like you belong where I’m from instead of living in mansions and socializing with the King of England.”


	Grace frowned. “But Charles is a rather erudite man, quite intriguing in conversation, and is an affable man. Plus, he has more fantastic stories than one could count. I’m proud he’s our…”


	Travis was so taken aback that he literally spat out his drink, but luckily, it had been a small sip, so he didn’t make too much of a mess or get any on Grace. The bartender glanced over, annoyed that Travis had now made him work harder.


	“Wait,” he began in disbelief. “You actually know the King of England? I was kidding.”


	Grace nodded. “Is that too much?” she asked cautiously, putting her hand to her mouth as if she were worried that she had just made a fatal conversational error.


	He shook his head. “No, that’s not too much. I just haven’t met many important people before. You’re definitely something new, English Grace.”


	Grace smiled. She seemed relieved that she hadn’t made a mistake by revealing the full extent of her prominent origins. He was surprised that a girl like her would even give a damn about what he thought. He was nothing, and she was everything he wasn’t. Rich, elegant, and classy. He wondered why she was even talking to him. But he shrugged, shoved his wonder aside, and kept on drinking with Grace, deciding to focus on having a good time instead.


	Grace tried to signal the bartender for another drink, but he wasn’t paying attention. She frowned as the bartender was busy chatting up another attractive female patron. Travis noticed that the guy certainly seemed to be on a quest tonight. After a quiet minute passed, with Grace looking longingly at the bartender for another drink, Travis grew irritated from the lack of service. These Italians may have valued fun, but he was from a place that valued doing your damn job. So, he spoke up, knowing the English Aristocrat would be far too polite to do so.


	“Hey, dude!” Travis shouted from across the bar after waiting for what he had deemed to be long enough. He pounded his fist on the wooden counter a couple of times to emphasize that the bartender should hurry up. The Italian bartender scowled slightly, his goatee twisting with the shape of his mouth. He bid the woman with whom he had been chatting farewell for now before briskly walking over toward Grace and him.


	“Need something, Huck Finn?” the Italian mocked, his arms crossed. He was annoyed that he had been taken away from chatting with the woman at the end of the bar. And now that Travis thought about it, the bartender was also probably jealous of Grace’s newfound affinity toward him.


	“Yeah, more drinks, man! Because, you know, you’re a bartender,” Travis said firmly. Grace smiled and looked down at her feet, swiveling about on her stool. He pointed over at the attractive woman the bartender had just been attempting to woo.


	“But it looks like she doesn’t need anymore,” he told the bartender, who shot a glance back over toward the woman he’d been talking to. She now stood and, drunkenly fumbling through her purse, left some cash on the counter to pay her tab. She left the bar with her girlfriend, whom she'd brought along for a night on the town, without apparently thinking of the bartender she was leaving behind.


	The bartender cursed several times to himself in his native tongue. Grace and Travis smiled at each other.


	“Does that amuse you, Americano?” the Italian asked with a furrowed brow.


	Travis nodded. “It’s karma, man. You left me and her ladyship unserved for far too long. Serves you right. Karma always catches up with you in the end. Now, could you kindly fetch me a pitcher of your most mediocre American Lager and get something for my new friend here?” he asked before looking over at Grace, gesturing for her to order something, implying that it was on him. 


	“I’ll have two martinis, please,” Grace ordered politely. 


	“Coming right up…” the bartender grumbled. He cursed under his breath a couple more times as he prepared their order, and Travis distinctly heard the words “Americano” and “Ingles” muttered in what didn’t seem like flattering ways.


	“See, the locals love us,” he joked, gesturing over at the irritated bartender. Grace snickered. He looked at her, his brow raised.


	“Why did you order two? I thought you pampered types practiced moderation.”


	She blinked at him, seemingly wondering how a man who could act with such decisiveness could, at the same time, be utterly clueless. She relaxed inside and smiled.


	“I anticipated that our conversation would last far longer than just one drink, Mr. McKinney.”


	“How long’s it gonna’ last, then?”


	“Until we see who wins that compliment bet.”


	“Then you'd better keep thinking of something nice to say about me.”


	“I’ll have to rack my brain for something; it might take a while,” she said, smiling.


	The bartender set down Travis' pitcher of beer and Grace’s two martinis. He mumbled something to himself and left to tend to the other patrons. Travis didn’t feel bad for the guy at all. After all, the guy had to do his job; that wasn’t much of an ask.


	“So, where are you from exactly?” Grace asked with a pleasant smile. He was busy studying her, though, and didn’t hear her initially.


	‘Man, she really is pretty.’


	He realized he had spaced out and pieced together what she had just asked.


	“Missouri. Kansas City, Missouri.”


	“Travis from Missouri,” she said amicably. “I must say, I don’t know much about Missouri.”


	“Then count yourself fortunate.” 


	“Oh? Why’s that?”


	“Because the place generally looks like shit.”


	“So you don’t have pride in where you’re from?”


	“I mean, we’re good at football at least. But let’s say I’m not exactly from a popular vacation destination.”


	“I’ll admit that I’ve never vacationed in Missouri. I prefer Spain,” she said.


	“Never been to Spain.”


	“Where have you been?”


	“Mostly a lot of Walmarts. A few Targets. And some dollar stores, now and then.”


	“You could have made something up, you know. Some place neat to impress me.”


	“Walmart isn’t impressive enough for you?”


	She laughed and nearly spat out her drink herself.


	“I’ve never had a man try to woo me by bragging about his trips to Walmart before.”


	“Who says I’m trying to woo you?”


	She shrugged. “I don’t know. But for whatever reason, I’m feeling rather wooed at the moment.”


	Travis laughed. “By me? Are we in a Jack and Rose-type situation, Grace? Where the rich girl falls for the poor boy? Then the poor boy gets to die in freezing water cause’ you can’t scoot over on a sizable plank of wood?”


	“Be a little nicer, and I may just scoot over for you.” 


	“Hey, I’m plenty nice.”


	“Is that so?”


	“Yeah.”


	“What’s the nicest thing you’ve done lately?” Grace asked.


	“I bought you those martinis, didn’t I? I’d say that counts as nice.” 


	 “That’s your definition of nice?”


	“Well, what else would being nice be?”


	“You know, teaching underprivileged children to read, volunteering to help the poor…”


	“Grace, I was the poor kid who couldn’t read good.”


	“Well,” she corrected him.


	“Well, what?”


	“Read ‘well’ would be the proper way of speaking that sentence.”


	“So my ‘huckleberry’ way of speaking isn't charming enough for you, huh?”


	She smiled. “I’ll admit that your manner of rhetoric is somewhat enticing. But perhaps that’s just because I’m from a place where we speak correctly, which makes you something new and different. Plus, you are cute. I’ll give you that.”


	He raised a brow. “Now, who’s being forward? Say, are we flirting, Lady Grace?”


	Grace blinked innocently. “Who? Me? I’m the daughter of a lord! It would certainly be improper to flirt with a ruffian like you,” she joked.


	He grinned. “You know I’m just a USMC grunt with few prospects, right?”


	Grace nodded. “I put that much together.”


	“So, you really want to tell ‘Charles,’ or your Lord father, that you spent a night in Rome with your own Jack? Because I’ll tell you, Grace, I’m not quite as pretty as young Leo was. And I might knock you off that plank of wood if you don’t scoot over. It might make for a poor story at your next ball.”


	She chugged her second martini down at that moment with a swiftness that impressed his view of her person far more than being a proper Lady did.


	“Why do you think I’m in Rome, Travis?” Grace asked, letting out a satisfied ‘awe’ from her drink.


	“To study history?” 


	Grace nodded. “Why do you think I’m studying history?” 


	“Because you like history?”


	She shook her head and looked him in the eyes. Her look was intent, deep, and thoughtful. She then spoke from her heart.


	“I study history because history is life. And I love life dearly. I want to experience as much as I can before I’m gone. I also love stories, and history is nothing but the grandest set of stories ever worth remembering. Stories that are worth learning because they retell the passions of those who lived them, passions that would otherwise be forgotten. And some of the greatest stories happened here, in this city. And even today, they linger on, waiting to be retold.”


	“So, what? Are you saying you want to tell me stories? About statues, fountains, and emperors? Because I got quite a bit of that from a trucker on the way here...”


	She shook her head. “I don’t want to tell you any stories. However, I could tell you a wealth of tales that would make your ruggedly posh, man-boy head spin. What I want to do is experience my own Roman story. And you seem like you could give me a fine enough story.”


	“I do?”


	Grace nodded. “You are different than most men. I can sense it. I’m quite talented at reading people, Travis McKinney. And there is something about you that’s appealing, and what’s remarkable is how you seem entirely unaware of it.”


	He figured that he knew what she was getting at. Not the introspective part, but the insinuation of sex. And that made him grin. He glanced around to see the rest of the bar. It seemed there weren’t too many impressive male candidates to compete with. Maybe tonight, he really had struck gold.


	“To be fair, it seems like you’ve got some pretty slim pickings in this bar to experience that story of yours.”


	She smiled. “Then you best convince me to leave with you before another ruggedly handsome, yet somewhat clueless, American walks on in.”


	Travis got the message. Ha! Whose plan was stupid now, Vincenzo? 


	“You have a place to stay, by chance?” he asked.


	“A few blocks away,” Grace affirmed. “It makes for a lovely stroll at this time of night. Granted, you’re with pleasant company.”


	“I’ll keep my eye out for pleasant company for you, then.”


	Grace smiled. “I believe you have won the bet.”


	“Yep, it looks like you owe me.”


	“Indeed.” She nodded. “One compliment, wasn’t it?”


	“Yep.”


	She put her finger to her chin, tapping it lightly against her face, as she considered what to say. She pondered for several seconds before coming up with something good. She snapped her fingers and grinned.


	“You’re not normal.”


	He frowned. “That’s a compliment?” 


	Grace nodded. “Yes. A normal man is far less entertaining. And a normal man wouldn’t have spoken as you have because you think differently, in a good way. Your mind has hidden potential that hasn’t yet been utilized. It may not be refined by education, but you have a dry wit about you that’s charming. A special spark. If you figure out how to use that, you could do great things, Travis.”


	“Huh,” he said, musing on her statement. “That’s the nicest way anyone’s told me I’m uneducated before.”


	Grace laughed and shook her head. “Think on what I just said. Maybe someday it’ll dawn on you what I meant.”


	They continued to drink and laugh together into the night, bonding and heavily upping their tab in the process. Grace told him stories, and he made her laugh. The two felt like they had known each other for ten years rather than a couple of hours. Then, after another hour or so of more drinks, they racked up one hell of a tab.


	 Grace offered to pay for the drinks when they were ready to leave. Instead, feeling chivalrous, Travis insisted on paying. After a brief, friendly argument, she relented. 


	To his horror, he counted the bills he had left afterward. He realized he’d need to count on Grace’s generosity to return to base. But at least this night seemed more promising with Grace by his side. 


	Now, they were properly drunk. Only one of them far more intoxicated, and he was a man who didn’t go by ‘Butch Pierson’, as the two walked off into the night.


	As he and the Englishwoman walked down the paved sidewalks of Rome beneath the tall streetlights, they passed other couples, groups of drunks, and the many loners of the night. By now, it was close to eleven o’clock, and the moonlight shone down on the city, its bright glow stifled by modernity, as the light pollution hindered the natural majesty of the night sky.


	When they were less than a block from Grace’s apartment, Travis halted in his tracks. Before him stood one of the most beautifully sculpted creations he had ever seen—a huge fountain, several dozen feet high, carved from travertine and marble, with multiple levels of cascading waterfalls. Each was lined with parallel, proud, pure-white statues of men on horseback, holding various poses of prowess.  


	At the center of the monument stood a bare-chested, powerful god. Two gilded women stood beside him, facing different directions. The woman on the right bore a spear pointed toward the heavens. Behind the fountain was a large, magnificent structure forged from shining stone.


	‘Now that’s art.’


	“What’s that?” Travis asked Grace in wonder, pointing at the fountain. He couldn’t help but gaze at the intricate craftsmanship as their arms were intertwined in a pleasant embrace. 


	Grace smiled. “It’s lovely, isn’t it?” 


	“What’s it called?” He asked, unable to take his eyes off the fountain. Then he suddenly felt thirsty, realizing he hadn’t followed Mike’s vital water advice when drinking, which was:


	“Have some.”


	“It’s called the Trevi Fountain,” Grace explained. “According to the legends, if you toss a coin in the fountain, you’ll return to Rome one day.”


	Travis laughed, as he’d always found superstitions silly. Grace frowned in disappointment. 


	“It is a nice fountain, though.”


	Out of nowhere, Travis felt a creepy feeling in his gut, as if he was being watched. He glanced around to see if anyone was watching them, but he didn’t see anybody. He shook his head and returned his mind to Grace, deciding that the alcohol had skewed his intuition.


	“Have you done it?” he asked, trying to appease Grace’s faith in the fountain. Grace nodded. She retrieved a loose coin from her purse and tossed it into the pool. It splashed as it landed in the water.


	“Now, one day I will return to Rome.” She smiled. Travis looked down at the pool below, wondering how many coins lay dormant. There was likely a fortune down there, his drunk mind pondered.


	He tried to lean over and peer down into the fountain, but he nearly stumbled and nearly fell into the pool. Luckily, Grace caught him before he toppled over. 


	“Be careful!” she cried out, helping him to his feet. She frowned. “Perhaps less whiskey and more wishes would do you good, Travis.” 


	He tried to collect himself as he swerved, and was about to ask Grace for a coin to make his own wish, when he heard a nearby voice call out to him. The voice was loud, obnoxious, and instantly pissed him off. He turned, seeking out whoever had spoken, while Grace didn’t even bother to look. It was as if she hadn’t heard the bizarre voice speak.


	“She’s right, pal,” the amused voice said.


	 Travis' senses heightened as he scanned his surroundings. It took several moments, but he spotted an elderly man casually relaxing at a nearby metal table underneath an umbrella. He turned to face the old man. When he approached the stranger, he was taken aback by the sheer peculiarity of the man’s appearance. In fact, what the hell was he looking at?


	Illuminated by a nearby streetlight, the old man didn’t just look old, he looked ancient. He wore long, sagging white robes that reached to the bottoms of his sandaled feet, tied with a golden sash in a knot about his waist. From the wrinkles on his aged face, he seemed to be in his late seventies. But when Travis gazed into his eyes, the look in them made him appear even older.


	The man sat in a chair meant for observers to lounge in, his legs casually stretched, as if he had no trouble making himself at home. His hands were cradled behind his head as he grinned at Travis, as if he’d just stumbled upon some prime entertainment.


	The stranger’s brilliant white smile suggested that Travis' mere sight filled him with comical joy. The robed figure had a long, glimmering silver stretched below his chest. With the formidable, long, dangling beard and odd robes, white as untouched snow, the stranger reminded him of a grizzled wizard.


	The old man’s face was pleasant to look upon, as if his features were meticulously designed. His cheeks were slightly rounded and rosy. Despite the rounded cheeks, his cheekbones had a contradictory thinness to them, as the roundness made him look affable, yet skinny. What was undoubtedly most distinctive about the robed stranger was the grand silver beard, hanging down to his chest.


	The old man had a long, sharp, beak-like nose, accompanied by a pair of rounded wire spectacles. His glasses resembled the old pictures of John Lennon from the 1960s. The absurdity Travis was staring at, mixed with the unwelcome, annoying voice, made Travis scowl. An irrepressible distaste rose within him as the man seemed oddly focused on him, grinning like a madman. It was as if the stranger was sitting there, waiting just for him, like Travis was the butt of some hilarious joke.


	“Right about what?” Travis snapped.


	 Grace glanced at Travis as if he were insane, not even bothering to notice the ludicrous man before them. He had no idea how she didn’t see the stranger sitting a mere dozen feet away from them. Meanwhile, the stranger casually observed them with that amused, utterly entertained expression that constantly adorned his wrinkled face.


	 Travis looked around, puzzled. He saw that the area was entirely devoid of life. There were no people, nearby passing cars, or any semblance of activity.  An area that had seemed so busy just moments before was now bereft of nearly all life except for Travis, Grace, and the old man. It was eerie, unsettling.


	Then the man spoke.


	“She’s right about making a wish in that fountain, kiddo. If you do, you’ll return to Rome one day.” The man grinned.


	Travis laughed. “No way. It’s just a fountain.” 


	Grace’s mouth was agape as she thought he was talking to thin air.


	“And you’re just a jabroni. But there’s more to you than you think. Just like there’s more to that fountain. It has a story. Heck, everything’s got a story.”


	“Did you just call me a jabroni?” Travis asked, wondering what the hell that meant.


	“I call a spade a spade unless it’s an ace, kid.”


	“Travis…” Grace said carefully, slowly backing away. “Who are you talking to…?”


	“That weird old dude over there,” he replied, pointing toward the old man as if it were apparent. But Grace kept searching for whoever he was supposedly speaking with. Her frown deepened, her tone betrayed a mix of skepticism and crawling anxiety.


	“What guy?” She paused, scanning the area until she firmly concluded no one else was around.


	“I don’t see anyone. I think you’ve had too much to drink, Travis. Let’s just go. My apartment is just around the corner…” she trailed off. But he interrupted her. 


	“Wait,” he sharply insisted. He had to know what this guy’s deal was. Why was he just sitting here like this? Had he been waiting for Travis to come by? What the hell was going on?


	“Are you some kind of fountain watcher or something?” he asked the man. “Is this, like, your job, or do you sit here at night and bother people as your own, weird little hobby?”


	The old man shrugged as he crossed his arms, leaning back in his chair and lifting the front legs slightly off the ground. He looked as though he might tip over, but he seemed unworried, having achieved perfect balance.


	“I have a hobby of finding interesting people for my games,” the old man casually explained. Travis couldn’t help but wonder:


	‘Is this guy trying to fuck?’


	“Okay…” Travis began, backing away, holding up his hands defensively. Grace now looked visibly disturbed as she watched him talk to what, to her, appeared to be thin air. “I’m sure you’re a perfectly nice, creepy old man who hangs out at fountains looking to play ‘games’ with strangers. And it was nice meeting you and all, but my new friend and I need to get on our way.”


	The stranger chuckled. He took off his glasses and casually cleaned the lenses with his white robe, not even bothering to look away as he replied.


	“Why don’t you just toss a coin in the fountain, Travis? What would it hurt to try it out?”


	Travis paused. “How do you know my name?” 


	The stranger grinned. “Haven’t ever heard of a phone book, huh?” 


	“Maybe if it were 1995,” Travis said, slurring his words. “But it’s not. Who the fuck are you?” he asked, slurring his words. Grace kept looking over toward where Travis was speaking, then swiftly back to him. Travis didn’t notice, but now she was scared. 


	“I’m just a guy,” the stranger answered calmly.


	“A weird guy.”


	 Grace tugged at his elbow.


	“Let’s just go, already!” Grace exclaimed. Still, he resisted as she tugged at his arm. He was mesmerized - he had to find out what the deal was with this weird old man. 


	“Just toss a coin in the fountain, Travis, and then you can move on with your simple, little life. Do you need a coin, bud? I’ve got some.”


	“Keep your goddamn coins. I’m not throwing shit in that fountain,” Travis curtly declared in spite of the man.


	“But it’s a nice fountain, don’t you think?” 


	“Sure, whatever.”


	“Then why don’t you take the time to make a simple gesture to appreciate how nice this fountain is? There’s a heck of a story behind this fountain, you know…”


	“Why don’t you take the time to fuck off?” he asked, interrupting the stranger.


                     “Who in the bloody hell are you talking to, Travis!?” Grace cried out.


	The ‘wizard’ smirked. “I’d rather ‘fuck-on’, for now.”


	“Now, come on, just one little coin toss, Travis McKinney. What’s it going to hurt? Show some respect to the fountain. Maybe, just maybe, you’ll get to come back to this city one day. Wouldn’t that be nice?”


	Travis scowled. If he hadn’t been so drunk, he’d have noticed that Grace was disturbed, thinking him to be an insane person. But he was drunk - very, very drunk - and he hadn’t listened to Mike. The liquor was in control, not the beer.


	“What? Do you, like, get off being around fountains or something?”


	“This fountain is a good one, alright. One of my favorites, in fact. But it doesn’t make me aroused. Heck, not much does that for me these days, I’m afraid. Being timeless significantly lowers one’s libido.”


	“What?”


 	The old man grinned again. “Anyway, if you listen and show your respect to the fountain, well, your life might just change forever.”


	“I’m not showing my respect toward your fountain, dude.”


	“Do you not like fountains, pal?” 


	“I like fountains just fine. I just don’t like you.” 


	Grace scrambled away from Travis as if he were a threat to her safety. He didn’t notice that she was about to run until it was too late.


	“You’re insane!” Grace shouted. He finally remembered Grace’s presence only to watch her flee.


	“Grace, wait!”


	“Stay away, you crazy American! I’ve got pepper spray!”


	“See, now there’s a young woman who’s prepared for the modern dating scene,” the old man joked.


	“Shut the fuck up!” 


	Grace screamed and ran, before rounding a corner to disappear off into the night. Travis' new antagonist continued to grin, utterly amused by the scene.


	It dawned on Travis that he’d never see the lovely girl again.


	“You sure gave her a night to remember!” The stranger roared with laughter, joyfully slapping his knee. Travis frowned.


	“Grace?” he called out. But she was long gone now. He knew he would never see her again.


	The man shook his head. “I’ve got to admit, kid. I’ve been around for a long, long time. But I’ve never seen anyone lose the favor of a pretty lass that quickly. That was bold. Well done, pal.” 


	“I’m not your fucking pal!” he shouted in the empty square. He then remembered that he was now alone, broke, and screwed, with no way to return to base. They might assume he went AWOL if he didn’t make it in time. He had to go back. He didn’t want to go to prison.


	‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’ 


	 He despaired as he dwelt on how much he hated his life and himself. The feeling was so overwhelming, it was crushing, while he helplessly stared in the direction from which Grace had fled. The man looked at him with a big smile.


	“Hey, don’t feel too bad, Travis,” the stranger said comfortingly as he stood up and retrieved a bottle from his robe, labeled “Jim Beam.”


	“Here, take this. This little guy will make you feel all better.”


	Travis was too drunk to wonder or care about the nature of this stranger anymore. He was so depressed that he gave up on discovering how the old man had known him. So, Travis gladly took the bottle and began to take a long drink of whiskey.


	“There you go, buddy,” the ‘wizard’ said soothingly, comforting him, much like a kind mother giving medicine to a sick child, as he pointed in the direction of the Tiber River.


	“If I were you, I’d go down to that riverbed, lie on the bank, kill the rest of that bottle, and just forget about tonight. Heck, that girl wasn’t your fate. It’s a shame because she was a pretty thing. But I know where your true fate lies, kiddo. And it’s a heck of a lot better than being the jabroni loser you are now. So, just take it easy for the rest of the night, polish off that bottle, and sleep away the sadness. After all, what’s better for depression than a fifth of whiskey?” The man smiled.


	“Tomorrow’s going to be a whole new day, Travis McKinney. And I have a feeling that you’ll wake up to a whole new world.”


	Travis didn’t reply as he walked away from the grinning old man. His bitterness consumed him, and he was too drunk to think logically about the situation. Crushed by life, with no hope for his future, and how he’d blown it with Grace, he took the man’s advice. Travis then stumbled toward the river, looking like the drunkard he was. He'd been given enough money to do everything he’d planned, to get back to base, and thus, home; but he'd blown it all on a night of fun that he'd screwed up royally.


	He was a fuck-up. That’s all he was, and that was all he ever would be. So, when he reached the riverbed and watched the steady flow of the Tiber River, he sat and killed the bottle of Jim Beam. He savored every drop as if it were a life-giving substance. He just wanted his bad thoughts to away. Then, when he couldn’t think anymore, he began to lie flat on the bank, breathing slowly.


	He lay on the ground for a while, wondering what the hell he was worth and what was in store for the rest of his life. He figured whatever he ended up doing wouldn’t matter in the end. He was a nobody, and the cruel world had just dealt him another blow.


	Travis McKinney passed out. He had blacked out from drinking, and even a hurricane couldn’t have woken him. He slept still, like a snoring stone, as wild dreams raced in his mind. Flashes of bright light and strange visions flashed in his dreams until they gradually faded away.


	And when he woke up the next day, Travis McKinney found that the world wasn’t finished with him quite yet. He would come to realize that the world was just getting started with him.

















 MARTY






WHEN TRAVIS AWOKE on the riverbank, he had the worst hangover of his life. His head throbbed violently, feeling as if the Hammer of Thor was repeatedly striking his skull. He groaned. Travis realized he’d discarded the one piece of decent advice his uncle had blessed him with as a kid - don’t let the liquor take the wheel.


Yet again, he’d underestimated the power of Jim Beam.


His vision was blurry as he propped himself up, feeling dazed. He rubbed his eyes to try to clear them, but his sight was still foggy. Then he sniffed the air, and his senses were overwhelmed by a rancid, hanging stench. The smell was so putrid that he had no idea how such an aroma could even exist. What the hell could make such a repugnant stench? It smelled like a mix of shit, piss, dead things, and God knows what else. The stench was so nauseating that it stung his eyes, making them water as he felt a painful wrenching in his gut.


 	"What the hell," he muttered as he tried to sit up, grimacing from the smell. He put his palm on his head and groaned. Today, he was dealing with what Mike would deem a 'hall of fame hangover.' 


As he was busy feeling half alive, Travis heard a familiar, unwelcome voice call out from behind him.


"Feeling a little rough there, pal?"


"What…?" he tried to mutter, except the word came out as an awful, painful groan before he veered off to his side and vomited. He'd had a rough night. Good thing he hadn't been near a 7/11, he reflected.


Travis looked over his shoulder as his vision began to clear. To his surprise, the same bizarre old man stood before him, still wearing his rounded spectacles across his aged, wrinkled face. His great silver beard again reminded Travis of Gandalf from The Lord of the Rings, as he wore his long white robes with glimmering silver embroidery, traced in odd, elaborate symbols and mysterious patterns. 


The stranger walked over and stood beside Travis and gazed off toward the river. There wasn’t a detectable emotion in his eyes other than amusement. Something about the guy just irritated the living hell out of Travis. He didn’t understand exactly why, but the stranger's very presence irked his being. It was like the old man was placed into this world exclusively to piss him off.


"You were at the fountain?" Travis asked, seeking confirmation. His voice felt parched, needing water. Then the stranger grinned and tilted his head as he looked down and examined Travis.


"Excellent memory on you, kiddo. Kudos! I figured you’d black out after that bottle of Jim. You must have quite the tolerance. That’s a useful trait when it comes to alcohol dependency."


Travis didn't know what to say as he stared at the robed man, wondering why he was still following him around. He was so thirsty he could hardly speak, however. Luckily, the robed man somehow picked up on Travis’ need for water.


"You know, you look thirsty. Care for some water?" The stranger asked considerately. Travis nodded meekly. He wanted water more than anything right now. He wiped the vomit dangling from his chin with his forearm and brushed it off against the sandy bank.


"Here you go!” The stranger exclaimed as he tossed him a withered leather waterskin.


Travis wondered why the guy didn’t just carry a water bottle instead, but he didn't care enough to ask right now. He just needed water. He immediately drank from the waterskin, but as he emptied the water into his mouth, he found that it tasted foul, as if he had just filled his mouth with burnt shit. He instantly spat it out.


"The fuck is that?" He asked in a gravelly tone.


"Water."


"Why does it taste like Satan pissed in a water skin?"


"Because it's river water."


"Huh?"


 "Water from the river," the stranger clarified. "It might taste slightly bitter from all the pollution and accrued human waste, but it's better than nothing, pal.”


Travis frowned. He looked back at the waterskin and sighed. If this was all he could get right now, he supposed that shit water was better than nothing. He relented and drank all the rancid water. When he finished, he spat to try and get the taste out of his mouth.


"Beautiful day, isn’t it?" the old man asked playfully as Travis tossed aside the emptied waterskin.


"You," Travis began, his voice harsh as his throat burned with every syllable. 


"You're following me?"


 "Bingo!” The old man nodded enthusiastically. He pointed his fingers as if he were armed with a pair of imaginary pistols and blasted away at Travis. He then blew away the nonexistent gun smoke like a seasoned gunslinger from a Clint Eastwood Western.


Travis scowled. He tried to reply but could only force out another strained groan. He glanced around at his surroundings and was even more confused. Nothing looked the same compared to the night before. Where there had once been a series of docks lining the river, filled with leisurely speed boats, all of that had vanished. He scratched his head, wondering if he had imagined the docks and boats. Just how drunk was he last night?


Travis looked off toward the buildings across the river and frowned upon seeing that they were different, too. The structures had always appeared aged, but now they looked old, as if the buildings were all run-down and hastily built with brick. Many had cracks all over, whereas the surroundings he could somewhat recall had looked nice. His memory was a little fuzzy, so he couldn’t remember the details all that well.


The buildings across the river seemed to sit a few stories shorter, too. It was as if they’d been trimmed down overnight. The rooftops also looked vastly different. Instead of only red tiling, they had a mixture of colored clay tiles. It was as if someone had magically placed him in a different setting, where everything looked like shit.


Then it dawned on him. He must have passed out in a different area initially. Then he must’ve woken up still drunk and trudged off to a bad part of town without even realizing it. Because now he definitely was in a bad part of town. Judging from how run-down everything looked and the nauseating smell of death, he certainly wasn’t in the same neighborhood. He racked his memory to try to remember the previous night.


 He recalled his time at Luciano's with Grace, before cursing himself for letting the alcohol get the better of him once again. If it hadn't been for the booze and his anger, he might have found himself waking up in the bed of an English Aristocrat. Instead, he was on a beach next to a creepy old man in a weird cosplay robe.


"Where am I?" Travis asked the robed man as he glanced around uncertainly.


 The stranger put his fingers to his mouth and let out an amused, high-pitched, stinging whistle that made Travis’ head throb. He cried out as he cradled his skull.


“What the fuck, man?”


 The old man then held his index finger up in the air, waving it as if he were about to make a grand point.


"The proper question to ask, Mr. McKinney, is - when are you?" The aged stranger commented with a big grin. Travis inferred from his goofy smile that he knew something that Travis didn’t. It instantly pissed him off. 


"What?" he asked, annoyed by the ridiculous question. Then his mind began to wander, searching for a rationalization as to why this weirdo kept following him.


'What’s this guy up to? He's a stalker wearing a weird robe who keeps following me…’


The robed man interrupted his train of thought.


"I know what you're thinking, pal. And no, I’m not looking to insert myself inside of your man tush. Not that there's anything wrong with that.”


Travis blinked in surprise. "How did you just…"


"Read your mind?" The man smiled.


 "Nasty habit, I'll admit. It's off-putting for some folks at first. You know, because most people can’t read minds. But anyway, let’s return to a larger matter at hand.” The robed man then motioned around at their surroundings.


"Look around, pal. Does anything seem different to you?" He asked with a chuckle, as if he were waiting for Travis to catch on to a hilarious inside joke. Travis glanced around before gazing across the river.


Modern apartment blocks, local shops, and nice restaurants had been neatly lined along the river the night before. But now there was a sporadically uneven series of unending, chaotically sprawled brick buildings, each standing between four and five stories tall, lining the Tiber. The river seemed to be far wider, too. That was also especially strange. He didn’t know rivers could widen so much overnight. He then looked off to his left, then his right. The shabby brick buildings seemed to stretch on forever. Then, his attention shifted over toward the river itself.


 Instead of the many modern barges that he’d seen when he’d stumbled toward the riverbank last night, he now saw a fleet of simple wooden boats navigating the Tiber. Each boat was manned by men with paddles, going with or against the tide. Each vessel had a single, pronounced canvas sail, like a boat you’d see in a history textbook. Besides the small sailboats, numerous flat wooden barges flowed with and against the current. It appeared that most of the barges carried goods stored in stacked wooden crates, as men in strange clothing worked atop them, using long wooden paddles to pilot their vessels. 


“Why are they only using paddles?” Travis asked.


The old man rolled his eyes.


“They’re called oars, you bozo.”


Travis frowned. As he observed the boat closest to him, he saw a lone man atop a small ship. He was short, almost comically so. His clothing also seemed remarkably out of place. The guy was only wearing what resembled a long, tattered shirt, stretching down below his waist to just above the knees. It looked like the man was wearing a skirt, which puzzled Travis. He knew Europeans were a little different, but men wearing skirts? That seemed strange. But it was 2023 now.


Besides the odd shirt-skirt garment, the man wore a pair of simple leather-strapped sandals. To Travis, the weird shirt made the man look like a small child wearing an extra-large t-shirt for the amusement of others. He then saw that all the other men aboard the next closest barge were dressed similarly. And they were all just as short as the first guy. What part of town had he ended up in last night? 


"Things do look different," Travis agreed, his voice recovering from the bitter hoarseness he had woken with. The piss water had alleviated his woe a little, at least.


He trailed off as he contrasted the scenery from the night before to now. He paused and further studied his new environment. The men’s peculiar garb puzzled him just as much as the change of scenery. Why the hell wasn't anyone wearing pants? Were all these guys about to play soccer or something? 


"Is there a soccer thing going on nearby?” Travis asked, puzzled by the men’s clothing.


“Nah. Kicking a ball into a net hasn’t been invented yet,” the robed man answered.


Travis blinked at that. He assumed the man had just misspoken, or he hadn’t heard him right. He then nodded toward the men working the boats.


“They not wear pants in this part of town?" He asked the peculiar fellow beside him, trying to piece together this situation.


The robed man shook his head.


"Nope. You’ll see mostly tunics around here, and the occasional toga."


"A what?" 


Travis knew what a toga was, but togas were something people wore at fraternity parties, like the ones he would sneak into before he joined the Marines. They weren’t a daily garment.


 "A toga. It's an old-fashioned sort of thing. Like when men were men and didn't dress like Walmart jabronis in stained sweatpants.”


"What are you talking about, dude?” Travis snapped.


 Then the hangover struck again. He yelped as he grasped his skull in a feeble attempt to mitigate the shooting pain, as if his touch would soothe his self-inflicted agony. He woke up knowing that this was going to be a rough day, but he didn’t think it would be so weird. But he decided he would just soldier on, same as always. Hell, that was all you could do in a situation like this.


Travis turned to the stranger beside him. The man’s silly resting grin annoyed him, as he grew increasingly irritated just by looking at the stranger. Today, he felt like death. His head throbbed, he was thirsty, and his gut hurt. And on top of everything, this crazy bastard was just hovering over him, seemingly amused by his suffering. 


He was unable to hide his contempt.


"Where the hell am I? And why the fuck are you here?" 


The robed man raised his brow as he crossed his arms in silent disapproval.


"Quite the mouth on you, huh?” He observed as he shook his head and sighed. 


"To each their own, I suppose. I prefer not to curse myself. It's not very gentlemanly. Saying the f-word all the time isn’t exactly a lady-killer, you know."


"Dude, just tell me where I am, and why you're hovering over me." 


The stranger shrugged. "You're in Rome. I'm just here to watch,” he said, as if that was a sensible explanation. He then removed his rounded spectacles, breathed on the lenses, and cleaned them with his robe. Once they were smudge-free, he smiled down at his spectacles in satisfaction.


 "No shit, I'm in Rome!" Travis snapped. "But…” he began, glancing around at his puzzling atmosphere.


"What part of town is this?” He continued. “When I passed out, things looked…" He trailed off as he searched for the right word, as his mind was functioning at around twenty percent capacity. 


"Nicer?" The stranger offered helpfully.


"Well, yeah. This part of town kind of looks like shit," Travis observed. 


He sniffed the air again and irrepressibly scowled at the foulness of the stench, which plagued this part of town like a terrible cloud. 


"And what's that fucking smell?" He asked as he plugged his nose. "It smells like someone took a dead raccoon, stuffed it in a barrel of horse shit, and let it fester for a month."


The stranger grinned. 


"Not a bad analogy, pal. But to answer your question, that's the smell of the big city! Granted, it's not the same big city life that you're used to, given the lack of plumbing, sanitation, air conditioning, and widely sanctioned violence. It’s hard to catch a taxi around here, too. And good luck trying to get an Uber. Won’t find a guy who just got laid off due to cost-cutting measures here.


Anywho, what you're smelling is the true scent of civilization, big guy. This is the incredible, natural stench of a million people all crammed way too close together. It’s the beautiful aroma of people just living, sweating, and loosening their bowels on the street whenever it’s convenient. Don’t flinch at the genuine scent of civilization, Travis - embrace it! Because it's quite a smell, don't you think?” The stranger declared as he gladly took in a fond, savoring breath of the toxic air.


Travis scowled.


"Why wouldn't there be plumbing or air conditioning? This is Italy, not West Virginia."


The man chuckled.


"Look, this might take some time to sink in, Travis. I know change can be difficult for some people. But don't worry - I'll be by your side the entire time. Or at least when I feel like it."


"What the hell are you going on about, dude?" Travis asked as he finally stood.


This guy was a real oddball. Travis had figured that out back at the fountain. But now that he wasn't shit-faced drunk, the stranger’s words only reinforced his unfavorable view. Then Travis wondered what this weirdo was up to and why he was so interested in him.


"Who are you?" He asked the stranger as if he were accusing him of wrongdoing.


 The robed man grinned again as he shuffled his feet. Travis then noticed that he was wearing golden sandals. Who had golden sandals? Besides the absurdity of his footwear, it really clashed with his silver aesthetic. 


Then the stranger stared up at the sky in fond reminiscence as he explained who he was.


"Who am I? I think you mean, ‘what happens to be thy name, my good man?’”


“Sure.”


“I’m glad you asked! You see, kid, I've had a lot of names over the years, too many to count. Every culture likes to call me something different. It'd be like if people called you a different variation of Travis everywhere you went. Not that there are that many potential variations of Travis, as yours is a rather inflexible name that lacks creativity. Anyway, it's hard to keep track of all my names, really. But you can call me Marty. I prefer Marty."


‘Well, that was weird.’


"And how do you know my name?" 


Marty crossed his arms and grinned. 


"I know your name just like how I can outline the general plot of every episode of MASH or recite every punchline from Sanford and Son. I know a heck of a lot, my friend. My depth of knowledge extends from the birth of the universe to the meaning of life, why bad things happen to good people, all the way up to the best 1970s television. Oh, and I also know everything about you."


"You some stalker or something?


"Or something, perhaps."


Great. Travis had woken up next to a crazy old stalker named Marty. That sounded about right, given his luck. 


Travis scowled at Marty as he was finished indulging this crazy man. He needed to find a way back north or he’d miss his flight home. And that meant finding the nearest bus station to score a ride back to base before he was declared AWOL. Maybe sleeping off the hangover on the bus ride would make him feel better.


It then dawned on him that he had no money left for a bus ticket, as he’d spent everything on drinks. He stomped his foot as he cursed himself for the night before. He’d fucked that up, just like he’d fucked up the whole Grace situation. He then recalled Marty’s role in that one, though, and his inner fury rose. 


Travis took a deep breath to calm himself while Marty just continued to observe him with his annoying little smirk. Travis ignored Marty and decided that he'd have to beg for ticket money at the bus station. All that mattered was to get out of here, escape this insane person, find a bus station, and go home. 


“You feeling nice and calm, pal?” Marty asked with a cocked head. Travis clenched his fists and gritted his teeth. 


 Whenever Travis met strangers, they always gave off a certain feeling or impression. But the feeling Marty gave Travis was only visceral disdain. He couldn't pinpoint it exactly, but something about Marty made his blood boil. Perhaps it was how he always called him ‘pal’, or constantly said ‘jabroni’, caused him to lose Grace, or maybe it was the fact that Marty wouldn’t leave him alone. Actually, when Travis thought about it, it was all of the above. Somehow, all of Travis’ current problems were this guy’s fault.


Travis grunted as he brushed away the sand and dirt covering his worn jeans. Then he glanced up and couldn’t help but fixate on Marty’s goofy, dumbass expression. He clinched his fists even tighter.


 "I’m good," he stated, answering Marty’s question, as he began to slowly back away. 


"And, you know, it's nice to meet my real-life stalker and all, but I need to get back up north. If I don’t, I’m screwed. So, I’m done talking to you. Now, if you could just point me toward the nearest bus station and then fuck off forever, that'd be great.”


"Sure thing, pal. You'll be able to find the nearest bus station soon. Just wait about…" Marty glanced down at his bare wrist, as if checking the time, then clicked his tongue while tapping his imaginary watch with his index finger, as if calibrating its non-existent clock.


"Two thousand years," Marty casually announced.


"Two thousand years…?” 


"Yeah." Marty nodded. "Two thousand years, I said." 


"What the hell is wrong with you!?"


 "Quite a lot, to tell you the truth," Marty admitted, his smile twisting into a strange expression, like he was getting off on this conversation.


"Okay," Travis began, his patience hanging on a razor’s edge. 


"Look, man, I really don't need this conversation right now. I drank enough to down an elephant last night, and your voice makes my head hurt. So, please just, tell me - without calling me 'pal' - where's the nearest bus station?"


"Listen, pal - you're going to have trouble finding a bus here because buses don't exist quite yet.”


"What do you mean buses don't exist? Seriously, what in the fuck's wrong with you, man!?" 


Travis had had enough. He tried to turn away from Marty to strut off, but he lost his balance and stumbled. However, he was able to catch himself before he hit the ground. He felt woozy, and his head was spinning. 


Then he had that irrepressible urge to vomit again. He keeled over, down onto his hands and knees, as the vomit spewed out of his mouth onto the sandy riverbank. After half a minute of retching, he wiped the leftover vomit from his face with his forearm and groaned.


He looked back up at Marty, who was still smiling. Why did this son of a bitch keep smiling!? This was no time for smiling! Had this guy never gotten his ass kicked? Travis was tempted to Marty that life-changing lesson.


 "Bus stations don't exist here, because they don't exist just yet," Marty explained again. "It's mostly due to the lack of a combustion engine.”


Travis’ brow furrowed.


"Did you hit your head or something, dude?" 


Some of the men on the boats, dressed in the weird skirt attire, glanced over at Travis curiously, wondering who he was talking to.


Marty shook his head.


"Nope. My noggin is perfectly sound, kid. It's a lot better than yours is right now, at least. Maybe you wouldn't question things so much if you were more spiritual, Travis."


Travis laughed. 


"Don't tell me you're one of those ‘spiritual’ people trying to sell crystals, telling me that reality isn't real, or some shit. I don't want any goddamn crystals! I don't even have enough for a bus ticket.”


Marty chuckled.


 "I'm not here to sell you crystals, pal. Besides, there's not much money in that biz. It's hard to make a proper living peddling crystals. But as I said, the bus you’re looking for doesn't exist yet because you've found yourself in a different era, amigo! That's what I’ve been meaning to say this whole time.”


Marty paused, frowning as he ran his fingers through his thick, silver beard, as he pondered possible miscommunication.


“Sorry, pal. It's been a while since I talked to a human. I forget how to communicate effectively. The last guy I talked to was a while back. He was a real piece of work, too. Really didn't like the Polish, that fella."


Travis paused. Did Marty just say he was in a different time? And that he hadn’t communicated with humans in a while? Who the hell did he talk to, then? Did this nutty bastard just sit in the park by that fountain and talk to squirrels all day? 


Travis shrugged off the thought. It didn't matter who Marty was or what he even wanted. Travis just had to get rid of Marty and find the nearest bus station himself. Then he would just find enough money for a ticket. He didn’t know how, but he would cross that bridge when he got there.


Travis then fumbled through his pockets to check for his phone and wallet. Somehow, he had managed to lose both items.


 "Fuck!" He shouted as he stomped the ground. Marty shook his head, already knowing what had just angered Travis.


"Sorry, modern stuff can't make the journey.” 


Marty briefly paused as he pointed at the AC/DC shirt Travis was wearing.


“Besides that, because AC/DC is timeless. But I’ll tell you what, if you ever return to 2023, I'll replace your cruddy old phone with the nicest free phone an eighteen-month contract with Verizon can buy."


Travis was about to tell Marty to shut the fuck up, but then he glanced around again. Something was undoubtedly off about all this. Everything did look different. His memory was still hazy from the night before, as he had partially blacked out from all the whiskey. But still, something was off about this place. He paused and began to question Marty.


"What did you just say?" he asked, referring to Marty's comment about “returning to your time.”


"I said that I'd replace your phone as long as you play my game.”


 Travis then defiantly stated his position.


"I'm not touching your dick, dude." 


Marty laughed. 


"You're rather eloquent with your words, aren't you? So many f-bombs, weiners, and dudes! Geez, the language your generation uses. Sometimes I wonder if I really did ruin American education by messing with the vote count in Florida. 'No Child Left Behind?' Heck, show me a kid your age who wasn't left behind," Marty said, laughing at his own joke. Travis had no idea how to respond.


Before he had the chance, Marty continued.


"But what I was getting at is you’re still in Rome, you're just in a different time. Slightly before that Jesus fella comes around. According to your Gregorian calendar - if you know what that is - you’re now in 59 BC. So, you'll have to wait a while to catch that bus. And no offense, but you don’t look like you’ll make it two thousand years, pal. You drink too much.”


Travis burst out in laughter. He now understood what was happening. Marty was just a religious wacko who wanted him to believe in Jesus. It was that simple.


"I'm not accepting Jesus into my heart, man. Go find someone else to stalk on the Internet and preach Christ to." 


Travis erupted into laughter as he gestured around at the bizarre surroundings.


“And you went a hell of a long way to convince me to accept Christ, dude! I mean, all this? You need a better hobby than stalking people to preach about Jesus. I mean, this must’ve cost a fortune, paying for this set. Like, how much are you paying the guys on the boats?”


 Marty shook his head and sighed.


 "Look, I don't care if you accept Jesus into your heart. But he's a nice guy, for the record. I know him quite well, actually. Always doing things for others, that guy. Jesus literally gave me the shirt off his back once. He really was too good for you all. There are worse people you could have in your heart, you know? Besides, he doesn’t take up too much space. And I’m not paying those fellas over there a dime. They’re working for the man.”


 "Oh, you know Jesus, do you?" Travis snickered. He had been right all along. Marty was insane.


Marty just nodded, as if Travis' laughter was entirely unjustified and he hadn't said anything out of the ordinary.


 "That's what I said. It's up to you to believe me or not. Or you can stay a clueless jabroni. Your choice.” Marty shrugged.


 “Anyway, let's get down to business, Travis McKinney. You are, indeed, in another time, but you're still in the same place. I didn't move you, per se. Again, I’ll repeat myself, since it seems you have the attention span of a gerbil - you’re still in Rome, you’ve just gone backwards a tad." 


"Oh, yeah? And you did that because I took a bottle of Jim Beam from you at a magical fountain?"


 Marty shook his head. 


"The fountain has nothing to do with it. I just like the spot. I sent you back in time myself, kiddo. It’s a talent of mine. Besides, everybody knows fountains can’t do that.”


Travis grinned at the absurdity of Marty's claim.


 "So you're a time traveler, eh?"


Marty nodded.


 "You know, they say skepticism killed the cat."


 "It's curiosity that killed the cat, dumb ass."


Marty ran his hands through his thick, majestic beard, contemplating the phrase. He frowned.


 "Kid, when you've been around as long as I have, you mix up your idioms now and then. But, yes, you happen to be talking to a certain patron of time. These people, Ancient Romans as you would call them, would say I'm a god. But me, I'm not a fan of labels."


 "Oh, okay. Now you're God, huh?" Travis mocked, laughing even harder.


Yep, he was right. Marty was insane. This psycho belonged in a padded room, wrapped in a nice, warm, white coat that didn't allow him to move his arms too much. A room that was monitored all day by people who fed him little gulps of soup while he babbled on about the fairies out to get him.


"Not that God,” Marty continued. “He's in another jurisdiction. I deal with time."


Travis paused.


"Time?" 


"You heard me. Time. I spin and weave tales of time, changing the world in each instance, and then I sit back and watch what unfolds,” Marty explained.


“Then, after letting things play out, I like to shake them up. You know, like an Etch-A-Sketch," he said as he mimicked the action of resetting an Etch-A-Sketch.


“Because it gets really boring just watching time unravel like normal, all the time, no pun intended. Plus, it's fun to shake things up! Honestly, it's the only way I can entertain myself. Being immortal gets boring, pal. There's not much to do for fun except play my game." 


"What's an Etch-A-Sketch?" Travis asked, somehow missing out on Marty's claim that he was immortal.


Marty frowned and put his palm to his face. 


"Your generation knows nothing.” Marty sighed. Once again, he tried to sum things up for Travis.


"Anyways, as I was saying until you rudely interrupted me, I play around with time, which isn't very interesting when it's all you can do to amuse yourself for eternity. It gets boring. Real boring. Unless you mix things up, that is. So, to distract myself from an eternity of banality, I find entertainment in rearranging things on the cosmic scale, on occasion. Then I get to sit back and watch what happens, because a little variety spices up life.


 It's all I've got, really. I have nothing else to do to quell the boredom that is immortality except change the history that’s already written. That way, I can have new stories to watch, and I don’t have to binge Friends so much. Trust me, it gets confusing. You might as well not even try to follow."


Travis scowled. 'Patron of time' - what a load of shit!


"Okay. You’re nuts," Travis declared, disregarding all of Marty’s claims. He turned away from Marty and began a brisk walk along the riverbank, following the path he’d vaguely recalled from the night before, which was hopefully toward the bus station.


 "I wouldn't go looking for the bus station that way, pal," Marty called out as he swiftly trailed him.


"Why? Cause’ you're a time traveler who sent me to the past? A patron of time who's friends with Jesus?" he laughed.


Marty frowned. 


"Not friends per se. Jesus isn’t my biggest fan, honestly. I personally think he’s just jealous. But we do have an amicable business relationship. Heck, it’s hard not to get along with Jesus, tell you the truth. He's very giving.” 


Travis turned around and flashed Marty two middle fingers. He grunted and hurried away from the crazy man. However, Marty was unrelenting. He continued to trail Travis like a loyal hound as he kept up with Travis' quickened pace.


"Look, kid, you'll want to hear the ground rules before you run off and get yourself in trouble. I always explain the ground rules.”


"I'm not playing your game! There is no game! Now, fuck off!" 


Travis sped up his pace, but Marty just walked even faster, keeping up stride-for-stride. He was remarkably speedy for an old guy. 


Marty frowned.


"But every time I send someone back, I…"


"Oh, you send people back in time often, do you? You belong in Times Square, preaching about the end times, you nutty bastard! Or in a mental hospital where they don't let you use forks. Now, stop following me!" 


Marty ignored that. He merely kept following Travis, barely a step behind him.


"If by often, you mean relative to your scale and human comprehension of time, then no. But if you mean often, relative to the grand scale of universal infinity, then yes." 


"Dude. Please! For the love of God, just go away.”


 Travis then paused as he realized he had no idea where he was going. He glanced around at the alien scene he’d found himself in again and frowned.


 'Where the hell did I end up last night?' 


"I told you, I need to explain the ground rules," Marty insisted. He crossed his arms testily.


"If I don't, you're likely going to be enslaved and sent down into a silver mine to die a slow, agonizing death, or you’ll end up as some rich guy's pleasure boy. Either way, you'll go down into deep, dark places. Unless you stop and listen to me, you frigging jabroni."


 Travis' temper finally snapped.


He turned and threw a vicious left hook at Marty's face. But, to his astonishment, his blow struck nothing, as Marty just disappeared into thin air, vanishing out of sight. The momentum from the clumsily thrown, missed blow made Travis tumble over. 


 "What the…" he muttered as he helped himself up.


"As I was saying," Travis heard Marty's voice call from behind him.


 He swiftly turned to face Marty, his jaw went slack. How had Marty just disappeared and reappeared only a few feet away? 


"How did you…?" Travis began, utterly befuddled. 


Did Marty change places without even moving? That wasn't possible! What the hell was happening? Was it possible that this cosplay wizard was right? Had he really gone back in time? 


No. That wasn't possible. Time travel wasn't a thing. There had to be some rational explanation. But before Travis could think of one, Marty continued.


"I can change time, pal. You think I can't dodge some hungover jabroni's half-assed punch?" Marty laughed. “Good thing, too. You’ve got some gnarly knuckles on you.”


 "You were over there…" Travis muttered to himself. Did that truly just happen? Did Marty switch places in the blink of an eye?


 "And now I'm over here,” Marty said as he pointed at the ground he now stood upon.


“Without a scratch, I might add." 


"How…?"


 "Now, before you start throwing out more expletives that make you sound like an uneducated bozo, let me try to explain this whole deal again. So, listen up this time. Because if you don't, bad things will happen to you, and you'll muck up your destiny. And it's a really, really, good destiny. Like a super awesome one. So, be a good little audience member, suspend your disbelief for a moment, and shut your trap."


  Travis decided to listen. It made Marty smile.


"Now there's some progress! As I said earlier, I get bored with my job. Overseeing the past, present, and future is one heck of a burden. And it's tedious when the same things happen every time. It's fun to throw a wild card in there, you know? Something or someone who can send history spiraling off into an unpredictable direction. A random variable that keeps human existence worth watching. And that's where you come in, pal."


 Marty began to pace back and forth with his hands clasped behind his back as he broke down everything to Travis.


"You see, human history always ends like this: you guys discover the power of the atom, and then, less than a century later, everything goes kaboom!” Marty said, making an epic explosion noise and the exaggerated motions of an atom bomb detonating.


 “And then I have to start over. Do you have any idea how annoying that is? It's like playing Monopoly with a kid who throws the board every game. It screws up all my hard work, which is why I like to play with humanity, here and there. Switch things up, if you will. That way, the future can turn out differently. So that maybe - just maybe - you humans won't annihilate all life on Earth in nuclear hellfire for once. And believe me, your timeline - that one wasn't going to end pretty. Your world really went down the tubes after I made the Vienna School of Art misplace a young Austrian's application. It killed his dream. A shame, really. I liked his watercolors," Marty said reflectively, looking as if he were recalling a fond memory before shaking his head, returning to the present.


“Anywho, I want you all to make it past the 'nuclear annihilation' problem I keep running into. It's like a video game where you can't beat the last boss. You understand that analogy, don't you? It's tedious, starting over all the time. So, I wondered if I messed with the Roman Empire at just the right time, then perhaps human civilization would evolve in a different direction.


 A potential direction where you guys won’t unleash nuclear fallout to rain down upon the Earth. Because it always makes mega-rats, and twelve-foot-tall rodents are gross. Not easy on the eyes, the mega-rat. But God didn’t have a hand in creating that abomination. That’s always you guys. And heck, all this is just a theory, and maybe I'm wrong, but I wanted to try. Besides, I have nothing better to do.” 


Marty paused as he considered something.


 “Well, shucks, now that I think about it, I’ve been wrong before. I was off about King Henry's soul-mates six times for crying out loud! So, who knows how this adventure of yours will turn out?” Marty shrugged.


“Now, does that make any sense to your feeble mortal mind?"


 "No." 


Marty shook his head.


 "Rarely does, kiddo. You're not alone, though. Most people I choose for the game don't understand it initially. But that's okay. Bonaparte was also a little slow to pick things up. And he was way smarter than you. Just don't ask me about Joan. That one had a fiery ending. But anywho, by the end of today, you'll realize that I'm right as rain, and that you're now in a different world. A world where people believe in magic and nail undesirables to a cross. A world where people pay to watch tigers devour prisoners of war. A world where fellas impale one another with swords and spears, a lovely place where torture is considered a useful tool. Essentially, you’re now in a world of fun!"


"Fun…?" 


 Marty nodded.


"Aren't new things fun?"


Travis looked around. Was Marty telling the truth? Everything had changed from the night before, and things did look old. He didn't think he had ever seen a sailboat before, and suddenly, they filled the river in unending traffic. Travis could also hear the men atop the boats speaking in a strange language that he didn't understand. That seemed time-travelish.


He finally wondered if Marty was making sense and wasn't just an insane stalker. Maybe this wizard guy actually was a god or something? His mind began to wonder…


Travis then shrugged off the notion that Marty had sent him back in time. Time travel was impossible, he told himself again. Marty had probably just scurried away from his punch too quickly for his hungover, exhausted mind to comprehend. 


‘Yes, that must be it,’ Travis reasoned. ‘I’m still drunk.’


"No, you're not drunk," Marty announced, somehow reading his mind. Travis opened his mouth to speak, but Marty cut him off. 


"Your name is Travis McKinney. You were born on September 7th, 1999, at 3:57 PM. Your mother and father died in a car crash in 2003. It was really sad for you. I honestly wondered why at the time. Personally, I’ve never understood why you humans are so attached to the folks who reproduced you. Some things about humanity will always be a mystery to me. 


But yeah, you were raised by your Uncle Mike, who would down beers like Jordan put up baskets. You're from Kansas City, Missouri, and you spent four years as a marine after a recruiter got you a little too tipsy on your twentieth birthday when you were looking for something to do with your life. And your left testicle is slightly larger than the right. I know everything about you because I’ve been along for the ride this entire time, kid." 


 "You could've looked all that up," Travis said skeptically. 


He had social media. Marty could have just looked up those facts. But, wait - how did he know the precise time of Travis' birth and the testicle thing? Travis didn't even know the exact time of his birth, and few in the world knew about the… other thing.


"You're telling me the exact time you came into the world wasn't good enough for you? It worked for the Fuhrer…" Marty sighed. 


"Alright, fine. I'll keep going, then. You're afraid of spiders, your uncle gave you a waterbed with a duct-taped patched hole to sleep on when you were eleven, and you considered it a win whenever you got a D in math class.”


"Everyone's afraid of spiders!" Travis protested. 


Marty flashed Travis a triumphant grin, as if he’d just won a high-stakes debate.


"Believe me yet?" 


Travis' gut said that Marty was nuts and that none of this was real. But how could Marty know all that about him? So, to test if this was a dream or not, he did the only thing he could think of. Something that could hopefully snap him out of this horrible nightmare.


He slapped himself in the face.


"Interesting way to test that out," Marty observed, smiling slyly. 


Travis frowned. The slap didn't work. Marty was still there.


‘Goddammit!’


 He grimaced and slapped himself in the face again, harder this time. But still, Marty stood before him, constantly amused by Travis’ despair.


 Travis sighed.


"So… you're saying I'm not in 2023 anymore?"


"Boy, I really picked a Rhodes scholar this time. Yes, for the last time, you've taken a small step backwards. You’re now in Ancient Rome, pal!” Marty enthused, gesturing at this new, bleak world.


"But time travel isn't real!" 


"Are beavers real?" Marty asked rhetorically, raising his brow as if he’d just made an enlightened point.


"Yeah…" Travis agreed, wondering what beavers had to do with anything.


"So why can't time travel be real?" 


"What the hell do beavers have to do with time travel?"


"They're both neat."


"Time travel isn't real because it's impossible!” Travis shouted as he began to pace frantically, racking his brain for a sensible answer.


‘I probably just hit my head last night, and I’m in a coma. I'll wake up in a few months, and besides liking turtles more, I’ll be fine.’


“I figured it out,” Travis began. “This isn’t real, I’m in a coma, and when I wake up, you’ll be gone, and I can go about my life. Hell, I bet you’re not even real!”


Marty rolled his eyes and sighed before pushing Travis with a strength that didn't seem humanly possible from a wrinkled old man. Travis flew backward several feet and landed hard on his ass. As he lay sprawled out on the riverbank, he looked up at Marty, who had mineralized before him again.


Travis was at a loss for words. Marty cocked his head.


 "Did falling on your butt seem real just now?" 


Travis nodded. He was speechless as Marty hovered over him. After a few quiet moments, Marty extended his hand down to Travis. He reflexively took it and was helped to his feet by the stranger's inhuman strength.


Travis then crossed his arms and frowned as he contemplated everything.


"So, let's say this is real, and you're not just a psycho…"


"Oh, I am a psycho," Marty answered immediately. "Per your definition, of course. I feel no human emotions." 


 "Right. So, you said this is Ancient Rome?"


"Yep. In the year of Julius and Caesar." 


"Who are Julius and Caesar?" Travis asked. He never did pay attention in history class. Perhaps if he could have afforded an ADHD prescription in school, he’d be less puzzled.


“It's what the Romans deemed this year as. I'll let you figure out why.”


"How…" Travis tried to ask, wondering how any of this was possible, but Marty cut him off. 


"Because I get bored. We already went over this.” Marty sighed.


“Do you know what it's like to have nothing to do but watch human history? It’d be like if all you could do was watch Netflix, just like half your country. But imagine if you could throw your own monkey wrench into those Netflix shows? That’s what I do. Now, next question, please, you intellectual titan," Marty said, twirling his finger to signal he was ready for Travis' next question.


"Why me?" Travis asked. 


He still wasn’t fully convinced he’d gone back in time. After all, time travel was impossible. But Marty had shown that he did possess inhuman powers, and if he was correct, and Travis truly was stuck in the past… then what?


"Why not you?" Marty asked. 


"I'm nobody." Travis shrugged.


 "Bah," Marty said with a dismissive wave. 


"Every somebody was once a nobody." 


Travis paused, considering those words. He figured that statement was correct, at the very least. 


"Alright. Let's say you're not lying, I haven't lost my mind, this isn’t all a dream, and I’m not actually in a coma.


"Go on," Marty said playfully, signaling Travis to continue.


 "What am I supposed to do here? If this really is the past, then why the hell did you bring me here?" Travis asked, desperately wondering why he was chosen. 


"You're here to change things,” Marty answered simply.


 "But what am I supposed to change?”


"That's up to you."


"Goddammit, you're frustrating!"


 "Look, I'll give you a hint, kid - and that's more than I usually do. But since you're a little less knowledgeable than my typical time-travel pick - as it seems you have the historical understanding of a man who was kicked in the head by a donkey - I'll tell you this: Your destiny lies with Caesar.”


 "Like the salad?" 


 "No! Oh, sweet Jesus,” Marty rolled his eyes. “If only he wasn’t so busy filing through billions of prayers to show you PBS. Boy, you really did get left behind. All I wanted was for Saddam to get what was coming to him, but I didn’t expect Georgey to get rid of history class, too. Caesar is a man! An important one. Go find him. Therein lies your destiny, with Caesar."


 "Why should I listen to you?" Travis asked skeptically.


Marty shrugged. "Do. Don't. It doesn't matter to me. But you can't escape destiny, pal. It'll seek you out sooner or later. And if there's one thing I know, it's time and destiny.”


Marty paused as he stopped to think. He tapped his foot as he ran his fingers through his beard in quiet contemplation.


 "Well, shucks, I suppose that's two things. But they're in the same ballpark, at least. Anyway, Caesar is the key to your destiny. And you two are the key to my game." 


 "And then what? What am I supposed to do when I find Caesar? That is, if I'm not just hallucinating all this."


"Or," Marty began, "If you happen not to die an agonizing, violent death before you get the chance. That's another distinct possibility.”


Travis frowned. Marty waved his hands to dismiss Travis' worries.


 "But I'm sure that won't happen. Destiny has a funny way of preventing crucifixion, Travis. Except for, like, four or five other guys I sent back here. Destiny didn't do too much to help them." 


Travis sighed. This time travel business was all too much, and he still didn’t entirely believe Marty. But, after all he’d seen and been told so far, Marty was making sense.


“So, what do I do once I find Caesar?”


 Marty grinned. "Now you're getting it, pal! Alrighty, when you find Caesar, you'll get the chance to change things. Here, I'll give you another hint, since it seems you lack the knowledge of the source material we're working with. Because apparently you've never bothered to Google things before. Something bad happens to our friend Caesar. Go stop it. Then I get to see what happens. That's the game, pal. And that's your destiny."


Travis bit his tongue. He wanted to tell Marty to eat shit and go back to wherever he came from, but he reckoned that he’d be better off if Marty, whatever the hell he was, was on his side. 


Travis then devised a potential solution to his new time travel problem.


 "Let's make a deal," he said. Marty raised his brow, intrigued.


"What kind of deal? I love deals!" 


 "If I do what you want and play your weird, little game till the end; you have to send me back to my time," Travis stated, offering his conditions.


Marty cracked up, slapping his knee in laughter. utterly amused by the proposition. Then he frowned as he caught Travis' stoic, unmoved expression.


 "Oh, wait. You're serious?" 


"Hell yeah, I'm serious! I don't want to live two thousand years ago. There's no Internet, no Tinder, no grocery stores, no planes, no air conditioning, nothing. I mean, what the hell is there to do here?"


"Death and glory?" Marty offered.


"Oh, sounds like a blast!”


He paused and took another look around. His head told him that none of this was real, in his gut said Marty was telling the truth. So, he decided he should figure out what his newfound situation entailed.


"If this is the past, there's probably not a washing machine for me to wash this vomit off my pants, is there?"


"Probably? Boy, you truly don't know anything about the past, do you?" Marty quipped. He looked at Travis for several moments as if he were studying a funny monkey in a zoo. Then he grinned. 


"This'll be more fun than I thought. I haven't sent a jabroni back who had no idea what happened since Genghis. And that turned out great! Well, except for roughly ten percent of the global population."


Marty grinned.


"You're one of a kind, pal."


"Thanks, asshole."


 "You're welcome," Marty said, genuinely, as if he'd received thanks for a thoughtful Christmas gift to a loved one. Marty then paused to consider Travis’ proposition.


After a long, drawn-out thirty seconds, Marty nodded his affirmation, accepting Travis’ demands.


"Alright, Travis McKinney. I'll send you back to your own time if - and that’s a big if - you find Caesar and follow your destiny. Then you'll have the choice to go back to your time, in due course."


"Sure, whatever. I still bet this is all a dream. And when I wake up, I'm going to find you and kick your ass. It always ends up being a dream on TV.” 


"That's because television writers are lazy. And the 'it was all a dream' quip makes for an easy plot point to fall back on. I can assure you, pal, this is no dream. Pointy things will hurt you in this world, just as they did back in your time." 


 "Got it. I'll try not to get stabbed." 


 "Do try, or this will all be a waste, and I'll need to start over and go through another cumbersome conversation like this. But hey, I'll help you out on occasion if need be. Point you in the right direction, so to speak. And also, try not to be such a droopy dog when I see you next, big guy. Don't look down on this adventure of a lifetime. Embrace it. Grab life by the horns, McKinney! If you do, then I bet you'll have great fun."


 "I bet I'd have more fun in 2023 with a television and a dating App." 


"But I wouldn't," Marty happily declared. 


"Now, go." Marty gestured for him to go onward as if Travis were a treasured son who’d just come of age. 


"Go and experience new cultures. Feel the wind on your face as you fight for your life in an arena, embrace a world without heating or cooling, buy a pot of fresh urine to wash your pants - and above all - live in another time! And try to have some fun while you're at it, will you? Also, work on your anger, pal. Do try to be more pleasant the next time I see you. You were kind of a downer this time around.”


"You're one demented old bastard," Travis growled.


Marty laughed. "I can already tell we're going to have great back-and-forths! Demented old bastard,” Marty repeated the insult to himself before chuckling to himself again.


"The Fuhrer wasn't very good at back and forths, but I'm glad you are. It was always a one-way conversation with that guy. He just ranted, pretty much. It got old really fast. It was always Jew this, Jew that. The guy wouldn't ever stop with the Jews! I personally love the Jews. I think they're a wonderful people with fabulous entertainers. Can you imagine a world without Larry David?”


Marty paused, thinking on that.


“Well, that would be this one, actually. Anyway, you're a better conversationalist than my little angry, puppy-dog loving friend, so I think you should do well here.”


"Thanks, dickhead," Travis grumbled. He still hadn’t caught on as to which ‘Fuhrer’ Marty was referring to.


"Of course!” Marty smiled. He then gazed behind Travis before raising a finger to enlighten him with his final thought.


"Oh, and one last thing."


"What's that?" Travis asked, wondering what other nonsense Marty would spew before he finally went away. 


"Watch out for those slavers behind you,” Marty announced, pointing toward a group of menacing men closing in on Travis. The thugs all eagerly held their blunt wooden clubs as they grinned at him.


"Slavers?" Travis gasped. He turned to see the seven slavers as they headed directly toward him. He could hear them speaking in their strange language that he didn't understand. Travis, thinking fast, turned to face Marty.


"How am I supposed to play your game if I can't understand anyone?" He asked desperately, hardly able to take his eyes off the group of slavers.


"Oh, sucks. I almost forgot!" Marty exclaimed, putting his palm on his forehead, embarrassed about nearly forgetting such a vital detail. He grinned and snapped his fingers.


 Suddenly, Travis could understand what the group of approaching slavers was saying, for they now spoke in English to his ears. And to his dismay, they weren't saying anything he was glad to hear.


"Now you should be able to communicate with anyone speaking Latin," Marty explained. "It'll sound like English to you, but Latin to them. It'll come in handy. I did what Hollywood does to all foreigners for American audiences: everyone will sound British to you." 


"And that's what they speak here, Latin?" Travis quickly asked as the slavers closed in.


"Sharp as a tack you are! But as I was saying earlier, embrace your destiny, Travis. And remember, above all else - have fun!"


"Wait! Why are there suddenly slavers walking around?"


"Oh, yeah. About that. Well, the slavers in this time would patrol the riverbanks for drunks and loners every morning, the kind of folks who no one would miss. To, you know, enslave them."


 "Then why the fuck did you have me pass out on a riverbank!?" 


Marty shrugged. "I thought you liked Gladiator. Maximus was a slave, remember?"


"He was a general first!"


"Then that means you can be even better than Russell Crowe, Travis. You can be a slave who becomes a general! It'll be made into a movie someday."


"Not if I die a slave!" 


Marty ran his fingers through his beard, thinking that one over.


 "I suppose not.”


Travis was furious with Marty. The bastard had sent him back in time to become a slave. He would have strangled Marty if he could've, but he figured Marty would just magically escape his grasp if he tried.


"If I don't die a slave, I'm going to kill you," Travis promised Marty. Marty chuckled at that.


"Oh, Travis, my boy. You can't kill me. Nothing can. Not unless you become God and reforge the universe without me in it. And boy, I'll tell you what, things would be much less interesting without me around. So stop being such a grumpy goose and try to have some fun, will ya’? And don't worry, we'll meet again. But remember, whatever you end up doing - when in Rome, do as the Romans do." 


Marty bowed and snapped his fingers again. This time, Marty vanished for good. 


Travis frowned. He supposed this wasn't a dream, after all. No, this had turned out to be an inescapable nightmare. He was now the victim of an insane immortal entity who had nothing better to do than to screw with people's lives. And somehow he had to survive a life of slavery to fulfill some wild destiny that he doubted was even real, just to meet a guy whom he’d never even heard of.


'That's the last time I fuck with Jim Beam.'


The slavers finally closed in and began to slowly circle him.


He stood still, staring at the spot where Marty had recently vanished. He turned toward the slavers who all wore their weird, long shirt-skits as they brandished their clubs. 


Travis scowled before speaking.


He spoke in English, yet somehow, they could all understand him when, just moments before, they had been speaking an entirely unfamiliar language. 


"Did you all see an old man with me just now? Looks funny, goofy glasses, giant asshole?" He asked, attempting to discover if it was only he who could see Marty.


The group of slavers paused and looked at each other funny. The man who appeared to be the ringleader, a short, bald fellow with a crooked nose and sharp eyes filled with a malicious cruelty - as if there was nothing he'd love more than to kick a bag full of kittens - and a mouth that'd only a handful of teeth remaining, smiled up at him. 


"Lost your senses, ave’ you?" The ugly bald fellow joked as he laughed heinously at Travis. Travis grinned upon hearing the man's voice. Marty had been right about one thing. He had, indeed, made them all sound British.


"Something' funny, scum?" The ugly slaver asked in his cockney accent, pressing the point of his dagger against Travis' chest. He grimaced as he smelled the slaver's rancid breath up close. It triggered the part of him that told people to 'fuck off'. So, against his better judgment, he did so. 


"Looks like I have more senses than you have teeth, you ugly little shit!" 


 The slaver paused, grinning back at him. The fellow's grin was unsettling, but he still had to know if anyone else had seen Marty. His enslavement was inevitable at this point, so he might as well glean some information from the ruffians while he had the chance.


"Answer me this time! Did you see an old man standing next to me just now? Long beard, tall, ought to be put foot first into a wood-chipper?" 


"Huh?" One of the slavers, a little man with a squished face, said.


"Think this one's off his rocker, Corvus," a big, thickly muscled man behind the leader remarked, scratching his head in wonder.


"Aye’," the ringleader, who Travis inferred must be Corvus, agreed. The short, evil-looking man eyed him skeptically.


“Think we found ourselves a nutter this morning, boys,” Corvus observed. He glanced down at Travis' jeans and smiled. 


"A barbarian, too, by the looks of it! A big fella ain’t ye’? You'll fetch a fine price at auction. Aye’, a fine price. Rich folk always looking for strong barbarians and all." Corvus grinned. 


Silence fell as the men stared at Travis, seemingly hesitant to make the first move against him. He stared back at the uncertain slavers, taking in all seven of them. They were all shorter than him by at least a head, except the big one, but they looked like a group of ruthless killers, nonetheless. Besides, they all had clubs, and he had nothing to defend himself with. He sighed, relenting that he was screwed.


The slavers had clubs, and he had nothing. And he was in a debilitated state. He didn't know what they would do with him, but he figured that it would go better if he didn't resist. So, he sighed and gave in to the inevitable. 


He locked eyes with the leader and growled at the slaver.


"Well, how bout we skip the part where we admire each other's good looks, then! Go on, get on with it, motherfuckers!" He shouted.


 The leader, Corvus, then struck Travis over the head with his club, and the world went black. 








