
 



If you could put Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, and Marcus 

Aurelius in the same room, what would the outcome be?

In the year 180, Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius gave a dinner 

at his winter headquarters in the town of Sirmium, in modern-

day Serbia.  Present were his son and future successor 

Commodus, several of his close friends and senior officials--and a 

farmer who had traveled all the way from southern Italy to attend.

This farmer had acquired the rare ability to speak across time and 

space, and his patron, the consul Bruttius Praesens, had thought 

it prudent to bring this unusual prescience to the attention of his 

friend and emperor.  By means of the man’s telepathic abilities, 

Aurelius finds himself in conversation with an American 

astronaut of the twenty-first century--a man who once walked on 

the moon.

Born politicians, the Romans soon turn the conversation from 

science and history to the state of the world.  They discover that 

the astronaut’s country is engaged at the moment in its version of 

a consular election.  Good!  Who are the candidates? they ask.  

What are the parties?  What are the policy proposals at stake?  

The Roman telepath obligingly lays before them a summary of the 

American campaigns, issue by issue.  Aurelius the philosopher, 

the most insightful of all Rome’s rulers, listens and weighs the 

politics of the United States in the balance of Stoicism.  

Occasionally he is mildly approving; more often he is scathing, 

and his criticisms, with the weight of eighteen unborn centuries 

behind them, fall on Clinton and Trump alike with unsparing 

force.

Inspired by the dialogues of Plato, A Case of Impiety 

interweaves up-to-the-minute politics with classical philosophy to 

present a radical and uncomfortable new perspective on the 

American political process.





A Case of Impiety







First edition, August 2016

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons 

Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported 
License.

ISBN 978-1-535-17731-3



A Case of Impiety

Tim Parise

The Maui Company
Maui, Hawaii





“Salve!”

The word carried sharply through the cold air, 

trailing a puff of steam as it left the lips of the speaker 

and giving the impression that it had been expelled by 

the pressure building in his wind-reddened cheeks.  

The man to whom it was addressed stirred himself 

from his reverie and looked up.

“Greetings, in the name of the Augustus,” he 

replied mildly.  “How much farther to Sirmium?”

In front of him, a young decurion reined in his 

skittish horse and looked him over.  Behind the officer 

was his troop of thirty, coming up fast.  The 

decurion’s lieutenants, men of his own military and 

social rank, crowded forward, their eyes resting 

curiously on the plain, middle-aged traveler whose 

accent proclaimed him to be a native of the Campania.

“Five miles,” the decurion at last conceded.  

“Have you traveled far?”

“From Brundisium.”

“In winter?  Have you business with the 

army?”

“I have business with my patron, who is with 

the army.”

“His name?”

“Gaius Bruttius Praesens.”

The decurion stiffened in his saddle, compelled 

to attention by the invocation of one of Rome’s 
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foremost men, a personal friend of the Augustus 

himself, and consul for this year 932 ab urbe condita.1  

His tone, when he spoke again, mingled skepticism 

with guarded respect.  “Do you have proof of what 

you claim?”

The traveler fished inside his cloak, not 

inclined to hurry in spite of the cold, and eventually 

withdrew a worn letter-case tied with coarse twine.  

From it he extracted a document written on crisp 

parchment, which he offered to the decurion, who 

managed to seize it on the second try from the back of 

his plunging horse.  The officer unrolled it and 

glanced through its contents, his features visibly 

softening as he was informed in no uncertain terms by 

the letter to give all aid and assistance to the bearer on 

pain of the writer’s severe displeasure.  By the time he 

passed it back to its owner, he had become almost 

amiable.

“Can I offer you an escort?  A change of horses, 

perhaps?”

“Thank you, but these will carry us the 

remainder of the way.”

“You could see the town from here if this 

infernal forest were cleared,” the decurion 

volunteered.

The man on the horse smiled with assurance.  

“It will be.”

The officer frowned.  The response seemed too 

meaning, too pointed a return for his casual remark.  

“Yes, no doubt.  But if you are not pressed in any 

way--”

Obligingly, the traveler shifted his horse to the 

side of the road.  The two burly farm hands behind 
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him, looking awkward on their shaggy mounts, 

followed his lead, and the cavalry spurred past them 

in the trampled snow and mud, to be lost to sight 

around a bend.

He nudged his mount, and the animal, 

encouraged by the recent sight and scent of obviously 

fresh horses, stepped out with a vigor absent from its 

movements for the last several days.  Perhaps it could 

smell the town already, its rider speculated.  The 

smoke of hundreds of fires, the turbulent river, the 

offal, the legions encamped outside the walls...the 

stench of men and horses and cattle all mixed up, 

vying for attention to a degree that would be like a 

blow after the past week’s journey in the empty purity 

of the mountains.

There was a distant call, a summons of sorts, 

tugging at the corners of his mind.  For once he 

ignored it.  Instead he let his thoughts drift back to the 

south of Italy.  New Year’s Day and the festivities in 

honor of the Divine Julius, still observed even in the 

countryside after more than two centuries.  Awareness 

that in Rome itself, the new consuls would be taking 

up their offices.  Of course this was not news exactly; 

the consulship now was arranged years in advance, 

and even the suffect consuls, the substitutes, would be 

known to anyone with the slightest degree of political 

consciousness.  But this year their selection had a 

special relevance.  His patron, Bruttius Praesens, 

perhaps the most important figure in the south, would 

hold office as first consul, with an insignificant 

nobody, Quintilius Condianus, as his colleague.  Much 

of the government of the Roman state would be 

entirely in Bruttius’s hands, since Augustus was 

abroad.  The traveler had considered a visit to Rome to 

congratulate the new consul, and to discuss more 
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thoroughly with him the great matter that was 

beginning to affect both their lives.  He had been 

reluctant to confide many of his discoveries to writing 

so far.

Then the letter had come.  Not the one he had 

shown the decurion; that had been an enclosure.  The 

real letter had been addressed to him in Bruttius’s 

own rough writing, at once a tremendous compliment 

and an indication of how important his patron 

thought their communications to be.  It was anything 

but terse in its phrasing, but it was urgent.  Bruttius, it 

turned out, was still in Pannonia Inferior with the 

army, and did not expect to return to Rome until the 

spring.  As if he had been anticipating his client’s 

plans, he all but ordered him to travel to the army’s 

winter headquarters at Sirmium immediately, to 

consult with the Augustus.

That had sent a shiver through his stout, 

usually placid body.

Not for apprehension of the consequences to 

himself, or even out of fear he would be disbelieved, 

but from a sense that he was treading on the fringe of 

something very important.  Or more aptly, as if he 

were the connection between two events of 

tremendous importance.  Holding the reins of a 

separate chariot team in each hand, while the teams 

were preparing to bolt in opposite directions.  If he 

kept his grip, or tried to, he would be torn in pieces.  If 

he let go--

If he let go of the more dangerous team, then it 

might be lost.  And that would be safe, but what if he 

had come to love it?

So he had delayed until a second summons 

had arrived a week later, couched in even more 

insistent language.  And then he had unpacked his 
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warmest cloak from the bottom of a chest, persuaded 

his two sturdiest men to accompany him as 

bodyguards, and set out for Brundisium.  The 

government orders that Bruttius had enclosed with his 

letter simplified his arrangements considerably.  Post 

horses carried him to the seaport, and a dispatch boat 

across the Adriatic to Dyrrachium and Narona.  At 

Narona there were no government beasts to be 

obtained for the moment, and rather than risk a 

second rebuke for idling, he had bought three horses, 

trusting to his patron’s generosity to see that he was 

reimbursed.  After all, they had not been so very 

expensive; the consular letter had sufficed to ensure 

that the dealer did not cheat him too badly.

Then came a week spent in crossing the 

Illyrican Alps, huddling in improvised shelters and 

isolated inns by night and exulting in the gleaming 

peaks that surrounded him by day.  As the main route 

of communication between the army and the capital, 

the road from Narona to Sirmium was well-

maintained, and the snow had been thoroughly 

packed down by previous travelers.  It had been cold, 

but not to a degree that would intimidate a man bred 

in the Apennines.

The mountains had given way to forest.  His 

men kept their hands on their javelins and a wary eye 

on the underbrush, looking alike for wolves and 

bandits.  They saw nothing to alarm them, and their 

employer gave himself up to his meditations, 

gathering himself for the task that confronted him.  He 

had the consolation of knowing that there was another 

man very far away who was doing the same.

That reminded him of his encounter with the 

centurion.  He raised his head a second time and 

looked around.
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The forest had thinned out until the trees and 

not the clearings were a rarity.  In the distance, the 

Savus River cut decisively through the gentle slope of 

the Pannonian Plain, its waters a mottled patchwork 

of delicate color.  Blue on gray on black on white--ice 

and rubbish all jumbled up in the sweeping current.  

Between him and the river were the red-tiled roofs of 

Sirmium, incongruous among the muted shades of the 

winter landscape.  The great circus, with its perfect 

curve at one end, dominated the western side of the 

town.  Roman engineering mastering the barbarians.  

He looked wistfully around for the public baths, but 

saw no structure he could definitely identify as such.

And between him and the town were the 

camps of the legions.  Sirmium had no barracks 

sufficient to house more than the local garrison, so the 

soldiers had thrown up a second town of canvas and 

wood to serve their needs.  A haze of smoke floated 

over the scene, men’s bodies flickering in and out 

through it, jumping about, hastening to stay warm.  

Crisp orders, ponderous strides, raucous laughter 

drifted up to the traveler in a confused rumble.  

Flashes of red--cloaks and fires--the dull glow of 

bronze armor, the bright glitter of the gilt eagles, the 

gaudy tints of the costumes of the camp followers--all 

proclaimed Roman dominance as surely as did the 

masonry of the hippodrome.

The soldiers quieted somewhat as he rode 

through their midst with his escort.  Visitors to the 

outskirts of the empire were rare in the winter, and 

this man had neither the air of a merchant nor of a 

bureaucrat.  He caught expressions of unconcealed 

longing on several faces as he traversed the camp.  

Men whom he had reminded of home, who had been 
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away too long for their tastes.  Even Alexander’s 

troops had grown tired of adventure at last.

The centurion at the western gate was far more 

respectful than the decurion he had met on the road.  

“We have special orders concerning you,” he said.  

“The consul has left word that you are to be taken to 

him at headquarters as soon as you arrive.  If you will 

allow me one moment?”  He roared out an order and 

a file of men formed up around the three Campanians.  

In the midst of the cohort, which caused the townsfolk 

to stop and stare at the newcomers, they advanced 

into the town.  They passed the hippodrome and were 

escorted through a smaller gate in a secondary wall 

into a residential enclosure.  Here, between the circus 

and the river, were the villas where the senior 

commanders of the army resided during the winter 

months.

The traveler had seen a dispatch runner 

dashing ahead of his escort, and he was not surprised 

when his patron came striding out of one of the 

houses to meet him.  He dismounted and gripped the 

hand that was offered to him.

“My congratulations, Consul.”

“And to you on your safe journey.  Thank you 

for coming so promptly.”  There was no mention of 

the second summons that had brought him hurrying 

to the coast and across the sea in the coldest months of 

the year.  “Your arrival is opportune.  I have 

dispatches from the city to attend to this afternoon, 

but we will meet again this evening.”

“This evening?”

“Augustus wishes to speak with you at once.  

It will be a small gathering after dinner.  You need not 

be alarmed.  In the meantime, you no doubt would 

like to rest.  And a bath, perhaps?  Yes, I thought so.”  
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He waved his client into the building and beckoned to 

the majordomo.

“My men?”

“The soldiers have orders to house them, and 

feed them liberally.  I trust you were not troubled with 

marauders or deserters?  We have cleared the country 

pretty thoroughly.”

“Apart from the cold, which I have felt worse 

at home, we met no obstacles.”

“Good.  Now, if you will pardon me--”

“Consul, if you will pardon me,” the traveler 

interrupted, “what am I to say to Augustus?”

“Answer his questions.  That is all.  You are, as 

purely as possible, to act as a translator, not a 

commentator.”

“He is not skeptical, then?”

“He is too much a philosopher to disbelieve 

anything about which he knows so little.”

* * * * *

“His name is Mamercus Albinius.  He is, as I 

told you, a client of mine.  Old Etruscan stock.  Our 

families go back centuries together.  A farmer, not a 

large landholder, but not a small one, either.  Some of 

them have been educated men.  Some of them have 

not.  Himself, he is of no more than average 

intelligence.  A reader, yes, but not a thinker.  He 

prefers plays and poetry to philosophy--I doubt that 

there is a single serious work in his house, unless it is 

a book on farming.  As for the exterior of the man, you 

saw him this afternoon.  You may judge by that.”

Bruttius Praesens leaned back in his chair and 

stretched out his hands over the fire, which burned 

low.  His olive face was lined and assertive.  At the 
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moment it expressed speculation and mild interest.  

Consul for the second time in his career, formerly 

proconsul of Asia, his father had been proconsul of 

Africa and governor of Syria and a friend of Hadrian.  

Two years younger than the man who sat across from 

him at the traveling desk, they had been friends and 

companions for half a lifetime.

The room was cold and sparsely furnished.  A 

camp bed, the desk and chairs, a chest, bales of books 

and correspondence.  Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, 

Augustus, Caesar, Pontifex Maximus, ten times 

Imperator, was indifferent to its lack of comfort by 

habit and doubly so now that he was considering 

what Bruttius had said to him.

“One other thing,” Bruttius said, remembering.  

“He asked if you were skeptical.”

Aurelius chuckled.  “That shows he has a 

healthy skepticism of his own.  Is he apprehensive?”

“Of you?  No.”

“Of being disbelieved?”

“More, I think, of the consequences if he is 

believed.”

“And you said he was not a thinker?”

“One does not have to be a great mind to 

discern the obvious.”

“And yourself?  You believe him.”

“I know him.  He is not a fool, which means he 

is not deluded; he is not a knave, which means he is 

not attempting to impose on me.  That only leaves 

honesty.”

“In other words, his lack of a great mind 

guarantees his good faith.”

“In that he could not or would not create a 

falsehood so elaborate, yes.”
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Aurelius sipped thoughtfully at an infusion of 

rhubarb.  “How did he stumble upon this oracular 

ability of his?”

“He thought he was going insane, to hear a 

voice speaking in his head in clear and unambiguous 

terms.”

“No riddles?  No generalizations?”

“Definite information.”

“You have proven this?”

“I sent my secretary to him with a test.  

Albinius has never read Livy in his life.  He would 

have no interest in doing so.  And yet, when asked, at 

a very few minutes notice, sitting in the middle of a 

field, he was able to recite passages from the Books 

from the Foundation of the City by the page, without 

pause, almost faster than my man could take them 

down.”

“He might have memorized it.”

“Might he also have memorized all of Tacitus?  

Cicero?  Suetonius?  Plato?”

“He could quote these books at random?”

“Wherever my secretary asked him to do so, 

provided that the text had survived.”

“What of the language barrier?”

“There is none.  The theory he has adopted--or 

that his correspondent has given to him, I believe--is 

that because their communication is purely mental, 

not relying on language, it does not require 

translations.  Except in certain cases, where his 

correspondent uses a concept with which he is not 

familiar.  Then he must try to find Latin words to 

describe it.  Incidentally, that caused occasional but 

interesting transcription errors in the texts as he 

recited them.”
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“The loss of information, then, is caused by 

errors in the previous translation.”

“Yes.”

A log on the fire cracked and fell apart.  

Bruttius reached for a poker and gathered the 

fragments together, blowing the flames into fresh life.

“It follows, then,” Aurelius said, picking up 

the thread of the discussion, “that your client Albinius 

is actually speaking, using his mind alone, to a man on 

the other side of the world.”

“That was my conclusion.”

“And in a century far removed from ours.”

“Eighteen hundred and thirty-six years in the 

future.  Two thousand seven hundred and sixty-eight 

years from the founding of Rome.”2

* * * * *

Servitors deposited platters of roast goose 

before the diners and withdrew.  Albinius, refreshed 

from his week in the mountains and reassured by a 

brief conversation with Aurelius before the meal had 

been served, began devouring his portion with relish.  

Bruttius Praesens, less in need of refreshment and 

with his anticipation growing every moment, only 

picked at his food.  He had been corresponding with 

Albinius for nearly two years now, learning more 

about his unusual ability and the state of the world to 

come--but it was like dripping water into the mouth of 

a man dying of thirst one slow drop at a time.  Nor 

were the indifferent reports of his secretary, who had 

been kept completely unaware of what was at stake, a 

fair substitute for one real, living conversation with a 

man who could speak to another across the ages.  That 
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was why he had summoned Albinius at last.  He could 

wait no longer, even though he would be in Rome in 

a few months.  And he had brought his friend and 

master into it as well, so great had been his desire for 

enlightenment.  He glanced at Aurelius, wondering if 

the Augustus was as impatient as himself.

Aurelius, if he was impatient, did not show it.  

No meat had been placed in front of him.  He was 

calmly eating bread and figs, and taking only the least 

amount of wine, well-watered.  His self-discipline 

prevailed no matter what the crisis at hand.  With a 

sudden apprehension, Bruttius realized that his face 

was nearly as gray as his hair and beard.  His stomach 

was troubling him again, too, and Galen was no closer 

than Rome itself.  If they finished the campaign in 

time, Aurelius might recover.  If not...

If not, then the problem of the Sarmatians 

would be left for Commodus to solve.  He reclined at 

his father’s right hand, eating for two, calling 

constantly for additional delicacies, drinking his wine 

undiluted.  He had spent the day hunting on 

horseback and was in high good humor.  The 

teachings of the finest intellects in Rome had failed to 

have any impact on his natural simplicity.  Only 

eighteen, this was already his third campaign, and he 

had held the consulship three years previously.  Now 

he was co-ruler with his father: Caesar in fact and 

name.  He had confided to Bruttius earlier in the 

evening that he regarded this whim of his father’s, to 

which he alone was privy, as an excellent practical 

joke.  After all, what else could it be?

On Aurelius’s other hand was Tiberius 

Claudius Pompeianus, his son-in-law.  A man of 

Aurelius’s own age, he represented stability and 

extensive military experience.  The Senate had 
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proposed him as Aurelius’s successor; he had declined 

the nomination, preferring to serve rather than lead.  

He displayed nothing but concern for his father-in-law 

and nothing but grimness towards the young 

Commodus, who returned the favor and loathed him 

in return.

The third couch held Publius Tarrutienus 

Paternus, a minor jurist and former praetorian 

praefect.  At one time Aurelius’s military secretary, he 

now held an active command and had been 

responsible for much of the success of last year’s 

campaigns.  One side of his face was scored and 

somewhat flattened, and when he stood upright, he 

walked with a slight limp.  As ambassador to the 

Cotini eight years earlier, he had been roughly 

handled by several of their soldiers, for which offense 

they had paid a heavy price later on.

Next to him was Gaius Aufidius Victorinus, 

perhaps the closest friend Aurelius had left.  They had 

studied together under Fronto, and in due course 

Aufidius had identified himself forever with those 

memories by marrying Fronto’s daughter.  He was the 

man Aurelius turned to when others had failed, 

having been called on to put down rebellions in both 

Spain and Germany.  Like Bruttius, he should have 

been in Rome.  He had been serving as governor of 

Syria when appointed urban praefect, but had gone 

far out of his way on his return trip to pay his respects 

to his old comrade.  Aurelius had kept him there for 

several weeks, enjoying his company, his advice, and 

their shared reminiscences.

It was an intimate party, Bruttius reminded 

himself, and Albinius was unlikely to meet with any 

serious opposition except from Commodus, who at 

the moment was hectoring him about his failure to 
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bring any news of the latest fights in the arena from 

Italy.

“Surely you have something to tell us?” 

Commodus demanded.  “Not even a provincial can 

immure himself so far in the countryside that he 

remains completely unaware of what goes on at 

Rome!”

“I have many things to tell you, Caesar,” 

Albinius said, looking up calmly from his food, “but 

the names of gladiators are not among them.”

“Brundisium, then.  You must have spent 

several days in Brundisium.  No doubt you attended 

the circus.  What have they been doing there?”

“I do not know.  I was fortunate enough to 

secure a passage the day after I arrived, thanks to your 

father’s orders.”

Commodus snorted in disgust and called for 

more wine.  After that he ignored Albinius and 

sulked, the more so when Tarrutienus engaged the 

newcomer in a discussion of viticulture, with 

emphasis on the differences between methods of 

cultivation in Germany and those of southern Italy.  

Bruttius joined in from time to time.  Aufidius and 

Aurelius remained aloof, observing and weighing 

what they heard.

The last of the sweets were cleared away, and 

then, at a command from Aurelius, the tables were 

removed as well.  Two orderlies carried in a chair 

from Aurelius’s apartment and placed it in the center 

of the room, between the dining couches.  They 

withdrew, closing the doors firmly behind them.  

Outside, the tramp of additional sentries could be 

heard on the cold packed earth.

“Why these unusual precautions, father 

mine?” Commodus inquired.  “Is our country farmer 
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really a spy?  Does he bring news of another rebellion?  

Is the Senate growing discontented?”

Aurelius, for reply, looked across the room and 

nodded to Bruttius, who rose at once.

“My friends,” the consul began, and paused.  

He shrugged his shoulders.  “I have brought another 

of my friends with me tonight.  I have told you that 

Mamercus Albinius is a client of mine, that our 

families have long been connected.  I have told you 

this so that you may know that I trust him.  More than 

that--I have confidence in his honesty.  What he tells 

you tonight, when his turn comes, will be neither lie 

nor invention.

“Albinius, over the past two years, has become 

an oracle.”

A loud guffaw from Commodus interrupted 

him here.  Bruttius turned on him with a flash of 

temper.  “Bravo, Caesar!  It is the fashion to mock the 

gods and treat the inspired as tricksters and frauds.  It 

is the essence of all Roman intellectual life, is it not?”

He returned his attention to the other guests.  

“However, I do not claim that Albinius is receiving 

divine messages.  I use the word oracle to convey to 

your minds a sense of what he has become capable of, 

which is analogous to the process of divination.  As a 

god places his words in the mouth of an oracle, so 

another man can place his thoughts in the mind of 

Albinius.  I will go so far as to say that Albinius is 

better off than an oracle, for he can in turn place his 

thoughts in the mind of the man with whom he 

communicates, and they can maintain a conversation 

between them even though they are physically 

separated.

“I have proven this to my own satisfaction.  If 

the other man reads from a work of literature which 
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Albinius has never heard of, he can nevertheless 

dictate it word for word.  I have tried to fool him, but 

I cannot.  Within the unique limitations of his 

correspondent, this process is infallible.  Albinius took 

a long time to master this ability.  At first he rejected 

it, not believing that it was possible, that his sanity 

was in question.  Only recently have we established 

that it is, without doubt, a fully functional means of 

communication.  I do not understand how it works.  It 

is a puzzle sufficient to set every philosopher in the 

world arguing.  But it does work.

“I have not yet questioned Albinius myself, 

long though I have desired to do so.  I will leave that 

to Augustus.”

He resumed his position on the couch with 

startling abruptness.  Albinius stood up, only to reseat 

himself, this time in the chair between the diners, 

facing Aurelius directly.  He inclined his head.

“My lord Augustus.”

Aurelius bowed in return.  “I thank you, 

Mamercus Albinius, for the effort you have made to 

fulfill your friend’s wishes.  And mine, though you 

were unaware of them.

“I do not doubt your abilities.  There is ample 

precedent for such a development in legend, in 

theology, and in the speculations of the philosophers.  

Beyond mere theory, the experiments that Bruttius 

conducted seem to prove that there is no deception 

involved in your actions.

“With your permission, then, I will not ask you 

how you developed this facility of communication.  I 

understand that it was a confusing and protracted 

process, and I would not wish to force you to theorize 

about its origins or function.  I will, instead, ask you 

for certain information that your correspondent can 
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provide.  Bruttius has informed me that you can only 

communicate so far with one particular man?”

“That is so, Augustus.”

“A man who possesses the same faculty of 

mental speech that you now do.”

“That is my understanding of it, yes.  As he has 

explained it to me.  His people have given much more 

thought to the subject than the scholars of either Rome 

or Greece have.”

“Your correspondent is not in Rome, then.”

“No.”

“Where is he?”

“On a continent called, in his place and time, 

North America.”

“In his place and time?  Then Bruttius was 

correct in stating that your correspondent is a man 

living in the future?”

“Yes.”

Commodus was staring at Albinius with his 

jaw visibly open, dribbling wine onto the banqueting 

couch.  The rest of the diners had not moved, but their 

eyes were likewise fixed on the man from Campania.  

His confidence, the way he spoke as if he were stating 

nothing but the fewest possible facts, impressed them.  

Their judgment, favorable or otherwise, was so far 

withheld.

“How many years in the future does he live?”

“Eighteen hundred and thirty-six years after 

our time.  Two thousand seven hundred and sixty-

eight years from the founding of Rome.”

“And this continent of North America?  Where 

is it located?”

“In our latitude, past the Pillars of Hercules, 

across the Atlantic Ocean.”  Albinius held up a hand, 

gesturing Aurelius to silence as the latter was about to 
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ask another question.  A moment later he smiled 

apologetically.  “Your pardon, Augustus.  I wanted 

merely to provide you with a more precise estimate of 

its position, and I had to wait for him to calculate it.  It 

is approximately three thousand and three hundred 

miles--our miles--beyond Spain.”

“Then you are speaking with him now?”

“Yes.”  The men on the couches shifted, 

uncomfortably aware of the new element that had 

been introduced into the conversation without 

warning.  “Our measuring system has survived, and 

he can convert his units to ours for better 

understanding.”

“Is this continent of North America a single 

polity, or does it contain many nations?”

“Its organization is not unlike that of our 

territories,” Albinius said slowly, pausing to 

assimilate the information he was being given.  “The 

lower part of the continent is a spacious peninsula, 

connecting with yet another continent in the distant 

south, and this is divided into a number of small 

independent states.  The upper part of the continent 

contains three great countries, each of which consists 

of a number of provinces exercising various degrees of 

self-government.  The northernmost is called Canada; 

that in the center the United States; the southernmost, 

Mexico.  The man I am speaking with lives in one of 

the south-east provinces of the United States.  

Formerly the land occupied by these three countries 

was home to many separate nations, but successive 

waves of immigration and conquest from Europe, 

Africa, and Asia largely destroyed these.”

“And their systems of government?”

“The northernmost of the nations, Canada, 

functions as an extremely delegated form of 
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democracy nominally ruled by the queen of the 

Britons.  The other two nations, the United States and 

Mexico, are republics modeled on that of Rome.”

“Let us turn for a moment to the man you are 

speaking with,” Aurelius said, ignoring the murmurs 

of his friends, who were astonished to find traces of 

the Roman Republic lingering on two thousand years 

past its collapse.  “Is he young or old?”

“An old man, and unwell.”

“What was his profession?”

Confusion appeared on Albinius’s face.  “He 

calls himself a star-sailor.”

“Is that intended to imply that he traded 

among the stars?”

“He says the term is misleading.  He never 

visited any of the stars, nor did mankind, in his 

lifetime, have the ability to do so.  There is a word for 

it in his language--astronaut?--but I find it difficult to 

hear the word itself rather than its meaning in Greek 

roots, because that is what he is thinking of when he 

tries to explain it to me.”

“That is understandable.  If not the stars, then, 

what did his profession entail?”

“He was one of twelve men who succeeded in 

visiting the moon.”

Commodus burst out laughing.  Aurelius did 

nothing to stop him.  His son’s laughter tapered off 

almost immediately as he realized that none of his 

father’s friends appeared to be enjoying the joke.

“But you can’t seriously claim you believe 

this!” he shouted, looking from one to the other.

“Aristophanes, in The Birds, depicted a flying 

city as a reality,” Aurelius reminded him gently.  “In 

The Clouds, he showed Socrates flying by means of a 

mechanical contrivance.  The poetry of India, I have 
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been told, often depicts men and gods traveling freely 

through the air and visiting other worlds.  These may 

be naught but stories, but then so are the tales of 

oracles in our legends.  Before us, now, we have a 

genuine oracle.  If the one is possible, why not the 

others?  To a man of two thousand years ago, our 

engineering would be beyond belief; why should we 

expect the engineering of two thousand years in the 

future to be fully comprehensible to us?”

“Lucian of Samosata,” said Aufidius 

Victorinus, speaking for the first time, “has penned a 

book called the True History which, though satire, also 

describes men traveling to the moon, and from there 

to other worlds.”

“In your correspondent’s time, have men 

succeeded in traveling beyond the moon to other 

worlds?”

“They have not.  The have sent machines to 

other heavenly bodies, which have communicated 

information about those worlds to them by means of 

various devices, but the length of the journeys 

involved is a challenge that manned ships have not yet 

overcome.”

“Is the moon inhabited, as Lucian supposes?” 

Aufidius insisted on asking.

“It is not.  It possesses no vegetation or bodies 

of water.  It is a lonely place, either bitterly cold or 

scorchingly hot.  Life of any kind has never been 

discovered on any world other than this one, although 

it is being sought.”

“How many worlds are known to man at the 

period in which your correspondent is living?”

“In the sense of planets moving through the 

heavens, more than three thousand, all at very great 

distances.”
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“By what means did he travel to the moon?”

Albinius went off into a reverie for nearly a full 

minute, trying to comprehend the explanation he was 

receiving.  At the end of it he looked back at Aurelius.  

“I have never asked him that question before.  The 

answer is difficult.  As nearly as I can understand it, 

he and two other men traveled in a ship driven at 

great speeds by an engine developed during their 

lifetimes.  The philosophers of that era found a way to 

decompose water into two separate fluids, which 

recombined with great energy and heat, and they 

were able to harness this heat to move their ship.  He 

says that the principles involved are simple in theory, 

but extremely complex in execution.  Our 

philosophers and engineers, he suggests, might build 

a rudimentary engine of this kind; they would not be 

able to make it safe or useful with the materials and 

tools at their disposal.”

“Give us the engine and we’ll take the chance 

of improving it,” Tarrutienus volunteered.

“We may leave that until another time,” 

Aurelius interjected before Albinius could reply.  “If, 

indeed, we speak of it at all.  Am I correct in assuming 

that your correspondent might have some 

reservations about revealing such information to us?”

“He does, Augustus.  Many reservations, 

which I do not fully grasp and cannot translate.”

“Then do not attempt to do so.  Reassure him 

that I am not striving to take advantage of your 

abilities or his, or his generosity in speaking with us.  

I do not desire natural secrets that future generations 

will reveal and put to use whether or not we learn 

them today.

“But as a leader of men I am curious to 

discover what the future of the world and of humanity 
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will be.  You have already indicated that science is far 

advanced in that day.  You have also intimated that 

Rome and much of its learning will have long passed 

away, the latter presumably to be found again by its 

successors.  Is your correspondent a learned man 

outside his profession?  Can he describe to us the 

condition of the nations of the world at the present 

moment in his time?”

“He can.”  Albinius settled himself and waited 

a moment to allow his contact to collect his thoughts.

“The population of the world at this time is 

great, more than seven thousand million--”

“Seven thousand million?” Bruttius demanded 

in disbelief.

“More than a hundred times that of Rome and 

all its provinces,” Aurelius noted.  “Please go on.”

“This population is largely concentrated in 

India and Serica3, which together contain more than 

three thousand millions of inhabitants.  There are also 

great cities on the western and eastern coasts of North 

America, and in Britain, Gallia, and Upper Germany.  

The population of Africa, while great, is more evenly 

distributed, although there are also cities on the 

western and southern coasts.

“After the collapse of Rome--which he calls by 

a word that seems to be derived from “imperium” but 

which he considers to mean “many kingdoms”--

Europe came under the rule of Gothic and German 

invaders.  These established hundreds of small states 

with shifting boundaries.  Over the course of a 

thousand years, they gradually condensed into larger 

but still unstable nations.  The most powerful of these 

were Britain, Gallia, Hispania, and Germany.  Italy 

remained divided in spite of attempts to revive the 
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glory of Rome, and was not united until barely a 

hundred and fifty years before the time in which my 

correspondent is now living.

“Britain, Gallia, and Hispania were the first 

nations to colonize the continents of North and South 

America, on the far side of the globe, when they were 

discovered.  After defeating the confederations and 

kingdoms already occupying those continents, they 

ruled them from afar for between two and three 

hundred years, when the various colonies declared 

independence and set up governments of their own.  

The exception was Canada, which retains political 

links with Britain to the present day.  Britain, Gallia, 

and Germany also conquered large portions of Africa, 

imposing their own legal and political systems on 

their conquests instead of merely making their rulers 

client-kings.  These territories have only gained their 

independence from their foreign overlords within the 

last century.

“Today the states of Europe are wealthy and 

learned, but though they play a great role in the affairs 

of the world, they do so only as a legacy of their 

former power.  Their armies, their influence, and their 

trade have all diminished considerably.  They have 

tried to band themselves together into a union; they 

have so far failed to do so.  Indeed, some of them have 

even begun to fracture along regional or linguistic 

lines.

“World diplomacy is dominated at this time by 

the United States and Russia, a nation that emerged 

late out of the territory of the Venedi, the Fenni, and 

the Sarmatians.  For fifty years, beginning about the 

time my correspondent was born, these two states 

engaged in a series of diplomatic wars and wars by 

proxy, which resulted from each of them espousing a 
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different economic and political system that was 

elevated to the status of a state religion.  Each 

possessed weapons of great power, derived in some 

way from an application of Democritus’s theory of 

atomism.  Use of these weapons in war would have 

resulted in the deaths of hundreds of millions of 

people.  Although the informal conflict between them 

has been at an end for a generation now, the two 

nations remain hostile to one another, and compete 

vigorously for dominance in trade, in athletics, and in 

international assemblies.

“Their political power is countered by the 

wealth of India and Serica, which dominate the 

world’s trade in information and manufactures.  

Innovations are often made in North America or 

Europe, but exploited most efficiently in the far 

eastern states.  Of the small states, Parthia4, Arabia, 

Syria, and Palestine are those which are most 

important in world affairs, as they are continually at 

war or on the verge of war, and because large deposits 

of rock oil are found within their borders, which much 

of the world uses as fuel.

“The majority of the world’s population can 

read and write.  Many diseases have been destroyed 

through improvements in medicine, including the 

most virulent forms of the pox and plague.  Flying 

machines are in common use; eight million people fly 

each day, and one can travel from North America to 

Europe in five hours.  The contents of an entire library 

can be transmitted around the world within minutes 

by means of other machines.  Carts and carriages have 

been mechanized, and roads of bitumen built for them 

across all nations, upon which they can journey as far 

as a hundred of our miles in a single hour.
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“Nevertheless, the machines have exacted a 

penalty from man in return for the advantages they 

have given him.  The smoke they produce from 

consuming rock oil and other fuels has thickened the 

air so that it traps greater amounts of sunlight and 

warms the world.  This has led to droughts, to famine 

and the growth of deserts, and to the rise of the 

oceans, placing many cities at risk.  As men have 

become more involved in the affairs of others, with the 

growth of trade and communications, the 

opportunities they have for conflict have multiplied, 

and the struggle to survive in a harsher world adds to 

their burden.”

Even Commodus’s criticism was silenced by 

the time that Albinius stopped speaking.  His 

explanation was too detailed, too unanticipated to 

dispute as a fabrication.  Either he was repeating a 

lesson taught to him by another, or...there was no or.  

And if it was indeed a lesson, and his teacher was not 

in the room to hear and react to the questions posed to 

him, then he had to be outside it.  And if his teacher 

was somewhere outside, and could still communicate 

with him, why could he not be thousands of miles 

away, or in another century?  So Commodus now 

explained with newfound enthusiasm, while his 

audience listened politely and his father gave him a 

rare nod of approbation.

Only Claudius seemed to disagree, and his 

fellow guests felt that he was doing so deliberately in 

order to be rude to Commodus.  His terse rebuttal 

dwelt on the troubles facing the world of the future.  It 

would be a horrible place to live, he said, so horrible 

that it was unbelievable.  That it was outside their 

experience did not guarantee the authenticity of the 

story.
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“In what kind of existence,” he asked, “would 

man fight his way to the stars after hundreds of years 

of failure, only to discover them to be empty?  That is 

not a reasonable tale.  It is an Epicurean allegory, in 

which the gods do not exist and all our efforts are 

meaningless.”

“It may have its disappointments, but on the 

whole it is a prosperous future for our descendants,” 

Bruttius countered.

“Yes, very prosperous.  Wealthy, certainly.  

Luxurious, no doubt?”  This was directed at Albinius, 

who agreed with a slight nod.  “And what else?  

Strong in war?  It cannot be, since there are no more 

fields for conquest.  All existing wars must be nothing 

more than petty disputes over borders or food.  

Increasingly vicious competition for lessening 

resources.  Learned?  Obviously not, if they would not 

bother to predict the consequences of their actions.  

Strong in civic and national virtue?  From our friend’s 

description, their political relations have degenerated 

into mere national enthusiasm, no different from that 

of the barbarians who appear to have been the 

ancestors of a good many of them.”

“And that is what we are here to consider,” 

Aurelius agreed.  “Certain aspects of this future may 

now appear repulsive to us.  But the messenger at 

least is honest.  Let us withhold our judgment of his 

tale until we have heard it all.”  He turned back to 

Albinius.  “My son-in-law mentioned the gods just 

now.  What divinities are worshiped in the world of 

the future?”

Albinius shook his head.  “The answer to that 

is the most improbable of all.  The inhabitants of India 

and Serica, he says, continue to worship their 
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traditional gods for the most part.  The rest of the 

world...”

“Yes?”

“The people of the rest of the world are largely 

considered adherents of the various branches of two 

religious systems, the larger of which is Christianity.”

“Impossible!” Tarrutienus snapped.

“The Christians appear to me to be trained, not 

inspired, to persist in their faith,” Aurelius said.  “That 

does not bode well for their survival, and their 

numbers are small.  How, then, could they rise to 

preeminence in the world?”

“Their numbers will slowly increase until, at 

some point in the future, there is an Augustus among 

their ranks.  After that, the cult will become officially 

sanctioned by the state, and it will establish its 

headquarters at Rome, eventually becoming known as 

the Roman faith.  As an official body, it will establish 

alliances with the monarchs of Europe, and will be 

exported to North and South America with their 

colonies.  Rivalries will separate it into many 

divergent branches, but these will remain socially and 

politically influential.”

“So it will succeed because it is appropriated 

by the state.  What is the other powerful creed of the 

future?”

“It is called Islam.  It will emerge from Judaism 

and Christianity in an attempt to correct what its 

founder will see as the laxness of their adherents, 

about four hundred and fifty years from now.  It will 

come to be nearly universal in northern Africa, in 

Parthia and Arabia, and in parts of Asia.”

“Will there be rivalry between the two?”

“At some periods of history they will 

cooperate amicably.  At others they will be at war.  At 
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the moment at which my correspondent is speaking, 

there is an increasing state of war.”

“This intensifies the violence of the political 

disputes in which states of rival faiths are involved?”

“Yes.”

“You have said that your correspondent lives 

in a nation whose government is modeled on that of 

the Roman Republic.  Can you describe it?”

“I can.  My contact has been at some pains to 

explain it to me on previous occasions, at the same 

time comparing it to our institutions.  In the United 

States, the franchise is universal for adults as a basic 

right of citizenship, and eighteen is considered the age 

of entry into adulthood.  However, suffrage is denied 

in law to those who have been convicted of any of a 

large number of crimes, of whom there are now 

millions, and in practice to those who do not notify the 

state in advance of their intention to vote, or who do 

not live near a polling place.”

“That is inconsistent,” Aurelius said.  “If the 

franchise is a right of citizenship, they cannot deny it 

to any without stripping them of their citizenship.  

Can the state do so?”

“No.  Exile and deprivation of citizenship are 

prohibited by their constitution.”

“Please outline, if you can, the elements of this 

constitution.”

“It exists in written form and has done so since 

the nation gained independence slightly more than 

two centuries ago, unlike the constitution of the 

Roman Republic.  It grants equal rights under the law 

to all citizens, and divides the government into three 

parts.”

“Like Gallia,” Commodus murmured, unable 

to stop himself.
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“The simplest of these three is the high court.  

This consists of nine justices appointed by the head of 

government.  They serve for life.  In the United States, 

the magistracies are strictly separated from the other 

functions of government in order to combat 

corruption.  The high court does not try cases itself 

except under special circumstances.  Instead, it hears 

appeals from the lower courts to decide whether the 

law, as applied in those courts, has been administered 

properly, or whether a law violates the constitution or 

not.  If it determines that a law contradicts the 

constitution, it may set that law aside.

“The laws themselves are made by two bodies 

of legislators.  The senior of these is the Senate, 

modeled on our own; the junior is the House of 

Representatives, which is also the larger of the two.  

Representatives serve two-year terms and are elected 

from districts within each province.  The provinces are 

assigned a number of representatives in proportion to 

their population as a percentage of that of the nation 

as a whole.  Each is guaranteed at least one.  The 

Senate is composed of two senators from each 

province, who serve six-year terms.  These were 

originally elected by the governing councils of the 

provinces, but the constitution was revised at a later 

date to provide for their election by popular vote as 

well, diminishing the republican aspect of the 

government in favor of greater democracy.”

“It seems, then, that their House of 

Representatives was intended as analogous to our 

tribal assemblies, representing the people, and their 

Senate also as a parallel to ours, representing the 

interests of the established government, the 

aristocrats, and the wealthy.”

“That is correct.”
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“But the mass of the people may not vote on 

proposed laws at all?”

“They may do so in provincial matters, where 

such votes are called referenda.  They may not vote on 

national legislation.  Such legislation must be 

approved by both bodies before it can take effect, and 

all budgets must originate in the House of 

Representatives.  The combined bodies, which are 

referred to as Congress, are also prohibited from 

legislating in certain areas.  In principle, they may not 

limit the people’s right to worship freely, to speak, 

write, and debate without limitation, to bear arms, to 

be free from imprisonment without cause, to be tried 

twice for the same crime, or to be punished for any 

crime without having been afforded a trial.  In 

practice, they do legislate in these areas to an 

increasing extent.  They may not convict a person of a 

crime.  And they are forbidden to carry on diplomatic 

intercourse with other nations, which function is 

reserved to the head of state.”

“They have only a single leader in place of our 

two consuls?”

“Yes.  He is called the presiding officer 

although he does not oversee the deliberations of the 

Congress.  His function, again according to the 

constitution, is solely to enforce the laws made by the 

legislators, to negotiate with other nations, and to 

head the army.  Legislation passed by the Congress 

must also be approved by the presiding officer before 

it takes effect.  He has the power to veto legislation, 

although the Congress may override his veto with a 

large enough majority.  Recent holders of the office 

have begun issuing decrees that are not laws, but 

which act as laws by directing the servants of the 

government in how to interpret legislation.”
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“If their constitutional boundaries are as 

clearly outlined as you suggest, such decrees would 

appear to violate them.”

“That is the argument made by a vocal 

minority of the population.  Neither of the major 

political factions, however, would support limiting 

executive decrees.”

“Because they would hope for one of their own 

men in office who could make use of that power, 

naturally.  Power is what politicians compete for.  Is 

the presiding officer elected by the Senate, or by the 

Congress as a whole?”

“Neither.  He is chosen by an electoral college 

which is composed of the same number of members as 

the House of Representatives.  The electors are 

apportioned to each province in the same way as the 

representatives.  The intent of the men who drafted 

their constitution, which is not clearly expressed in it, 

was that each province should select its foremost men 

as electors, and then those electors would make a 

careful selection of the presiding officer from the 

various candidates.”

“A very republican system, in that the 

foremost men would be the wealthy, the influential, 

and the distinguished.”

“It no longer functions as designed, and except 

for the first two elections in their history, never did.  

Instead, there is now a popular election every four 

years, and each province now requires all of its 

electors to vote for the candidate who received the 

greatest number of votes in that province.”

“But that is neither democratic nor republican.  

It is a distorted system.  A man who won no more 

than a bare majority in each of the provinces--or even 
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less--could achieve the office unanimously over 

widespread opposition.  Is election fraud frequent?”

“It has been increasing.  Sixteen years ago, in 

my correspondent’s era, the outcome of the election 

was disputed because of errors in the tallies from a 

single province, and was only resolved when the high 

court voted along factional lines to award the 

questioned votes to the candidate whose party was 

supported by the majority of the magistrates.  There 

has also been a great deal of deliberate substitution 

practiced during the preliminary elections this year.”

“This year?  Then there is an election going on 

at the present time?”

“There is.”

The guests settled themselves expectantly, 

their attention fully absorbed.  Commodus licked his 

lips.  This was better than gladiators.

“And there are preliminary elections?” 

Aurelius inquired.  “How long do these last?”

“They have recently concluded, though they 

have been ongoing, in some form, for ten months.  The 

period of campaigning for what they call the general 

election has just begun.  During the first stage of the 

proceedings, the two largest parties in the state are 

engaged in selecting their candidate for the general 

election.  Now the two candidates who remain in the 

field will be directing their efforts at swaying the 

popular vote for the next three months.”

“Only two?”

“There are others, but only one of those has 

full access to the electoral college due to procedural 

limitations established by the government body that 

oversees elections.  His candidacy is unlikely, as he 

calls for new and substantial limitations on the state, 
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and is thus opposed by anyone who stands to gain by 

a strong government.5”

“And you mentioned two dominant parties.”

“Yes.  These are called the Democratic and 

Republican parties.”

“Those are their names?”

“Yes.”

“Why?  Does one stand for conversion of the 

government to the form of a pure democracy and the 

other the reestablishment of a pure republic?”

“No.  Those names bear no relationship to their 

platforms.  They are relics of an earlier period in the 

nation’s history when they did have some connection 

with the ideals of the two parties, but those links have 

long since disappeared.”

“Who are their candidates?”

“The Democratic candidate is a woman named 

Clinton.”

“They permit women to stand for elective 

office?”

“Yes.  More than a hundred are members of 

the Congress; three sit on the high court.”

“What are her qualifications?”

“She is the wife of a former presiding officer, 

and, after his term ended, was elected to the Senate.  

She then served as secretary of state to the current 

presiding officer, a rank where she was responsible for 

conducting diplomatic relations with other nations.  

Her husband is said to be an enthusiast of your 

writings, Augustus.”

Aurelius frowned at that reference to his 

private notes, but moved the conversation on.  “And 

the Republican candidate?”
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“A merchant named Trump, who inherited 

much of his wealth and increased it somewhat 

through dealings in land, like Crassus.  His ventures 

have often terminated in failure and bankruptcy, and 

he has never held public office, but he is prized by a 

section of the population for his aggression and his 

appeals to their feelings.”

“One moment, please,” Aufidius Victorinus 

interrupted.  “I believe you said a few minutes ago 

that they are now in the middle of a general election--

that the two remaining candidates will be appealing to 

the people for their votes.”

“That is so.”

“Presumably by making campaign promises, 

which are typical for all politicians whatever the era in 

which they live?”

“Yes.  I am told that in the United States, 

candidates maintain long documents describing 

where they stand on the political issues of the day and 

what actions they propose to take if elected.”

“But you also informed us that the presiding 

officer has no power to make laws.  Can he propose 

laws to the Congress?”

“Only by working in conjunction with fellow 

members of his party who are serving there.  If they 

do not have a majority, his legislation will not pass.”

“Then if the presiding officer cannot propose 

laws, and the candidates do not dare openly campaign 

on a platform of legislating by decree, which seems 

constitutionally dangerous, how does the public 

expect them to deliver on their promises?”

“By what process, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“I do not know.  I am bewildered by the 

information I am being given.”
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“Which is?”

“That they expect the candidates to fulfill their 

promises, and will hold them accountable by voting 

against them should they fail--but also that they have 

no awareness of the method by which this might 

happen.  In the minds of a vast majority of the citizens, 

to elect a presiding officer is to ensure the 

implementation of that officer’s policies.”

“In spite of the Congress?”

“They give it no thought.”

“Why even have a Congress, then?” Aufidius 

spluttered.  “Why go through the farce?  How does 

such a state function?”

“Badly,” Albinius answered, with such 

decision that Tarrutienus chuckled.  Aurelius smiled 

slowly, but with understanding.  “Pardon my 

vehemence, but I translated the answer he gave me as 

literally as I could.”

“It seems that public confidence in the United 

States government is low,” Aurelius observed.

“Extremely low.  In both the institution and its 

individual members.”

“That is bad for the people.  It presages drastic 

change.  But I am interested in what you have said, 

indirectly, about the ongoing campaign.  You have 

mentioned that candidates for the supreme office 

express their views on a wide range of national issues 

and publish those statements, is that correct?”

“It is, Augustus.”

“Can your correspondent gain access to these 

records?”

“Yes, he can.”

“Then perhaps if we were to return to this 

subject tomorrow--”
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“With your permission, there is no need for 

that.  He is obtaining copies of them at this moment.”

“By means of the machines you spoke of 

earlier in the evening?”

“Yes.  He has them ready now.”

“Then perhaps he would not mind my putting 

questions to him on the subject, so that I may compare 

their beliefs.”

“He would be delighted.  He, too, is curious as 

to what a Roman imperator would think of the politics 

of the United States.”

“Does anyone wish to retire?” Aurelius said, 

glancing at his friends.  No one moved.

“Then we will begin.  I have one more request.  

Speak to me as much as you can in your 

correspondent’s voice.  Do not interpret, but translate.  

I know that you find it difficult, and I sympathize.  

Control of one’s mind and reactions is always a 

struggle.  But for a few hours, if possible, I should like 

to converse with this man of the future directly.  Can 

you do this?”

“I can, Augustus.”

* * * * *

“Let us begin,” Aurelius said, “with the subject 

of the foreign policy of the United States.  It exists, as I 

understand its situation, in a large, populous, and 

violent world.  What attitudes do the two candidates 

have towards its neighbors, its allies, and its 

enemies?”

“Clinton is a proponent of a philosophy known 

as ‘regime change’, which suggests that the United 

States should invade, and replace the government of, 

any nation whose leadership is hostile to the United 
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States, or whose government is not viewed as being 

sufficiently democratic.  As a senator, she voted in 

favor of the invasion of Assyria6 and the use of the 

army to support a rebellion in Libya.  In her view, the 

United States is ‘the indispensable nation’.  This is an 

ideology that has historically been associated with the 

Republican rather than the Democratic party, and 

particularly with her husband’s successor as presiding 

officer.  Early in her career, she expressed support for 

the independence of Palestine from Judaea.  She 

quickly reversed her position, as Judaea maintains a 

well-funded political organization within the United 

States and is generous in contributing to the campaign 

funds of candidates who support its continued claims 

to regional dominance.”

“Excuse me.  Palestine is located where during 

this era?”

“It consists of various territories in the south 

and east of what was formerly Judaea.”

“Thank you.  Please continue.”

“Clinton has also demonstrated her adherence 

to regime change by criticizing Russia, Serica, India, 

and other nations that allow their citizens fewer rights 

of citizenship than the United States does, even when 

such criticism jeopardized longstanding alliances and 

existing treaties.  She supports the use of weaponized 

flying machines to attack the Islamic State, a 

theologically-based rebel movement in Syria, but not 

invasion at the present moment.  During a previous 

election campaign, she stated that she would refuse to 

meet with the leaders of nations hostile to the United 

States in order to negotiate a solution to their disputes.  

She favors attacking Parthia, which has a longstanding 

rivalry with the United States.
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“Trump represents, to some extent, what 

United States politicians call the ‘isolationist’ 

standpoint: the view that their nation should decline 

to involve itself in the politics of the rest of the world.  

He wishes to withdraw from a major alliance called 

the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, which 

includes most of the nations in Europe, as well as 

removing American army units from Japan and Korea, 

two small but economically important nations to the 

east of Serica.  It is his intent to demand payment from 

any nations that desire the United States to maintain a 

military installation on their soil.  He wishes to 

encourage the development of more of the--atomic--

weapons.  Where Clinton is willing merely to threaten 

Serica through rhetoric and troop movements, Trump 

has stated that he will engage them in an immediate 

trade war to stop what he regards as the American 

economy’s excessive reliance on them.  In spite of the 

long hostility existing between the United States and 

Russia, and the increasing autocracy of the Russian 

presiding officer, Trump admires him for his 

willingness to use violence and has expressed an 

intent to negotiate personally with him to improve 

relations between the two countries.  He would deal 

with the Islamic State not only by attacking them from 

the air but also by allowing rock oil merchants to 

invade Syria and appropriate its resources for 

themselves, trusting to them to suppress the rebellion.  

Unable to distinguish between the rebellion and the 

religion of its supporters, he has proposed, though the 

constitution prevents him from doing so, to bar the 

entry of any member of the Islamic faith into the 

United States.  He also wishes to attack Parthia if 

possible.”
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“I would rather be in Rome,” Aurelius said 

quietly.  “I do not enjoy standing at the head of an 

army.  We are here because the Marcomanni and the 

Quadi have invaded and looted our provinces, and 

have preferred warfare to negotiation.  We fight to 

protect ourselves, not to rearrange the world 

according to our preferences.  And in their own way, 

both of your candidates desire to do just that.”

“They do not understand it in those terms.  

They believe they are defending themselves by 

attacking groups and governments who have 

expressed hostility to the United States before those 

groups can grow strong enough to threaten physical 

harm to them.”

“You have described a country on the opposite 

side of the world, separated by thousands of miles of 

ocean from its nearest foes.  One which is powerful in 

war and trade and diplomacy.  Is it reasonable to 

assume that a small, weak state would invite defeat 

from a conflict with the United States?  No.  Their 

rhetoric is nothing but phlegm and mucus, delivered 

to elicit roars from the crowd.  Their ability to actually 

injure the United States, even in an era of great 

machines, must be extremely limited.  And would not 

the interests of the United States be better served by 

leaders who inquired into the causes of foreign 

hostility and sought to remove those?  You have 

described the legacy of competition that exists, for 

example, between the United States, and Russia, but 

what of Parthia?  Why are both candidates so set on an 

invasion of Parthia?  What is the history of this conflict 

between Parthia and the United States?”

“At the beginning of a great world war in the 

last century, the United States and Russia, who were 

at the time very temporarily allies, invaded Parthia in 
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order to use it as a supply corridor.  Ten years later, 

the chief minister of the king of Parthia expropriated 

the nation’s rock oil wells from a company owned by 

the government of Britain, a close ally of the United 

States, and in retaliation the United States sent spies to 

Parthia to depose him.  The United States then gave 

generous gifts to the king, who spent twenty-five 

years killing his opponents and suppressing every 

form of political and social dissent.  When he was 

finally overthrown, it was by a radical priest whose 

views were considered bizarre even by his own 

colleagues--but he was the only leader who had 

survived the king’s purges.  He resented the support 

that the United States had given the tyrant, and 

because he was no better than the man he replaced, 

the people also resented that the machinations of the 

United States had given them a succession of terrible 

rulers.  Now Parthia is striving to develop atomic 

weapons, but the United States opposes this because it 

fears Parthia will use them against Judaea, which is its 

ally, and because it is displeased that the Parthians 

have showed resentment of its actions.”

“The Jews and the Parthians have been causing 

disturbances for the last four hundred years.  It does 

not surprise me in the least that they should still be 

causing disturbances eighteen hundred years in the 

future.  With such a legacy of history, your candidates 

should realize how poor their chances of resolving the 

situation are.”

“Nevertheless, they are intent on stamping out 

opposition.”

“Especially when their opponents are sitting 

on valuable commodities, it seems.”

“That was often alleged as a motivating factor 

in the invasion of Assyria.”
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“And now it drives them to invade Syria.  Tell 

me, did this Trump, who is so eager to hand Syria 

over to his fellow merchants, favor the invasion of 

Assyria?”

“At first he did.  Then he opposed it, thinking 

it unlikely to succeed.”

“Then why does he now hold that an invasion 

of Syria will be a success?”

“Naught but an as of difference between 

them,” Commodus commented.

“Because he believes that if he can destroy the 

rebel leaders and a large amount of the population 

using flying machines, and delegate the invasion itself 

to private enterprises, the cost to his army will be 

minimal.”

“He would kill the bystanders along with the 

rebels?”

“He considers them all to be rebels, or at least 

abetting the rebels, even though the civilian 

population of Syria has suffered terribly at the hands 

of the Islamic State.”

“Does he not realize that he damages the 

world and himself by indiscriminate slaughter?  There 

is very little to choose between your two candidates.  

One is merely content with threatening the rest of the 

world, or not speaking to it; the other wishes to go 

farther and kill not only his enemies but anyone who 

could have possibly been near his enemies.  Because 

they are afraid.  To pick out half the world as your 

foes, to blame someone you have injured for hating 

you, to seek to prevent any injury through preemptive 

destruction--that is fear.  If someone despises you, that 

is their problem.  If you allow their contempt to force 

you into a reaction that injures yourself, then they 

have defeated you regardless of the outcome of your 
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actions.  To allow your emotions--fear, greed, 

arrogance, pride, hatred--to drive you so is to choose 

to be harmed.  And to choose to be harmed is to harm 

yourself.  Have any of these groups ever succeeded in 

harming the United States directly?”

“None of those that the candidates currently 

name as their greatest enemies.  However, they regard 

those groups as being of the same mold as one that 

did inflict a single blow on the United States fifteen 

years ago.”

“If a dog steals a man’s food, and the man is 

half-blind so that he can see only dimly, and the man 

beats the first cat he comes across because it walks on 

four legs and he therefore considers it must be the 

culprit, that would be as reasonable as the attitude of 

your candidates.  What did this single group 

achieve?”

“It destroyed two large office buildings and 

damaged the headquarters of the army.  Over five 

thousand people died.”

“And the population of the United States, 

again?”

“Three hundred millions.”

“What was their response to this attack?”

“They invaded Assyria and Bactria7, the 

nations they considered responsible.  They lost more 

than six thousand soldiers in the campaigns, and 

another fifty thousand were wounded.  The war cost 

them as much again as their normal military budget 

for ten years.  Over two hundred thousand civilians 

and soldiers in the nations they invaded died.”

“Could the cost of misplaced passion be any 

clearer?  Had they contented themselves with 

proportional vengeance, or shrugged off the damage 
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as something that they could easily repair, they would 

have suffered much less.  Instead, their anger has 

harmed them as much as it has injured their enemies.  

And now both candidates would like to repeat this 

process against different nations that they believe 

represent the same sort of threat?”

“They would.”

“What sort of army do they have to turn to 

their ends, and what attitude would each of them 

adopt towards the soldiers?”

“Clinton has very little to say on the subject.  

She has proposed to increase military pay, along with 

the wide variety of benefits currently given to former 

soldiers.  She also supports ongoing use of the armed 

forces, or a branch of them, to spy on citizens by 

reading their mail and monitoring their daily 

activities, which is possible due to machines that have 

recently been developed.  Generally, when she speaks 

of the armed forces, she describes the need for social 

change within their ranks, to be more inclusive of 

different groups that exist within the United States, or 

changes in efficiency to make them use fewer 

resources.

“Trump, while also supporting continued 

spying on the civilian population--they both fear 

treason--has promised to increase the military budget 

for both personnel and machines, expanding the size 

of the armed forces overall.  He also wishes to 

abrogate several treaties to which the United States is 

a party, particularly those that mandate just treatment 

for prisoners of war.  He favors a continuation of the 

policies of the last two presiding officers, who have 

permitted enemy captives to be systemically tortured 

in order to attempt to obtain military plans from them.  

These efforts have never produced useful results and 
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are vehemently opposed by much of the population.  

He has also explicitly stated that he will kill the family 

of anyone who fights the United States; he did not 

even draw a distinction in this regard between rebels 

and the soldiers of a national army.  Additionally, he 

wishes to move troops four thousand miles across the 

western ocean in order to threaten Serica.”

“His definition of leadership appears to be 

personal violence.”

“It is said that is why he approves so highly of 

the presiding officer of Russia, who is also a strong 

man.”

“How large is their army, that they wish to 

expand it?”

“In numbers, fourteen hundred thousand 

troops on active service.  This includes the navy as 

well as those who operate the flying machines.  There 

are a million more in reserve.  The United States 

maintains four thousand three hundred soldiers for 

every million people, as compared to six thousand six 

hundred per million for Rome.”

“By our standards, then, that would not seem 

unreasonable.  Are their soldiers well paid?”

“They receive a great many benefits in 

addition to their wages.  Their medical care and 

education are paid for even after they leave the army.  

Consequently, their wages are smaller.  They receive 

approximately seventy percent of the average wage 

for a civilian laborer.”

“Our soldiers are paid two to three times as 

much as workers.  Does this not result in mutiny?  Or 

is that what your candidates would attempt to 

prevent?”

“They have never mentioned it.  Discipline in 

the army is severe, and soldiers receive extensive 
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training aimed at suppressing their natural desire to 

defy their commanders.  The United States has refined 

these procedures to achieve almost guaranteed 

success.”

“Eighty percent of our annual expenditures go 

towards the army.  How much does the United States 

spend?”

“Just over twenty percent.  But it represents a 

great deal more in terms of labor.  A Roman will work 

for less than two weeks out of the year to pay for the 

army.  An American will work for three.”

“But they have fewer soldiers in proportion to 

their population than we do, and those soldiers are 

paid less.”

“The machines which the armed forces 

purchase--flying machines, mechanized ships, 

armored carriages bearing ballistae of great range, 

library and communications machines--consume most 

of their funds.  To purchase a single new ship costs 

them as much as maintaining a hundred and thirty 

thousand soldiers for a year, and they possess nearly 

three hundred fighting ships.”

“And it is this army that both candidates wish 

to enlarge?  What of the militia?”

“In the United States it exists only as a third-

level reserve force of the army, and is trained and 

supplied by the state.”

“Are their armed forces effective?”

“They boast of having the greatest military 

machine in the world.  That is the term used for men 

as well as devices: machine.”

“It is suggestive.  But the smallest barbarian 

tribe on the farthest shores of the German ocean 

makes the same boast of its own fighting men.  Can 

the armies of the United States win wars?”
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“Their record is mixed.”

“How many wars have they won and lost in 

the past hundred years?”

“That is difficult to say, since the United States 

has involved itself in many conflicts that its 

government did not officially declare to be wars.”

“That is an evasion.  Of those that it did 

declare, then.”

“In the last century it has fought six.  It was 

victorious in the first two.  The third was a stalemate.  

The fourth and longest was a humiliating loss at the 

hands of irregular troops and militia.  The fifth was a 

quick and decisive victory.  The last, in Assyria and 

Bactria, was a loss.  The United States attempted to 

remove hostile rulers and replace them with client 

kings, but succeeded only in creating a condition of 

endemic rebellion within these nations.”

“But of course,” Aurelius said, suddenly 

making the connection.  “Assyria and Bactria are 

rough territory ideal for prolonged resistance.  As, 

presumably, was the region where they fought their 

fourth war.  Their machines can perform mechanical 

wonders, but they cannot understand human actions.  

Are their generals aware of this?”

“Some of them profess an awareness.  One, 

who commanded their forces in both Bactria and 

Assyria before becoming the chief of their spies, wrote 

a manual for his soldiers explaining the need for them 

to adopt more flexible tactics.  He suggested that they 

work to conciliate and win the good will of the local 

inhabitants, rather than summoning their flying 

machines to indiscriminately destroy any opposition.”

“How was his work received?”

“It was praised, and ignored.  The other 

commanders of the United States continued with their 
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existing plans: building fortifications, sending heavily 

armed convoys through restless areas to display their 

power, attempting to abduct or kill prominent men of 

the former regime, and maintaining themselves very 

visibly in the position of foreign conquerors rather 

than well-meaning liberators.”

“Diplomacy should always precede invasion.  

If your intentions are false from the beginning, you 

will at least have the credit among your peers of 

having tried for a fair solution.  If your intentions are 

honest, you may be able to resolve the dispute and 

spare your men and treasure.  But it seems that neither 

of your candidates comprehends this.  It is particularly 

obvious in the case of Clinton; if she was formerly in 

charge of your nation’s foreign policy, she should be 

familiar with the tactic.  Instead, she would force 

obedience where no obedience is due.”

“In that respect both candidates are expressing 

the wishes of a large majority of their prospective 

voters.  Those on one side in politics assume that, 

because the United States is the wealthiest and most 

powerful of nations, and because its civilization is 

considered the most learned, it is entitled to impose its 

will on the remainder of the world for its own benefit.  

The other side holds that, because the United States is 

the nation which grants the greatest number of 

individual freedoms and privileges to its citizens, it 

must compel the rest of the world to follow its lead in 

the name of human progress.”

“There is no progress.  That is a fallacy.  

Everything passes away, states, nations, tribes, 

learning, riches.  To concern yourself excessively with 

preserving any of them is a waste of time.”

“The people of the United States do not think 

so.”
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“And so they elect demagogues who echo their 

roars of blood-lust.  Is the sitting presiding officer 

another of their kind?”

“The sitting presiding officer has been noted 

for his efforts to better diplomatic relations with the 

other nations of the world, and particularly for his 

seeking a peaceful solution to the Parthian dispute.”

“Which both his potential successors reject.  

They disdain diplomacy, and they clamor for more 

machines to fight their battles in spite of knowing that 

their machines cannot stand against men.  And yet 

you also speak of their enthusiasm for the use of 

machines to spy on citizens.  On which citizens?  

Those who are noted opponents of the state?  The 

political rivals of the party in power?  Those who are 

habitual criminals?”

“On all of the above, and at random on every 

citizen.”

“You cannot be serious.  You said they have 

three hundred million citizens.”

“They do.”

“And they attempt to spy on them all?  That is 

impossible.”

“They have hundreds of thousands of spies at 

their disposal.  Even so, their goal is not to actively 

track the activities of individuals, but to search their 

letters for words or phrases or contacts with others 

that might suggest they are engaged in a conspiracy 

against the state.”

“But that goal is unattainable.”

“Yes.  All the resources they have devoted to 

the task have been insufficient to provide them with 

advance notice of merely criminal operations, or to 

make them aware of their operations being 

compromised from within.  The amount of 
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information they must handle is too great to be used 

effectively.”

“Then why continue it?”

“Because they are afraid.”

“So afraid that they undertake an impossible 

task at an immense waste of time and money?  More 

to the point, why do they fear their own citizens so 

much?”

“For the very reason that their citizens are 

protected by the guarantees of their constitution, and 

mere opposition to the state cannot be suppressed by 

the state.  So the spies watch them, waiting for 

expressed opposition to be translated into action.”

“And there are traitors among these spies?”

“A number of them, who have not given the 

details of the spy rings to foreign states, but have 

published them so that their fellow citizens would 

know they are being observed.  Otherwise, the 

surveillance would have remained secret.  Of the two 

most important of these men, one is serving thirty 

years in a military prison; the other fled to Russia to 

escape the same fate.  To do no more than reveal the 

existence of these efforts was a crime.”

“Is not the Congress forbidden to make speech 

illegal or punish it?

“In law, yes.  In practice, when men are afraid, 

they put the law aside with other laws.”

“And punish those who call attention to their 

deviousness.  What complex minds your candidates 

must have, to no doubt speak with love of their 

country’s traditions and ideals, and then to set them 

aside quite publicly when those same ideals threaten 

their lives.”
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“That is their explicit opinion, given on various 

occasions.  That the security and safety of the country 

is more important than the freedom of the person.”

“That is, no doubt, a popular stance with the 

army and will help to ensure its loyalty, but it cannot 

appeal much to the rest of the community.  

Incidentally, if the active army is so large, they must 

have a great many veterans in their society.”

“More than twenty million.”

“Do these represent a particular voting block, 

or a known danger to the state?”

“As a rule, they vote Republican, as 

traditionally the Republican Party has been more 

favorable towards increasing the size and budget of 

the armed forces, although it has opposed expansions 

of the donatives given to veterans at the end of their 

enlistment.”

“Have either of the candidates made special 

appeals to veterans?”

“Clinton has stated that reported problems 

with providing medical care for veterans and their 

families--which is the most important benefit given to 

those who have served in the armed forces--are mostly 

imaginary and that most veterans are satisfied with 

their treatment.  Nevertheless, she has volunteered to 

increase funding for military physicians and 

medicines.  Trump has proposed to do the same.  

Neither has provided specifics of their proposals, or 

has addressed the issue of post-traumatic stress 

disorder, which is the foremost popular cause of 

discontent with the treatment of veterans.”

“What is that?”

“It is a term given to a mental problem 

experienced by former soldiers, where they continue 
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to feel spontaneous fear or panic for months or years 

after returning to their homes and safety.”

“And this is frequent?”

“It occurs in one in seven of those soldiers who 

fought in Assyria and Bactria.  It struck as many as 

three out of ten of those who fought in their disastrous 

fourth war south of Serica.”

“But stress is normal and therefore cannot be 

bad.  Indeed, it is almost a virtue, as it stimulates our 

minds to develop new and creative solutions to 

problems.  Our greatest engineering, philosophy, and 

literature all spring from eras and locations where war 

or the threat of war was perpetual.  And the people of 

the United States fear this, too?  How can they 

innovate without stress driving them on?  And why 

should they think this disorder abnormal when all of 

their politicians clearly suffer from it?  Clinton fears 

Russia; Trump fears Serica; they both fear the people 

they would presume to lead.  You cannot lead by fear.  

Do they also fear that veterans are a threat to the state 

because of the training they have received?”

“As a rule, no.  The military training of the 

United States, while it does impart combat skills, also 

instills a sense of behavior and a set of beliefs in 

soldiers that induce them to obey authority.  Their 

training is more mental than physical.  Consequently, 

blind loyalty to the state is highest among veterans, 

except for a small percentage who believe that the 

state will target them for death or imprisonment if 

they resist unjust laws.”

“Do they intend to resist?”

“They speak of it with enjoyment, and of 

arming themselves for it before the state can confiscate 

their weapons.”
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“Is not the Congress prohibited, again, from 

limiting the bearing of arms?  But I suppose they have 

overstepped their role in this as in other areas.”

“There is always legislation pending that 

would limit access to arms, or the sort of arms that 

may be possessed by citizens, in the interest of public 

safety.  Particularly this year, after an egregious mass 

murder in my own province.”

“Where do the candidates stand on this?”

“Early in her career, Clinton favored weapons 

ownership and solicited support from hunters.  Now 

she calls for the registration of all arms, for allowing 

weapons manufacturers to be sued by the families of 

anyone who was killed by one of their products, and 

a ban on what are termed, in the United States, 

‘assault weapons’.  She claims that new restrictions are 

truly desired by the majority of the population, but are 

being blocked in Congress by an alliance between 

manufacturers and weapons enthusiasts who have no 

concern for the public welfare.

“Trump has also reversed himself on this issue.  

During earlier political campaigns, he supported 

prohibiting the possession of assault weapons 

altogether, and favored imposing what they call a 

waiting period: anyone wishing to purchase arms 

would have to wait several days after paying for a 

weapon to take possession of it.  This was intended to 

prevent those in a rage from gaining immediate access 

to weapons in order to commit murder.  He currently 

portrays himself as opposed to both a ban on assault 

weapons and to any limitations on the carrying of 

weapons.  He also makes much of his own possession 

of a permit for carrying concealed weapons.

“I should also explain that in the United States, 

arms are rarely considered to be swords, spears, or 
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bows.  Instead, the word refers to miniaturized, 

handheld ballistae, which hurl small metal projectiles 

at high speeds, and are usually able to expel a number 

of such projectiles before reloading.  These weapons 

are powered by chemical reactions.  Possession of 

ballistae which use certain mechanisms to release 

projectiles more quickly, or which release projectiles 

above a certain size, are already prohibited without a 

special license from the state.”

“Their terminology is a contradiction.  To call 

any object, regardless of what it does, an ‘assault 

weapon’ is redundant.  A weapon by definition is 

something used to commit an assault.  But I presume 

that the term has a certain legal meaning in the United 

States?”

“While various provinces use different legal 

definitions, they generally include a detachable 

container for projectiles; an attachment for a knife, 

which allows the ballista to be used as a spear in close 

combat; protective devices to shield the wearer from 

the heat and light produced by the chemical reactions 

driving the weapon; devices that reduce the recoil felt 

by the ballista’s user; and a folding shaft that allows 

the user to adjust the length of the ballista to best suit 

the length of his arms.”

“These all appear to be adaptations that allow 

the weapons to function more effectively.”

“That is what the school of thought headed by 

Clinton objects to.”

“That their culture has invented a device that 

is readily adapted to become more useful?  If a tool 

does what it is designed for, than it works; the actions 

of that tool’s users should not be permitted to sway 

one’s objective opinion of the tool itself.  The same 
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absence of logic is evident in her desire to allow the 

manufacturers of tools to be sued.”

“Such an argument has been made by 

opponents of an assault weapons ban, that the weapon 

cannot be held accountable for the acts of its owner.  

Proponents of the ban counter that the mere existence 

of such weapons is an invitation to use them, that if 

they were removed from circulation the number of 

murders, and particularly of mass murders, would 

decrease.”

“Is there any evidence of this?”

“On the whole, no.  Various social 

philosophers have drawn different conclusions from 

the evidence available to them; there is no consensus.”

“Obviously if you removed all weapons from 

a society, then its murder rates would drop, since 

weapons enable the weak to kill more easily.  But is 

such a course practical?  How many ballistae are there 

in the United States?”

“Approximately three hundred million, 

roughly one per citizen.”

“Again, that number is far too high to be 

managed by a government with other and weightier 

responsibilities.  In fact, why does the government not 

fear that taking the most effective weapons out of the 

hands of its citizens will undermine the functionality 

of the militia and the armed forces?”

“Because their militia, while nominally 

consisting of every citizen of military age, is effectively 

nonexistent, and those parts of it which remain 

operational are provided with weapons by the state.  

Also their army is so small, compared to the 

population as a whole, that relatively few men and 

women will serve in the armed forces, and thus prior 

familiarity with weapons is not considered a necessary 
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prerequisite for enlistment.  Finally, with the 

proliferation of machines, the number and importance 

of infantry soldiers has declined considerably.  It is 

possible for a soldier who enters the branch of the 

armed forces responsible for the flying machines to 

spend his entire career without ever using a ballista 

except during occasional training exercises.”

“I see.  They would rather spend their money 

on machines which do not not have nearly the 

usefulness of infantry, and which are more easily 

controlled than soldiers with individual weapons, 

reinforcing the pattern of mental training you 

previously mentioned.  And no doubt the 

manufacturers of the machines are very generous to 

both the commanders and those members of the 

Congress in a position to approve the purchase of 

more new machines.”

“That is an ongoing problem.”

“There has never been an army that 

contractors have not tried to fleece.  But to return to 

the subject of ballistae, apart from being irrational, 

these restrictions that both Clinton and Trump have 

suggested at one time or another are contemptible.  It 

is as if I were to march through the environs of Rome 

with a cohort at my back, calling on each household to 

produce its weapons and confiscating spears that were 

above a certain length or arrows that were more 

numerous than a family was entitled to possess.  No 

state which is truly interested in pursuing the welfare 

of its people would subject them to such annoyance or 

humiliation, not if it did not wish to provoke them 

into rebellion.”

“Avoiding public humiliation is not a concern 

for most citizens of the United States.  Staying alive is 

a much higher priority to them.”
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“And they feel that prohibiting the possession 

of improved ballistae will make such a difference to 

their survival?”

“The Democratic Party does, at least.”

“The United States seems to keep its figures 

well.  In the past year, how many murders were 

committed using the improved ballistae, which 

Clinton proposes to prohibit, and how many were 

committed with those of a simpler design?”

“The available figures do not differentiate in 

that way.  Just under twelve thousand murders took 

place in the United States in the last full year for which 

statistics have been prepared.  More than five and a 

half thousand of those were committed with ballistae 

designed to be operated with one hand.  Five hundred 

and ten were committed with ballistae designed for 

two-handed use, and two hundred and forty-eight out 

of those were ballistae of a type that might or might 

not have been the improved varieties that Clinton has 

expressed a desire to restrict.”

“In other words, at least twenty times as many 

murders are carried out with weapons that would not 

be affected by her proposed legislation in any case.”

“Yes.”

“That is akin to attempting to crush a tortoise 

with a temple.  It is a waste of effort.  Is there a reason 

the people of the United States are preoccupied with 

the threat posed by these improved ballistae in spite of 

the comparative rarity with which they are used to 

kill?”

“The single-handed ballistae are perceived as 

the appropriate weapons of the private citizen for self-

defense: concealable so as not to frighten their 

neighbors, and effective chiefly against an attack at 

short range.  The improved ballistae, the assault 
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weapons, are pictured as the weapons of insurgents 

and revolutionaries attempting to terrorize the 

population.”

“The picture, then, is fallacious.  In any case, 

the people of the United States are unusually fortunate 

in spite of the abundance of weapons in their society.  

Were we to enjoy such peace, we should see no more 

than forty murders a year in Rome itself.  If they 

expect to stamp out violence altogether, they are fated 

to be disappointed.  Violence is woven into human 

behavior.  It is ineradicable.  It is normal, not 

abnormal as you suggest they hysterically think of it.  

And if it is a normal part of life, than its consequences 

must be met without fear.”

“That is not much consolation to my fellow 

countrymen.”

“Your fellow countrymen are a fearful race.  

Eager to torture and kill others on foreign soil, but 

quivering in terror lest someone should kill them on 

their own soil.  Do they also prohibit the carrying of 

weapons within the pomerium?”

“They have no definition of the pomerium8 as 

such.  They have various areas in which the carrying 

of weapons by private citizens is prohibited, but these 

are generally government buildings, schools, and 

other public places.”

“But the carrying of weapons is not also 

prohibited to soldiers in these places?”

“No.  In fact, the cities of the United States 

maintain large urban cohorts, armed with full military 

equipment, for the purposes of suppressing disorder 
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and arresting criminals.  These cohorts number more 

than seven hundred thousand men across the nation.  

The cohorts of the Congress alone, tasked only with 

protecting the buildings on their Capitoline Hill--

which is called after Rome’s, by the way--number 

more than two thousand.  And that does not include 

separate forces tasked with protection of senior 

officials, diplomats, and so on.  The cohorts 

maintained by the various branches of the state, 

separate from the urban cohorts and the army, contain 

another two hundred thousand soldiers.”

“How are the people to preserve their liberties 

in the face of forces such as these, which can block 

their access to the government and enforce whatever 

laws the government desires?”

“They are not expected to have to do so.  Their 

liberties are considered sufficiently protected by the 

constitution of the republic.  As for the state, it is 

considered immortal and immutable.”

“And thus infallible?”

“Yes.”

“This practice of maintaining a separate army 

with which to threaten its own citizens is the worst 

thing I have yet heard of the United States.  What do 

your candidates think of it?”

“Clinton is associated with a famously brutal 

crime bill that her husband, as presiding officer, 

signed into law twenty years ago.  She has not 

disclaimed her support for it since then.  Its provisions 

included increasing the size of the urban cohorts--

which has been done, by some twenty-five percent, 

since that time--and increasing the number and length 

of prison sentences handed down by the magistrates.  

Far from distancing herself from her previous 

position, she continues to advocate doubling state 
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funding for certain programs carried out by the 

cohorts, while at the same time promising protesters 

that she will reduce the number of people jailed.  

Execution is rare and exile forbidden in the United 

States, so her preferred policies have resulted in a 

prison population of more than two million, giving 

the United States the highest rate of imprisonment in 

the world.  The only solution she has suggested for 

reducing crime is that of persuading communities to 

trust the cohorts to a greater degree.  She proposed 

this idea in a nation where the cohorts are under 

constant criticism for killing, on average, a thousand 

civilians a year, and where they selectively target 

various ancestral groups for prosecution.

“Trump’s opinions are very similar to hers, 

only more extreme and violent.  He called the cohorts 

‘the most misunderstood people in the United States’.  

In a nation where execution is widely opposed, he 

wishes to make it mandatory for a number of crimes.  

For those convictions where capital sentences may not 

be handed down, he desires to increase the minimum 

prison sentences that magistrates may impose.  In 

direct violation of the traditional and constitutional 

rights of citizens, he has called for the mass arrest of 

political protesters and demonstrators.  He has stated 

his intention of building up a nationwide network of 

informers to report their friends and neighbors not 

just for crimes but for potential crimes as well.  He 

also wishes to triple the size of the cohorts tasked with 

preventing foreigners from crossing the borders of the 

United States without permission.

“The most debated issue of the campaign, as 

far as the role of the urban cohorts is concerned, has to 

do with a set of laws which make the possession, 

consumption, or trade in a number of medicines 
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illegal unless provided by a physician.  These 

medicines, which include hemp, opium, various 

mushrooms, and in particular a shrub native to the 

continent of South America, are used not only in 

medical treatment but also as a form of recreation, to 

provide feelings of pleasure.  Because the state 

considers that their use induces a mental state that 

encourages the commission of crimes, and because the 

relaxation and pleasure they produce are believed to 

make workers less efficient, it has tasked the cohorts 

with eliminating the trade in these medicines.  Those 

caught trading in them are given unusually heavy 

prison sentences, often for life after a repeated offense.  

Most of those prosecuted under these laws are the 

urban poor, to whom fewer opportunities for 

employment are available.  In spite of widespread 

discontent, both Clinton and Trump have expressed 

support for the continued illegality of these medicines 

and the use of the cohorts to suppress the trade.  The 

only exception they would make is for the use of 

hemp under the supervision of a physician, and even 

then, Clinton proposes no more than to make the 

current punishments less severe for medical use.”

Aurelius sat up, visibly angry.

“These two are not only cowards, they are 

devoid of any moral sense.  If you have a law, then 

enforce it fairly.  If your cohorts refuse to enforce it 

fairly, disband them and replace them.  It is better to 

have no law at all than laws that are so written that 

they are consistently disobeyed, or a system of justice 

which provides justice unevenly.  To convict two 

million men of crimes--two entire Romes!--suggests 

that it is the laws and the cohorts alike which are at 

fault, rather than the population as a whole.  Or are 
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the people of the United States more inclined to crime 

than those of the rest of the world?”

“No.  Most of those who are imprisoned in the 

United States were convicted of possessing or trading 

in the various prohibited medicines.  And of those 

individuals who are fined rather than imprisoned--

and there are millions more of these, who are 

regarded as criminals even if they have never been 

jailed--their crime is almost always that of traveling 

too fast on a public road, or leaving their carriages in 

a prohibited area.”

“And the state imposes fines for this?”

“Not the state, but the provinces and cities.  

Their cohorts roam the highways, seeking out those 

who travel above a set rate of speed.  When they find 

such a driver, they serve him with a notice to appear 

in court, which he may avoid doing if he admits his 

guilt and pays the fine without demanding a trial.”

“Neither of the candidates has spoken against 

this practice?”

“Hardly.  They regard it as rendering a 

valuable public service, without which the roads 

would be unsafe.”

“Such a 'public service’ is a hypocritical 

subversion of the right to a trial which you described 

as guaranteed to citizens of the United States by their 

constitution.  By encouraging the accused to admit 

guilt out of a sense of convenience, it encourages them 

to think of trials and judicial proceedings as 

unnecessary.  To be accused is to be convicted.  More 

than that, it is corruption given legal sanction.  These 

fines are imposed not for the purpose of maintaining 

order, but so that the cohorts and the provincial 

officials may extract money from the population with 

no pretence of providing a benefit in return.  Here, in 
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the territories of Rome, when I find a man who has 

stolen from those he governs, I strip him of his office 

and turn his gains back into the public treasury.  It 

seems that in the United States, however, that so far 

from being punishable by the law, corruption is part 

of the law.  And your candidates support this?”

“Neither has ever objected to it, which is a sign 

of approval.  Nor would they be likely to speak out 

against it.”

“Then you are fortunate in that your presiding 

officer is not also a magistrate, because neither of them 

could be expected to deal justly.  Does the presiding 

officer retain the power to pardon?”

“He does.”

“How can he do so if he has no opportunity to 

hear their cases?”

“His secretaries and ministers make 

recommendations to him, and he judges according to 

their reports.”

“That is a perversion of the power.  Without a 

right to appeal to the head of the state, a pardon 

becomes a question of connections, and who can pay 

the highest price for access to the ruler’s ear.  But it is 

of a piece with the remainder of your system.  People 

imprisoned for seeking that which gives pleasure, for 

being brisk and efficient, or fined without trial--it 

seems that most of your criminals have harmed no 

one.  If an action does not harm anyone, least of all the 

community as a whole, than it has not harmed the 

leader of the community.  The vehemence shown by 

your would-be leaders, their eagerness to punish those 

who have done injury to no one, and least of all to 

themselves, is truly terrifying, because they have not 

been injured at all.  Do they consider the actions of the 

citizenry to be dangerous, or unhealthy?  If so, they 
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should correct those who err, as gently and reasonably 

as possible.”

“Prisons in the United States are called 

correctional facilities.”

“A change of name does not change what they 

are.  Doing violence to someone is not an appeal to his 

reason and will ultimately be unsuccessful.  Where a 

leader rules through fear, resentment and hate will 

follow; where hate lingers, there is the death of the 

leader and the state.  And if a leader cannot correct the 

public, then he should content himself with repairing 

any damage they may do.  Furthermore, in 

determining his course of action, he should look 

beyond the actions of men to explore their 

motivations.  I have pardoned murderers whom I 

considered to have been justified in taking the lives of 

others.  To have worked myself into a rage at them 

would not have benefited me, or their victims, or 

them.  But your Clinton and Trump--they seek out 

reasons to hate others, to treat other people as 

enemies.  They would do better to be tolerant of others 

and strict with themselves.”

“Self-denial is not popular among the upper 

classes of the United States.”

“Therefore, they resent that the lower classes 

should share in any of their abandonment, and from 

that comes their hatred of those who use medicines for 

pleasure.  To indulge excessively in any intoxicant is 

to do yourself a disservice, but no one else.  The 

burden is yours alone.  To claim that it is dangerous to 

the community is an obvious lie.  And where is their 

evidence for that lie?  The work of Pliny is still known 

in your time?”

“And esteemed.”

“And Galen?”
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“Even more so.”

“Then your contemporaries should also know 

that Pliny explained the medical properties of hemp 

centuries before their ancestors were born, and that 

Galen has described for posterity how it is commonly 

consumed in desserts and cakes.  Indeed, you--or 

rather your speaker--have eaten some not so very long 

ago.  As for opium, I should have suffered a great deal 

more in recent years without it.  Each of these things 

occurs in nature, and as such it is perfectly reasonable 

for humans to consume them.  How is it unnatural, or 

criminal, to put into your body what nature gave?”

“Many of the objections to these medicines 

have to do with the way in which they are processed 

or cooked, to enhance their effects and strengthen 

their properties.”

“Strengthening the essence of a substance 

makes it more like itself.  It does not alter it.  In any 

case, how is that different from baking bread or 

fermenting wine?  Having these things, knowing what 

they can do, we naturally desire them, thinking they 

are good.  In many instances they are good.  And how 

cruel to forbid people to want what they think is good 

for them.  And yet that’s just what you won’t let them 

do when you get angry at their misbehavior.  They’re 

drawn toward what they think is good for them.  Well, 

if it isn’t, prove it to them instead of losing your 

temper.”

“It is easier for a politician to lose his temper 

than to prove his points.”

“Then the politician should disclaim any 

pretense to leadership, and the leader should refrain 

from sending cohorts to attack those whose only crime 

is disagreeing with him.  But your would-be leaders 

seek to expand the size of the cohorts at their disposal.  
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I am astonished that you have mentioned no 

widespread popular resistance to such efforts.”

“Most people are unaware that it is taking 

place, and at the provincial and city levels of 

government, they even approve of increasing the size 

of the cohorts, as they view it as an appropriate 

response to increasing crime.”

“Their silence is what has encouraged your 

candidates to continue the process of expansion.  Why 

does Trump wish to increase the size of certain 

cohorts so drastically?”

“Because those are the units charged with 

preventing immigration to the United States.”

“The United States wishes to prevent 

immigration?”

“A substantial number of its people do, yes.  It 

is perhaps the most talked-about issue of the 

campaign.”

“Explain the candidates’ views, please.”

“First I should explain that over a million 

individuals arrive legally in the United States each 

year.  Foreigners must receive permission from the 

state to dwell within its borders, and obtaining this 

permission is a lengthy process which usually requires 

several years, the exchange of a great deal of 

correspondence, and the payment of substantial fees.  

Also, following the required procedures is no 

guarantee that a permit to reside in the United States 

will be granted; in practice, the state grants them only 

to scholars, artisans, the wealthy, and relatives of 

existing citizens.  Manual laborers are never given 

permits at all.  This imbalance has resulted in the 

number of immigrants who have arrived in the United 

States illegally rising to more than eleven million.  

Most have walked across the land border from Mexico 
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in the southern part of the country.  These eleven 

million form a disposable workforce that can be 

employed in the most menial jobs and at the lowest 

wages because they are not eligible for the same legal 

protections as citizens or legal residents, and thus 

employers connive at and facilitate their presence.

“Clinton originally called for suppressing 

illegal immigration and the deportation of all illegal 

immigrants.  She has again reversed her position, and 

now offers support for a negotiated solution that 

would allow these immigrants to obtain legal 

residency by alternative means.  In the United States, 

permits from the state are required in order to drive a 

carriage.  On one occasion Clinton expressed 

opposition to allowing illegal immigrants to obtain 

these permits, and then changed her mind two 

minutes later.  If children arrive in the country 

without their parents, either on their own or 

consigned to relatives, she wishes to send them back 

to their country of origin, regardless of whether or not 

their families can be found.

“Trump has been more vehement on this issue 

than any other.  He regards all illegal immigrants as 

either rapists or job thieves, whose poverty is a threat 

to the high wages that he believes United States 

workers are entitled to.  To rectify the problem, he 

wishes to deport all illegal immigrants, which would 

cost an amount equivalent to the annual wages of 

eighteen and a half million average laborers; limit 

legal immigration; and construct a 2,200 mile-long 

wall across the border between the United States and 

Mexico, at a cost equivalent to the annual wages of 

seven hundred and forty-eight thousand workers.  To 

him, a nation’s physical border defines its existence; if 

the border is not preserved intact, he says, the nation 
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disappears.  Since the United States constitution 

grants citizenship to all those born within the borders 

of the United States, he wishes to amend the 

constitution, a difficult process, in order to eliminate 

this provision and thwart parents who arrange to have 

their children born in the United States so the children 

will receive the benefits of citizenship.  He is also 

particularly hostile to adherents of the Islamic faith, 

holding them all responsible for the Islamic State’s 

opposition to the United States, and wishes to prohibit 

any believer in Islam from entering the country, 

including those who are already citizens.”

“This talk of a physical border is confusing.  Is 

the United States divided from Mexico by a river or a 

mountain range?”

“There are rivers and mountains that form part 

of the border, yes, but in many places the border is no 

more than a line in the desert agreed upon by treaty.”

“But that is unenforceable.  A nation’s 

boundary is determined by the area in which those 

people live who pay tribute to the state, or who 

recognize its authority.  These boundaries may change 

as communities grow or shift or change their 

allegiance, either willingly or by force.  They are 

human.  They are not physical lines across the earth.”

“That is not the legal view in the United States.  

Borders, like the state, are immutable.  If they were 

allowed to be changed at any time by popular 

demand, then the organized states would disintegrate, 

pulled apart as the inhabitants gravitated towards 

local centers of power.  It is a convention respected by 

all states in order to ensure their mutual survival.”

“So if a large number of communities in 

Mexico wished to transfer their allegiance to the 

United States, they would not be permitted to do so?”
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“If they offered to do so, the United States 

government would reject their request as a violation of 

international law.”

“Then it is your laws and political concepts of 

statehood which are the source of your immigration 

problem.  If you were willing to annex communities 

that adjoined your borders and wished to become part 

of your nation, you both would gain and no question 

would arise as to their legal status.  But you cannot do 

so, all as a result of your insistence on physical 

borders.  Neither the United States nor its potential 

immigrants benefit by such an arrangement; why 

continue with it?”

“Because it is easier to do so than to confront 

the problem of what to do with eleven million 

people.”

“Why do anything about them?  They are 

already there.  They are desperately needed by your 

economy, it seems, since your government allows 

them to be exploited by your merchants.  This is what 

I do not understand about your candidates.  A large 

population benefits the state.  It increases the supply 

of labor, allowing more land to be brought under 

cultivation, more tradesmen trained, and more tax 

revenues collected, thereby encouraging the 

construction of public works.  It increases the mixing 

between nations which is stimulating to the 

development of new ideas.  It slowly extends, in our 

case, the influence of Rome across the world as 

immigrants absorb our culture and transmit elements 

of it back to their homelands in their travels.  Why did 

the Marcomanni press down on us?  Because their 

land was full.  Northern Italy was not.  They invaded 

it.  We fought them and defeated them.  But when we 

had defeated them, and they accepted our terms, we 

68



allowed them to settle the territory they desired.  

Immigration is a boon to individuals and the 

community alike.  If we were willing to join hands 

with our enemies, why could you not do so with those 

who, far from fighting you, have been your loyal allies 

and even servants?”

“In part because they are servants.  The people 

of the United States consider themselves to be the 

foremost in the world, a race of leaders, and refuse to 

do many of the jobs for which disposable immigrants 

are hired.  In part it is because they have broken the 

law, and the feeling is strong that they must be held 

accountable.”

“I commend your respect for the law, but I 

must remind you again that the essence of the law is 

to preserve the community.  If the community is not 

endangered, you have no reason to bother yourself 

with the actions of others.  As for the law itself, it is 

foolish; what nation ever claimed that citizens alone 

were entitled to live within its boundaries?  Only one 

in ten individuals in Roman territory holds 

citizenship.”

“In the United States everyone must either 

hold citizenship or have permission from the state to 

reside there, and will enjoy the benefits conferred by 

that status.”

“You have no slaves or indentures?”

“Involuntary servitude is prohibited by the 

constitution.”

“That is an admirable principle, but it results 

in a difficult dilemma for you.  You will not work at 

certain tasks, because you are all leaders; you will not 

create a subsidiary social class of workers, because 

you are all equals; you will not force others to work 

for you; you will not allow lowly foreigners to work 
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for you openly.  You must either change the structure 

of your society, change your attitudes towards labor, 

or change your petty laws on registration, which are 

injurious to everyone and helpful to none.  And I 

believe you can deduce which of those alternatives is 

the simplest.”

“The people of the United States would never 

accept such a solution.  They are afraid for their jobs.”

“Afraid!  How many times tonight have I 

heard that word?  Cannot they find new jobs, or are 

they afraid even of seeking them?”

“Most of them spend a great deal of time 

seeking them after finishing their advanced education.  

Finding them is more difficult.  The machines have 

replaced many jobs, and the expense of education has 

forced many workers into multiple jobs, reducing the 

number of opportunities available to the rest of the 

population.”

“What do your candidates propose to do about 

this?”

“Clinton wishes to increase the amount of 

funding that the state provides for education.  

Students in the United States are required by law to 

undertake a minimum number of years of schooling, 

usually from ages six to eighteen, and most generally 

find that another four years of advanced instruction in 

a college is necessary in order to secure a job.  Clinton 

would redirect tax revenues to pay for both forms of 

education, including a sum equal to the annual wages 

of ten million workers for college-level education.  

However, she opposes allowing any of this tax 

revenue to be used to fund private schools, as she 

frowns on the development of minority or divergent 

viewpoints among students.  She also opposes 

measuring students’ progress through general 
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knowledge tests, which has become a centerpiece of 

the education system in the United States.

“Trump, on the other hand, favors testing, and 

has suggested making mandatory education more 

competitive, by making schools compete against each 

other for funding, in order to produce higher test 

scores.  Overall, he would prefer to cut public grants 

to schools, believing that those whose graduates have 

the most success in finding jobs will be patronized by 

future generations, while those which are less 

successful will shut down and thus not require public 

funds.  While the state at present underwrites a large 

number of loans for students enrolled in colleges, he 

wishes to selectively deny these to students studying 

the liberal arts.  In his view, such degrees are not 

relevant to securing employment and therefore have 

no value.”

“In other words, with or without tests, the 

education system of the United States is entirely 

focused on preparing students for life as laborers.”

“Yes.  This is further shown by the direction of 

state funding towards the study of knowledge which 

has an immediate practical application: mathematics, 

engineering, chemistry, medicine, and other sciences.”

“Does anyone in the United States study 

knowledge for its own sake?”

“Very few people, and these are generally 

considered to be outsiders, who are thought of as 

being impractical and detached from reality.”

“So success in making money through labor is 

how you define a good education.”

“Education is just a foundation.  You have to 

build something on it.”

“Why not try building yourself upon it?  You 

have spoken of tests and sciences and employment 
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and adherence to a standard canon.  What about 

improving your own mind?  Reducing your emotions?  

Distrusting your perceptions?  And most of all, 

serving humanity?  What do the schools of the United 

States have to teach on these subjects?”

“Very little.  These are regarded as matters of 

philosophy, and are only taught to students in the 

colleges who have an interest in the field.  They are 

not regarded as having a bearing on real life.  There is 

civics, which is universally taught, and generally takes 

the form of instructing students, at all levels of their 

education, in the virtues of the United States’s systems 

of government and economics.”

“So they teach obedience and mathematics.  I 

distrust this system you have described.  With no 

inquiry into themselves, they cannot inquire into the 

world around them, or come to thoroughly 

understand the work of their predecessors.  Education 

is a process, not a number of items to be memorized.  

This approach cannot produce good results even in 

terms of rote knowledge.  Is there a means of 

measuring its effectiveness?”

“There are comparative rankings, in which the 

abilities of students from the United States are 

compared with those of students from the other 

nations of the world.”

“Where does the United States stand in these?”

“As of the most thorough study, four years 

ago, the United States was ranked twenty-fourth in 

reading ability, twenty-eight in sciences, and thirty-

sixth in mathematics out of the sixty-five countries 

that participated in the test.”

“By your own tests, you are failing to train 

your students for the jobs which you would like them 

to have.  And yet both of your candidates wish to 
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forge ahead with the various components of this 

ineffective system.”

“Well, education does not have to qualify a 

student for a future job.  It’s just a process that has to 

be completed, like the cursus honorum in the Roman 

Republic.”

“The cursus honorum was designed to 

disqualify men of unproven ability.  Your system does 

not seem to do the same.  It appears designed to do 

nothing, in fact, but to fill in the years of your 

children’s lives with idleness when they could be 

better employed.”

“Child labor is heavily restricted in the United 

States.”

“Even when the child wishes to be gainfully 

employed?”

“Of course.”

“And when they graduate, if they have learned 

nothing?”

“They at least have a diploma certifying that 

they have graduated, which will allow them to be 

hired more readily.”

“What if their jobs call upon them to use 

knowledge that they were supposed to have learned?”

“Most of them will be doing jobs that don’t 

require specialized knowledge.  Operating simple 

machines, talking to others, carrying messages, 

keeping records.  And if they need to know 

something, their employers generally undertake to 

train them for one specific task.”

“Then why spend sixteen years educating 

them generally in the first place?”

“We can’t have an ignorant population.”

“And if they are ignorant when they 

graduate?”
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“They can still find jobs, since they have 

passed through the system.”

“Your reasoning is trapped in a loop without 

an exit.  What of those parents who educate their 

children at home, or privately?”

“There are not many.  They face legal obstacles 

to doing so.  In a number of provinces such education 

is deemed to provide too few opportunities to the 

students to interact and communicate with other 

children, and so it is restricted by the provincial 

authorities.  In addition, in most families, both parents 

must work in order to survive, and have no 

opportunity or funds for teaching their children 

privately.  So they are sent to public schools.”

“How do those children who are privately 

educated perform on your tests?”

“As a rule, higher than average.”

“Then such restrictions on private education 

are little more than an ignorant majority using the 

franchise to prevent individuals from excelling 

through application.  It is mob violence without the 

sticks and stones.  Quiet, but overwhelming.  But then 

the entire nature of your educational experiences is 

violent.  Students kept in effective servitude for 

sixteen years at little benefit to themselves.  They half-

master a few aspects of science, and worse than such 

half-learning is the way that learning is directed at 

operating machines and devices, subduing the natural 

world instead of recognizing that they are part of it or 

reflecting on its actions and purpose.  Perhaps that 

attitude is what has led to the damage to the earth that 

you described earlier.”

“It could be a motivating factor.”

“I would not have thought that mankind 

would ever become powerful enough to endanger the 
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very earth itself, and I still have trouble accepting such 

an idea.”

“There is a vehement minority across the 

United States that also refuses to accept the evidence 

of our philosophers.”

“What evidence have they presented?”

“The burning of rock oil and coal in huge 

quantities over the past two centuries, since the 

beginning of the machine age, has released heavy 

gases into the sky to such an extent that the air has 

grown heavier.  These gases can be measured, and 

their proportion has increased by nearly half since the 

arrival of the machines.  As a result, the air traps more 

sunlight and the average temperature of the earth has 

risen.  The glaciers which cap the high mountain 

ranges and the northern and southern poles of the 

globe have diminished or disappeared; in a few years 

there will be open sea all the way to the northern pole, 

which in your day is surrounded by ice for thousands 

of miles.  Sea levels have begun to rise and island 

nations are already making plans for evacuation.  The 

warming has been intensified as the forests of the 

earth have been cut down, as they formerly absorbed 

the gases released by the machines.  Sixty percent of 

all the forests which existed on earth have 

disappeared.  The soil their roots held in place blows 

away into the ocean.  Deserts grow, visibly 

encroaching on inhabited areas.”

“Does either of your candidates wish to abolish 

the machines that have caused this situation?”

“No.  That would be an unacceptable solution 

to all but a tiny number of radicals.”

“Then how do they propose to respond to it?”

“Clinton advocates developing the resources of 

rock oil and coal that are found in the United States, in 
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order to relieve the nation of dependence for its 

resources on imports.  At the same time, she wishes to 

offer financial rewards to manufacturers who build 

more efficient carriages, ones that deliver the same 

speed and range as existing designs while using less 

fuel.  She now promises to subsidize the development 

of what are called alternative fuels, oil distilled from 

plants or fluids produced from water, the latter of 

which are used only in star-ships at the moment.  

Previously she opposed the state awarding such 

subsidies.  She also encourages the building of new 

factories which generate energy using the principles of 

atomism, the same as in their most advanced 

weapons, and constructing other devices that will fuel 

their machines using sunlight.  These exist, but occupy 

large areas of land and are costly.  She further 

supports international treaties that would require 

signatory nations to limit the amount of gases they 

release.

“Trump holds the minority viewpoint which 

denies that the earth is warming at all.  He regards the 

theory as the work of enemies of the United States, 

specifically Serica, who are trying to handicap United 

States merchants and manufacturers.  Consequently 

he opposes any international treaties to combat the 

problem, and sees no reason for the United States to 

curb its fuel consumption at all, or to research fuels 

that would warm the earth less, since in his opinion 

there is no problem.  He would also decline to release 

state funds for such efforts as preventing soil erosion 

or walling coastal cities against sea level rise.”

“He does not trust the philosophers?”

“He thinks they are creating a disaster where 

none exists in order to divert state funding to their 
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own programs, or conspiring with Serica to 

deliberately hurt the traders of the United States.”

“Are many of these philosophers from Serica?  

Is it a center for research into the warming of the 

earth?”

“No.  Virtually none of them reside in Serica or 

are of Serican origin.  Serica is at present ruled by an 

oligarchy that tightly restricts research, and as it is 

undergoing a period of extreme economic growth, in 

which machines play the central role, it is unlikely to 

give official approval to any research that would 

criticize those machines.”

“Then he has no grounds for making such an 

assumption.  Is the scholarly consensus broad?”

“Overwhelming.  Eight in ten philosophers 

who study the earth in some aspect agree that humans 

have caused it to become warmer.  Ninety-seven out 

of every hundred who specially study the warming 

itself agree on the human source of the effect.”

“And the signs of this warming are visible?”

“For fifty years the United States has had ships 

which can circle the earth from hundreds of miles 

above the surface.  These ships are equipped with 

machine eyes that can transmit what they see to other 

machines on earth.  For this long, philosophers have 

been able to watch the ice disappearing from the 

northern seas and the deserts growing.  And the 

information provided by these machines is accessible 

to the general public.  Anyone can have access to the 

pictures created by them.”

“If those pictures are as obvious as you imply, 

Trump is defying not only the wisdom of those on 

whom he should be relying, since he is not a 

philosopher himself, but also the evidence of his own 

senses.  If he sees it, and chooses to believe that it is a 
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fraud, it is not knowledge that he seeks, it is support 

for a course of action on which he has already 

decided.  A merchant himself, and wealthy, he cannot 

allow the sources of wealth to be interfered with.

“Clinton is no better.  She would give money 

away by the handful to develop new fuel sources--but 

has she said anything about reducing fuel 

consumption in the first place?”

“In total?  No.  It is taken for granted by both 

candidates that overall fuel consumption, of whatever 

kind, must increase as both the American population 

and its reliance on machines increase.”

“Neither of these candidates are in their right 

minds.  They cannot be.  A nation cannot expand 

indefinitely; in due course poor government, or 

disease, or a shortage of resources will cause it to 

collapse.  For them to expect that the world will 

regenerate its gifts so that they may consume them is 

not merely arrogant, it is an ambition that bears no 

relationship to reality.  We are all part of nature and 

dependent upon it.  We must be aware of our place in 

nature.  Only a suicidal man would knowingly harm 

the earth, because in doing so he would harm himself.  

As for a reasonable man, if he discovered he was 

harming his world through lack of knowledge, he 

would cease to do so.  If either Clinton or Trump were 

concerned for their own survival, their cry would be 

to abolish the machines.  Since they do not, both of 

them must be bent on self-destruction, which makes 

them unsuitable as leaders of others.”

“I should add that Clinton is as closely 

connected with the merchants of the United States as 

Trump--possibly more.  They have been generous to 

her campaign.  And among Trump’s supporters are 

numbered some of the noisier sects of Christians, who 
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hold that their god gave them the world to do with as 

they pleased, and that because its origins are divine, 

no human effort can ever harm it.”

“To pander to your voters in order to secure 

your own position may be good politics, but it is very 

poor ethics.  Are the Christians so strong a voice in 

this election that Trump must listen to them?”

“They are a large voting block, and many of 

the more provincial among them support him 

fervently.  They are hoping that he will embrace the 

issue most important to them, which is opposition to 

same-sex marriage.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The high court ruled several years ago that 

under the constitution, which guarantees equal rights 

to all citizens regardless of gender, marriages between 

two men or two women must be recognized as valid 

by the state.”

“How did the high court have jurisdiction over 

such a matter?”

“In the United States, marriages are not valid 

unless licenses are obtained from local administrators 

in each of the provinces and the ceremony carried out 

by a properly licensed official.”

“They do not permit marriage by a priest, or 

by the head of the family, or by the couples 

themselves before witnesses?”

“Not without permission from the provincial 

governments.”

“That is intrusive beyond anything I have so 

far heard.  So your high court subjected male pairings 

and female pairings as well to this law?  What do your 

candidates say about it?”

“Clinton opposed same-sex marriage for well 

over a decade, as a threat to the stability of the family.  
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She called marriage between men and women one of 

the ‘founding institutions of society’.  Several years 

ago, she reversed her position, saying famously that 

she had ‘evolved’ on the issue, a choice of words 

which has drawn considerable criticism from those 

who had advocated for the legal change.

“Trump has stated that he opposes same-sex 

marriage in principle, but he has spent very little time 

talking about it, and has stated that he has no 

intention of trying to reverse the high court’s 

decision.”

“In other words, this matter is of no concern to 

anyone but those who stand to benefit from the 

change and those who oppose it in the interest of 

public morality.”

“Yes.”

“In this, at least, Trump shows a grudging 

respect for the law.  Clinton’s opinion is even less 

consistent than her usual evolutions.  If she was so 

concerned for the dignity of the family, then she 

should have stood instead for the restoration of 

marital power to the head of the household.  Marriage, 

indeed, is essential to an orderly society, but if it is 

viewed legally as a bond that conduces to stability in 

private and public life alike, then there is no reason 

why two men or two women cannot form it as readily 

as a man and a women.  Such marriages have been 

conducted in Rome, although they have no legal 

standing.”

“That is one reason many traditionalists 

oppose it.  They define marriage as existing for the 

purpose of reproduction alone.  A union which cannot 

produce children is invalid.”

“That was the view of Musonius.  But it does 

not take into account the human desire for pleasure, or 
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the human yearning for what men see as good and 

desirable.  People find pleasure in different ways.  

Again, if it does not harm the community, and in fact 

supports its basic structures, then it is not an error that 

needs to be corrected.  Your candidates, for the 

moment, have adopted reasonable positions, so far as 

any position that allows the state a voice in personal 

relationships can be considered reasonable.”

“They will still face a struggle over the issue.  

A number of provincial governments are in the hands 

of traditionalist Christians, who are placing every 

impediment they can find in the way of the law.  

Almost all reject the prevailing view of medical 

philosophers that physical desire for another person of 

the same sex is caused by the structure of the brain or 

the balance of the humors; some of their orators go so 

far as to claim that certain severe storms, floods, and 

other events are divine punishment for the high 

court’s ruling.”

“If the source of such inclinations can be 

identified in nature, then the Christians must also 

conclude that their god placed them there as part of 

his design.  Otherwise they would be inconsistent.  

But I am puzzled by your statement that they control 

certain provinces.  Does not your constitution, you 

said, prevent the government from interfering in 

matters of worship?”

“In theory, yes, but in practice many minor 

officials apply the dictates of their sect to the duties of 

their office.  One of Trump’s former rivals for the 

Republican candidacy is a member of a movement to 

replace or at least supplement the laws of the United 

States with those of the Jewish and Christian sacred 

texts.”
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“Eighteen centuries change the world a great 

deal.  The entire foundation of the Christian position 

for the last century and a half has been that their 

moral imperatives are of greater importance than the 

law--that the law is irrelevant.  They die willingly to 

assert that, more because of their training than 

because of individual inspiration, but they fight us all 

the same.  And, in a quiet way, they have flourished.  

For them to demand, in your day, that the law be 

required to enforce their doctrines is not only an 

admission of a weakness that they have not so far 

shown, it is also an erasure of the distance between 

themselves and the secular power that they have 

maintained until now.  In fact, it is an effort to 

transform themselves into the secular power.  If they 

believe that calamities will fall upon the nation if their 

ethics are not enforced by the law, then their cults, like 

ours, will become state affairs.  These are not 

Christians; they are Romans.”

“They would be deeply offended to hear you 

say so.”

“I am not a demagogue clamoring for their 

approval.  I take it that neither of your candidates has 

enthusiastic relations with these sects, since neither of 

them appear to have any personal ethics of their 

own.”

“That is largely true, but the traditionalist 

Christians tend to voice support for Trump in spite of 

his complete lack of familiarity with their beliefs.  

They share his hatred of foreigners and adherents of 

Islam, whom they view as threats to their moral purity 

and their economy.”

“If they are as concerned for their livelihoods 

as you portray them, they should welcome a foreign 

threat, as it will create a demand for weapons and 
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soldiers, which in turn would give an impetus to the 

growth of trade and services.  Is that one of Trump’s 

ideas to improve the economy of the United States?  

Growth through war?”

“No, he has other proposals.”

“Describe their positions, then.”

“Clinton opposes a number of treaties that the 

United States has entered into with other nations to 

govern trade between them.  Called free trade 

agreements, these are meant to reduce the taxes and 

restrictions placed on imports and exports.  She claims 

they are interfering with the success of merchants in 

the United States by permitting those in other 

countries to compete with them.  Ironically, as 

secretary of state, she was responsible for negotiating 

much of the most recent of those treaties, which 

governs trade with Serica and the surrounding 

nations.  She repudiated it upon leaving office, as it is 

very unpopular with the voters; the treaty is widely 

considered to place too much political power in the 

hands of merchants.  At home, she has suggested 

cutting taxes for merchant groups that share their 

profits with their workers.  In several cases, she has 

supported high tariffs on foreign products.

“Trump is exclusively concerned with 

hindering foreign trade in the interests of United 

States merchant groups.  He wishes to impose massive 

tariffs on foreign imports, partly in order to privilege 

manufacturers at home, and partly as revenge on 

other nations for having rivaled the economic success 

of the United States.  Mexico and Serica are his chief 

targets, the latter in particular.  He also favors forcing 

merchant groups and traders to hire citizens rather 

than foreigners, even those with proper credentials, 

and would use the state’s machines to monitor every 
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worker in the country in order to ensure that this 

preferential treatment is applied.”

“I do not understand this term that you use.  

What is a merchant group?”

“There is no direct translation for the concept.  

In the United States and other nations, it is called by a 

name that derives from the Latin for ‘body’.  Perhaps 

it would be simplest to use the word collegium instead, 

as it is an association of individuals, but one created 

for the purpose of making a profit rather than 

scholarship or the pursuit of an idealistic objective.9  

Such financial collegia are nearly universal in the 

United States.  They exist as legal entities separate 

from their creators, owners, or workers; unless 

purposefully closed, their lifespan is unlimited, and 

they have been given many of the rights of persons in 

law.  When politicians speak of benefiting traders or 

merchants, or improving the economy, what they 

mean is improving conditions for collegia, not for 

individual traders or merchants.”

“Is there an advantage to trading through such 

collegia?”

“Yes.  They generally pay lower taxes than 

individuals due to the way that the laws are written, 

and if they encounter financial difficulties, the wealth 

of the owners cannot be confiscated by the collegia’s 

creditors.”

“And both your candidates support the 

existence of these collegia?”

“Of course.  They are both heavily supported 

by the collegia.  Trump draws wealth from his own; 

Clinton is funded by dozens of others.”
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“Again, yours is a very republican system in 

spite of its democratic trappings.  The wealthy protect 

and accumulate their possessions by means of these 

collegia, and use them to purchase the consuls and 

legislators of their choice.  It is expected that their 

allies will protect them in return.

“But this yearning on the part of both 

candidates to isolate themselves from the markets of 

the world is supremely foolish.  Does the United 

States rely heavily on imports?”

“Yes.  On Arabia and other nations in Africa 

and South America for rock oil, and on Mexico and 

Serica for manufactured goods.  Sixteen percent of all 

its trade is with Serica; fourteen percent is with 

Mexico.  Another sixteen percent is with its northern 

neighbor, Canada, although Canada is generally seen 

as benign and not a serious economic threat.”

“And much of this trade is facilitated by the 

free trade agreements?”

“Yes.”

“So if either candidate abrogated those treaties, 

it would seriously impair half of your foreign trade.  

And if Trump managed to impose his desired tariffs, 

those would hinder trade still further.”

“That is his intention.  He doesn’t want trade; 

he wants to cut off connections with Serica and 

Mexico altogether.  To block them from the markets of 

the United States.”

“And he sees this as a benefit to the economy?”

“His theory is that United States collegia and 

manufacturers will then fill the void.  The intent of 

both candidates is to protect their tradesmen from 

having to compete with foreigners.”

“Then they are acting appropriately, because 

the only way to protect your own markets is to isolate 
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them entirely.  Has either of them explained to their 

voters how many people will starve, how many jobs 

will be lost, how much wealth will be consumed if an 

economy which is largely dependent upon coexisting 

with others is suddenly separated from them?  The 

void will fill eventually, yes--after a great deal of 

violence and destruction.”

“The voters don’t see that.  They see jobs being 

lost to foreign nations because wages are lower there, 

and money flowing out of their hands into those of the 

collegia and foreign merchants.”

“Then abolish the collegia.”

“The men who run the collegia would never 

accept that.”

“They would go to war with a state whose 

forces number nearly two and a half millions?”

“They would bring economic pressure to bear 

on it.”

“How is that possible?  What does the state 

owe them, that they could threaten it?”

“It owes them a great deal.  The government of 

the United States is in debt for a sum of money greater 

than the value of all goods and services produced in 

the country in a year, and more than its total tax 

revenue for five years.  This money was raised in 

small loans, a little at a time, supplied by foreign and 

domestic collegia, and new loans are taken out in 

order to pay off old ones as they come due.”

“Have either of your candidates proposed a 

path to paying off this debt?”

“Neither has mentioned the debt, let alone 

suggested paying it.”

“In short, you have no government.  You have 

allowed your collegia to gain the upper hand and to 

dictate policy through funding.  Oh, not explicitly, 
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perhaps, not obviously, but the threat is always there 

and will guide your legislators’ greater deliberations.  

One might ask why your collegia would go on loaning 

money to a state that never pays it back, and why they 

would fund the campaigns of candidates who have no 

plan for repaying them, but the answer is clear 

enough.  If the debt were to disappear, so would the 

influence they wield.  Such a thing could not happen 

in Rome.  We have no such collegia, and no man, or 

group of men, is wealthy enough to loan the state a 

sum sufficient to be of any use to it.  Therefore, we can 

never become indebted to the merchants, who would 

otherwise have no scruple in selling us all into 

bondage at last.  You must abolish the collegia.”

“We cannot.  Our way of life is too bound up 

with them.”

“Pay your debts, and then abolish them.  Or 

hand them over to the workers who operate them in 

return for the cancellation of the debts.”

“That has been suggested.”

“And why not implemented?”

“It is considered an almost sacrilegious offense 

in the United States.  A massive theft.  It would 

alienate the collegia and their property from the 

influential men and women who own them.”

“Sacrilege?  You rate a mere confiscation very 

highly.”

“Property in the United States is a matter of 

extreme importance.  A simple theft by an individual 

can be punished with years in prison, far more than a 

violent crime might.  Restoration is never considered 

in such cases; the idea is what must be deterred.  

Imagine how the nation would respond to the greatest 

series of thefts in its history.  It would turn every man 

against the government.  For the last century, 
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politicians have played on the fears of those who 

anticipate that the state might do such a thing.”

“Why?  What fears have they in this case?  To 

be given ownership of their livelihoods?”

“To a citizen of the United States, the greatest 

success and happiness that life holds is steady 

employment by one of the greater collegia, or rising to 

a position of power and ownership in one of them.  

This is their hope for the future, because it will bring 

them wealth and, to some extent, immunity from the 

lesser laws of their society.”

“Through legislative influence and bribery, no 

doubt.  That is plain enough.  You have connected 

your concept of freedom with wealth.  One brings the 

other; one is the other.  So you revere the wealthy as 

having achieved a degree of liberty denied to the poor 

and, by the act of respecting them, adjust your lives in 

such a way that you allow them greater freedom.  It is 

a consequence of your actions and your misplaced 

reverence, not their wealth--but your people do not 

see it that way.  True freedom lies in prizing one’s 

abilities and virtues rather than possessions.  Your 

gold and silver are residues.  Your machines?  Carved 

rocks, soon to bend and crack under the heat within 

them.  The works of art that your wealthy no doubt 

display on their walls?  Smears of mud on a few 

flattened plants.  Their wines?  The juice of rotting 

grapes.  And their freedom an illusion, something they 

would not prize more than any other man if you had 

not surrounded them with so many laws that the 

slightest escape seems a tremendous victory.”

“I don’t know what to say to that.  We have 

rights--”

“Do you?  I wonder.  You say that your laws 

guarantee them, but in the next breath you admit that 
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your Congress tampers with them in spite of the law, 

and certainly your candidates seem to be no respecters 

of the law in most cases.  Where they do not ignore it, 

they enforce it in a way that privileges an economic 

system that I can predict to be more destructive to 

liberty than any individual tyrant.  Tell me what they 

have to say about your laborers.”

“Very little.  Clinton wants to encourage 

workers to band together into groups, called unions, 

to negotiate with their employers for better wages.  

The United States currently mandates a minimum 

wage that employers must pay, and she wishes to 

raise it.  Trump opposed the increase at first, but now 

supports it.  He sees eliminating foreign labor as the 

surest way to improve employment prospects for 

workers.”

“Workers, however, are a relatively small 

percentage of the population.  Not everyone is 

employed.  What about farmers?”

“What about them?”

“Where do your candidates stand on issues 

important to farmers?”

“I couldn’t tell you.  Neither of them talks 

about agriculture.”

“Have the people of the United States ceased 

to eat?”

“No, but agriculture now is conducted using 

machines.  Most farms are large and operated by 

collegia.”

“With the objective of selling foodstuffs rather 

than consuming them?”

“Rather than the farmers themselves 

consuming them?  Yes.  Barely one and a third percent 

of the population is engaged in agriculture or related 

occupations.  They couldn’t eat everything.”
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“Eighty-five percent of the population of those 

territories owing allegiance to Rome are farmers.  

They eat what they produce, and sell their surplus to 

those of us who do not farm, or trade it for what they 

need.”

“But they have none of the luxuries that a 

monetary income can provide.  And none of the 

flexibility.  They must remain tied to the land.”

“Suppose they desire freedom instead of 

luxuries?  Agriculture, Cicero said, was the most 

suitable occupation for a free man.  He depends on 

himself to live.  By providing his own necessities, he is 

not at the mercy of a merchant or a state.  By eating or 

starving according to his own decisions, he is aware of 

the power of his actions and develops a strong will.

“You have painted me a picture of a society in 

which almost every man is employed by another.  He 

depends on his employer for a wage; then he must 

take this wage and use it to buy food and shelter and 

clothing from the employers of other men.  And he 

must go on doing so for his entire life, should he not 

be so fortunate as to become wealthy himself.  He is 

dependent on others.  Is this true?”

“Well, yes, but--”

“Then you lied to me when you said you had 

no slaves.”

“Our law prohibits slavery--”

“But permits and encourages collegia and a 

form of perpetual short-term debt bondage.  Every 

man is enslaved to the rest of his fellows.  It is a worse 

system than ours.  A Roman slave may escape.  He 

may fly over the mountains or across the desert to a 

land where no Roman foot has ever trod, and he may 

eat the produce of his own labor.  But your citizens, 

so-called, are bound to a master they cannot escape: 
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the economic system of your world.  Suppose one of 

your workers leaves his job?  He refuses to obtain 

another.  He cannot now pay for food or shelter; he 

cannot work the land, I presume, because in the 

United States, all land not in private hands is no doubt 

reserved to the state, which will evict anyone who 

tries to farm it.  Each successful farmer is one more 

laborer not profitably employed, after all.  What is left 

to this man who wishes for freedom except begging 

and imprisonment at the hands of an overzealous 

cohort?”

“He can go back to work.”

“And be a slave.”

“They are not slaves!  No one is stopping 

them--”

“Everyone is stopping them.  Collectively.  The 

community is stopping them.  The individual is forced 

to serve the community instead of choosing to benefit 

it of his own free will.  That is good neither for the 

individual or for the community.”

“Our citizens have rights!”

“So do the various classes of slaves in Rome.  

That does not change their condition.”

“Perhaps you should change it, then!”

“I have been doing so.  Like your politicians, I 

am hindered by an institution that is ancient and 

widely accepted, upon which a great deal of wealth 

and power depends.  Unlike them, however, I may say 

that I have not contented myself with accepting the 

existing situation.  Wherever it is possible, I have 

striven to have the existing laws interpreted in favor 

of slaves.  I have expanded the rights allowed them by 

our laws, and I have prevented freeborn children from 

being falsely claimed as slaves.  Where our statutes are 

fundamentally unjust, I have begun the process of 
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remedying them, since freedom is always to be 

preferred to pecuniary advantage.  But your 

candidates have not attempted to change the 

oppressed condition of your population.  They cannot 

even be given credit for good intentions.  They would, 

as I see it, enjoy riveting the fetters of dependency 

tighter upon your laborers.  By increasing their wages, 

Clinton and Trump would only soothe them with the 

deceptive illusion of comfort.  By closing your markets 

to the world, they would limit the very few 

opportunities your people have for success and escape 

still further.  High tariffs mean high prices and low 

wages, which makes for a population struggling to 

survive.”

“What would you advise them to do, then?”

“Set aside the machines and the collegia, and 

enact a law allowing men to return to the land.”

“Our citizens won’t farm.  Grubbing in the dirt 

is beneath them.  They would rather sit indoors and 

move papers.  That’s why there are so many illegal 

immigrants in the United States.  They work mostly 

on farms and orchards and in slaughterhouses.”

“You would starve except for the people you 

despise.”

“Going back to the land is not an option.  We’d 

lose a lot of knowledge and experience.  Besides, 

there’s not enough of it.”

“The greatest thoughts in the world came from 

Athens five hundred years ago, and nearly every man, 

woman, and child in Athens was engaged in 

agriculture.  How can you feed your population if you 

do not have enough land?”

“We have enough now.  But our population is 

growing and we will not soon.  We have three 

hundred and twenty million people.  By the end of the 
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century we will have five hundred and fifty million if 

the current rate of growth continues.  At the moment 

we have four hundred and seventy million--agers10, let 

us say, of arable land--that is our unit of measurement 

for land--and one ager can feed one person for a year.  

By the end of the century a quarter of that will have 

disappeared due to drought and the disappearance of 

water sources.  That will leave us with little more than 

three hundred and fifty million agers--and we will 

lose another eighty million to the building of homes 

and roads and factories.   Five hundred and fifty 

million people cannot be fed from two hundred and 

seventy million agers without intensive cultivation 

that cannot be provided by hand.”

“I suspect that your machines are not so 

efficient that they can outperform men fighting for 

survival.  They do not have the motivation.”

“We’ll develop new varieties of crops that can 

feed more people, or find another solution.”

“What do your candidates propose to do about 

this situation?”

“I told you.  They haven’t mentioned it.”

“They do not know of it, or they do not 

consider it important?”

“Probably both.  They don’t need farmers.  

They need workers contributing to the economy and 

making good wages so they can pay their taxes.”

“And the taxes can be used to prop up the 

government over which they preside.  You have not 

yet explained their approaches to taxation.”

“Clinton has promised to cut taxes for workers 

but to increase them on luxury goods.  She would 

have the wealthy--those she defines as making more 
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than the equivalent of eleven thousand sestertii11 a 

year--taxed at thirty percent of their income.  Those 

who have incomes of fifty-six thousand sestertii a year 

would be taxed at least four percent higher.  She also 

suggests increasing taxes on private sales of property.  

She has said nothing about altering the tax rate for 

collegia.

“Trump proposes to simplify the tax system, 

and has promised to lower the highest tax rate--

individuals with higher incomes are taxed at a higher 

rate in the United States--from thirty-nine percent to 

twenty-five percent, with lower income workers being 

taxed at correspondingly lower rates.  He also wishes 

to cut the tax rate for collegia from its current thirty-

five percent to fifteen percent.  I should note that 

collegia pay taxes not on their incomes, like ordinary 

citizens, but only on their profits.  In addition, he has 

suggested new regulations to force citizens of the 

United States to keep all their money inside the 

country so that the state may tax it more easily.”

“Since Trump has never given any indication 

that he would reduce the amount of money spent by 

the state, Clinton’s vague promises and suggestions of 

increased taxation are, on the face of it, less 

implausible.  But to clarify this once more--the 

presiding officer cannot raise taxes?”

“Any changes to tax rates would have to be 

approved by Congress.”

“Then their promises are worthless.  In any 

case, both of them propose nothing but cosmetic 

changes to a vastly inequitable system.  To separate 
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personal and commercial wealth, and to tax them in 

radically different ways, is showing blatant favoritism 

towards the collegia.  All a wealthy man need do to 

avoid taxes is set up a collegium, direct his income to 

it, and arrange for it to show a very small or 

nonexistent profit at the end of the year.  Do not look 

so surprised; I doubt if the accountants of your era 

have rediscovered all the evasions that have been 

practiced in Rome since its founding.  Little wonder 

that Clinton never offered to lower taxes on her 

friends in the collegia.  The rate of taxation is 

irrelevant if the state is told that there is no money 

there to be taxed.  Trump might have saved his 

breath.”

“How do you suggest we fix it?”

“Tax the collegia on their incomes, the same as 

you would any individual.”

“Then none of them would survive.  Their 

taxes would be vastly greater than their profits.”

“Considering the abuses they have perpetrated 

on the citizens of your country, I would think you 

would be glad to see them go.”

“Not if it meant jobs lost and greater 

dependence on the rest of the world for manufactured 

goods.”

“But you would be free of their involvement in 

your politics and their distortion of your taxation 

system.”

“That wouldn’t be worth the chaos it would 

cause.”

“So stability is to be preferred to freedom?”

“The good of the community, as you would 

put it.”

“Then you could try another solution.  Tax 

them as we do in Rome.  All persons living in Roman 
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territories pay an annual tax of one percent on their 

wealth.  Some pay several percent more, if the 

province in which they are living requires the revenue 

for defense or construction, and those who purchase 

various goods pay taxes on those items at the time.  

All would be taxed at the same rate, yet it would be 

impossible for the wealthy to avoid taxation through 

collegia, because their ownership of the collegia would 

itself count as part of their wealth.  It would also deter 

the accumulation of wealth, since those who hoarded 

would pay much more than those who spent, and by 

reducing its accumulation minimize the potential for 

corruption of elected officials.”

“That would be unworkable in our case.”

“Because the corruption already exists?”

“No one would even propose the bill.  

Certainly neither Clinton nor Trump would do so.  It 

would hurt the wealthy too much.  Besides, a tax of 

one percent on wealth wouldn’t be nearly enough.”

“By how much?”

“It would barely cover our military 

expenditures.”

“But does that not constitute most of the 

United States’s budget?”

“It’s the largest single item, but not most of it 

by any means.  Going by the relative value of our 

daily wage to yours, the annual budget of the United 

States is about nineteen billion sestertii.”

“Nineteen billion?”

“Yes.  It’s nearly equivalent to the value of all 

the goods and services produced in Rome and its 

territories in a year.”

“Our budget is less than eight hundred and 

fifty million.  Eighty percent of it goes to the army.”
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“Only twenty-one percent of ours does, and 

that includes some of the funding for those cohorts 

which are not considered part of the regular forces.”

“I see now why you need to tax your 

population so brutally.”

“They have the highest standard of living in 

the world.”

“And it also explains why they must labor in 

positions of subservience to others.  Without monetary 

wages, they cannot pay the taxes your government 

places upon them.  I presume it does not accept 

payment in kind?”

“That is correct.”

“Earlier you mentioned how many days a 

Roman must work out of the year to pay for the 

upkeep of the army.  Less than two weeks, compared 

to three for a citizen of the United States.  Let us say 

that a Roman must work two full weeks to pay, 

through taxes, for the entire budget of the state.  How 

long will a laborer in the United States take to do the 

same?”

“About three months.”

“Three months out of the year to fund the state 

alone?  There are indentured laborers--even slaves--in 

Rome whose masters make fewer demands on them.  

And that does not include the demands of society.  

Tell me, what is the average tax rate in the United 

States now, for an individual?”

“Thirty-one and a half percent.”

“And what is the average tax rate that collegia 

actually pay?”

“For the five hundred most important collegia 

in the nation, an average of nineteen and a half 

percent.  Smaller collegia do not have such clever 
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lawyers or so many opportunities for evasion, and so 

pay more.”

“Is that fairness?”

“No, but there’s not likely anything that can be 

done about it.”

“Not when your candidates prosper because of 

the inequity.  How is it that your voters can believe 

either of them will be a just ruler when they have risen 

to their present positions through such means?”

“Voters are always in it for what they can get 

out of it.”

“Then you should consider narrowing your 

franchise or altering your system of government.”

“Unthinkable.”

“Very well.  What, in this case, do the voters 

expect your candidates to give them for their money?  

Public works?  What do they propose in that 

direction?”

“Clinton has pledged the equivalent of more 

than thirteen hundred million sestertii over five years 

to be used to improve roads, bridges, and other public 

transport routes.  She also favors the development of 

a national system of high-speed carriages that run on 

steel beams laid in the ground and carry hundreds of 

passengers as well as freight.  Apart from these 

commitments, she has said little about public works.  

When she has, she has indicated that she thinks that 

the money will best be spent supplying more soldiers 

and cohorts to protect existing ports, especially those 

fields used by the flying machines.  Trump, though 

calling for large spending on public projects, has not 

provided details of his proposals.  He is also an 

advocate of the high-speed carriage system.”

“The state should build what is needed 

without a fuss, instead of carrying out projects for 
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personal credit.  And that is all that your candidates 

seem to have in mind here: gaining personal credit for 

their promises.  The carriage system you describe--has 

this been tested?”

“Yes, other nations already have substantial 

projects along these lines.”

“Then with both of them supporting it, that is 

one thing that may emerge from this election after all.”

“Not a chance.  Congress will never approve it.  

Many of its members are opposed to funding the idea 

on the grounds that such a system should be built and 

operated by private collegia, and since no private 

collegium could make a profit running the carriages, 

none will undertake it.”

“Why not?”

“They will have no customers. For long-

distance journeys, a carriage is too slow compared to 

the flying machines.  The people of the United States 

want to arrive at their destinations as quickly as 

possible.  For short distances, it would not stop at 

enough stations along its route, and they do not like to 

walk from a station to their destination in any case.  

And most of all, they prefer to travel alone in their 

personal carriages, rather than in a larger vehicle with 

fifty others.”

“But surely it is more efficient, since you are 

concerned with the consumption of fuel, to operate 

one carriage for fifty people than fifty separate ones 

for each of them.”

“It is much more efficient.  It is just not in 

accord with the attitude of United States citizens 

towards travel.”

“And your candidates are aware of this 

popular feeling?”

“Of course.”
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“Then this promise is as idle as the rest, since 

they know it has no chance of fulfillment and thus 

they need not even pursue it with the Congress.  What 

about theatres?  Circuses?  Public buildings?”

“Theatres and circuses are other examples of 

projects that in the United States are generally left up 

to private individuals or collegia.  As for public 

buildings, their construction is arranged by secretaries 

and there is little political credit attached to their 

construction.  In fact, there is generally a political 

penalty for being associated with such projects, 

because they invariably cost more than planned and 

are delayed.”

“I take it that your candidates do not consider 

funding arts and entertainment for the benefit of the 

people to be a wise use of the people’s money.”

“Clinton has called for an additional 

nationwide tax to support artistic projects.  Trump has 

said nothing about it.”

“He would not, since his campaign is 

predicated even more than his opponent’s on the 

supreme value and importance of material 

possessions.  Is that all they have to promise the public 

in terms of a physical legacy?  Repair the bridges and 

guard the roads?”

“In the United States, the biggest public works 

project is the provision of subsidies to the poor and 

medical care for the general population.”

“The state undertakes such efforts?”

“Yes, and a great deal of the campaign rhetoric 

has focused on it, especially this year.  About twenty 

years ago, when the sitting presiding officer, a 

Democrat, wished to put forward a proposal for the 

state to pay for the medical care of all citizens, funded 

by taxes, he was opposed by Republican members of 
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Congress.  They countered with legislation that would 

have required all citizens to purchase the services of a 

private collegia, an assurance society, which would 

have then paid for their medical treatment when 

needed.  After a number of failed attempts, this 

system, called the individual mandate, was adopted 

by the Democratic party and passed into law, over the 

vehement opposition of their rivals, who had ceased 

to support it as soon as they took it up.  Now one of 

the great questions of the election is whether the new 

presiding officer will push for its repeal or not.

“Clinton supports the continued existence of 

the individual mandate.  On at least one occasion in 

the past, she expressed support for the national 

payment system pushed by her husband--the 

presiding officer in question--but has since denied that 

she ever held that view.  She is also in favor of 

increasing the regulations surrounding the production 

and sale of medicines in the United States, claiming 

that such regulations will force medical collegia to 

stop raising their prices.  She has offered to increase 

funding for medical research in an attempt to 

eradicate additional diseases, and she supports the 

right of women to procure abortions, which is legal 

but savagely opposed by a large minority.

“Trump began his political career in favor of a 

national payment system and later supported the 

individual mandate.  To gain the Republican 

nomination, he reversed himself on both these 

positions and also disavowed his previous support for 

the right to abortion.  Now he calls for the general 

abolition of government-sponsored medical care, 

except for the very poor, for whom he proposes to 

arrange treatment by personally making deals with 

hospitals across the country.  He wishes to encourage 
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competition among doctors and medical collegia in 

order to reduce the costs of medical care, but has not 

provided a definite plan for how he intends to create 

a competitive environment for them.”

“Why is it so urgent that your candidates 

declare whether or not that they are in favor of the 

state paying for medical care?  You have described the 

United States as a place where diseases have been 

eradicated and where laborers perform little physical 

work.  How much of a role can physicians play in 

such a society?”

“Many roles.  We have eliminated many 

infectious diseases, it is true, but illness remains an 

inevitable part of life.  In the United States, one in 

every two people will, at some point, suffer from the 

growth of tumors, which may or may not kill them.  

We lose six hundred thousand people a year to heart 

failure, accounting for one out of every four deaths.  

And one in three people are grossly fat to a degree 

that impairs their health.”

“They do not exercise their bodies, so their 

bodies decay.  That is simple enough to understand.  

They expect their physicians to treat them for their 

own neglect?”

“Mostly they expect them to give them 

medicines to obscure the symptoms of their diseases.”

“Medicines which they cannot obtain on their 

own due to your laws.  And yet Clinton believes that 

increasing the number of laws that prevent them from 

doing so will solve their problems?  That is not 

reasoning at all, but a feeble excuse to cover her 

corruption.  She has done no more than prostitute 

herself to the collegia which produce those medicines, 

presumably at an immense profit.  Indeed, she and 

Trump are of one mind here.  I cannot decide whose 
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idea is the more dangerous: Clinton would force 

citizens to pay the collegia for medical care regardless 

of whether they needed it or not; Trump would leave 

them to be stripped by the collegia when they were at 

their most vulnerable.  If there is such a demand for 

physicians in the United States, how can medical 

treatment be so expensive?  How is there room for 

collegia to profit in this fashion?”

“Three reasons.  First, medical training in the 

twenty-first century is extremely costly and must take 

place, by law, in specialized schools.  Second, a great 

deal of diagnosis and treatment is performed using 

specialized machines, which are not sold to the 

general public and are therefore rare and expensive.  

Third, physicians believe themselves to be entitled to 

a comfortable life and charge for their services 

accordingly.  Merely to stay in one of their hospitals 

for a night costs the equivalent of ten days’ income for 

a worker, while the average wage for an ordinary 

doctor--not a specialist--is more than six times that of 

a laborer.”

“Has the Hippocratic oath passed out of 

existence?”

“No, a version of it is still used in most medical 

schools.”

“Including the parts about refraining from all 

intentional wrongdoing and abusing the bodies of 

one’s patients?  Stripping someone of their savings 

before helping them is without doubt intentional 

wrongdoing.”

“No, that isn’t included.  It wouldn’t be legally 

binding in the United States anyway--”

“Enough.  The story you have to tell here is no 

more than a repetition of what you have said earlier.  

The collegia dominate your society, and your 
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candidates serve their interests accordingly, though in 

different ways.  If they intended to help those in need 

of medical treatment, they would strive to repeal your 

absurd restrictions on medicines and fix the wages of 

physicians to prevent them from abusing their 

patients in such a shameless fashion.  As for those 

who are too poor to pay in any case, there should be 

no question of them being left untreated.  With your 

nation’s wealth, the state can afford to pay for care for 

the poor without it drawing heavily upon its 

revenues.  So can your wealthy, as individuals.  You 

have no temples of Aesculapius, no state religion to 

provide physicians as a public service--but your 

Christians would like to be a state religion.  Where are 

they in supplying medical care?”

“Protesting that women may obtain an 

abortion without them and their doctors being 

criminally prosecuted.”

“You said that abortion was legal.”

“It is.”

“And this right applies to the religious 

minorities in your society?”

“To everyone.”

“Then your protesters are begging the state not 

only to take away the rights of others, which is bad 

enough, but their own rights as well.  Your people are 

extraordinarily thoughtless for their own safety.  They 

clamor for their government to regulate them; they 

sell themselves into bondage to the collegia; they live 

so that they consume their planet while killing 

themselves through overindulgence.  They are 

suicidal, just as your candidates are, which explains 

how the latter rose to prominence.”

“No, that’s not true at all.  The average person 

in the United States can expect to live nearly eighty 
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years, and that is still rising.  We fight death.  Every 

year, larger sums are spent on research into how the 

body can be regenerated indefinitely, how we can 

repair the damage of age until death is eradicated, 

how we can transfer our intelligence into machines 

that will never wear out.  There is even a political 

party that advocates making the abolition of death the 

government’s first priority.”

“What a foolish proposal.  If you are already 

struggling to feed yourselves, because you have 

exhausted the earth’s resources, how would you keep 

yourselves alive if you succeeded in preventing 

anyone from dying?  It is an utterly impossible thing.  

That you fear death and resist it only proves that you 

are conscious of how dangerous your lives and 

inclinations are.  You flirt with death, and then try to 

slap him aside when he yields to your temptations.  

And why do you fight pain with medicines?  Pain is 

always endurable; the intelligence maintains serenity 

by cutting itself off from the body.  It is an act of will.  

As for death, it is a part of nature, part of the order of 

the universe, and only a child would fear it.  Accept it 

in a cheerful spirit.”

“We can’t accept it.  We’re supposed to be a 

free country--the freest in the world.  How can we be 

free if we are forced to die?”

“What you are asking for is to be free of 

nature.  All of your actions demand that.  Otherwise 

you would conduct yourselves very differently, and 

the issues you have described to me as urgent would 

not exist at all.”

“I admit that.  But we can triumph over nature.  

We can mold it and improve on it until we are truly 

free from it.”
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“No man can be free from nature.  Every man 

is a part of it, as is this world and all others.  Freedom 

is of the spirit, not the body; if you seek true freedom, 

then you must wait until your spirit is freed from its 

body.  And even then, logic and reason will still be 

better than freedom and impulse.”

“I cannot accept that.  I am dying.”

“So am I.  So are we all, every minute that we 

are living.”

* * * * *

Bruttius Praesens heaped cedar chips into the 

brazier.  They smoked, then blazed up, softening the 

chill and the harsh, vivid smells of the camp drifting 

in from outside the city walls.

Their party was short two guests.  Albinius 

had staggered out, apologizing for his weakness, but 

requesting some time to recover from the conversation 

that he had been forced to translate.  Commodus had 

darted in the opposite direction and a keen ear could 

have detected him vomiting up his wine and dinner in 

the garden.

“Horrible,” Claudius Pompeianus said quietly.

“Oh, but believable.  Believable,” Aufidius 

Victorinus said.  “We were given the slightest glimpse 

of their world, nothing more--and yet it all hangs 

together.  What a trap those people have set for 

themselves!”

“Those people,” Tarrutienus Paternus 

reminded him, “are our descendants.  Our intellectual 

descendants, if we are to believe that their culture and 

government look back on ours for inspiration, and our 

lineal descendants, too.  For all we know, both of their 
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candidates might be the grandchildren of every one of 

us.”

“I am not very proud of my descendants, if 

that is so,” Claudius snapped.

Aurelius smiled bleakly and spoke for the first 

time since Albinius had disappeared.  “But they are 

our descendants, systemically if not ideologically.”

“In spite of the very different way in which 

they see the world?”

“It is not their ideas I am thinking of, but their 

behavior.  Albinius’s correspondent was anxious to 

draw attention to parallels between the United States 

and Republican Rome.”

“Those do exist,” Bruttius said.

“But he did not trouble to mention which era 

of the Republic he was referring to.  He thought of it 

as a historical constant, something fixed and 

unchanging throughout its existence.”

“He wasn’t familiar with its history.”

“And so he could not draw the conclusion that 

we can: that the United States is akin not to the young 

Republic, victorious over Carthage and growing in 

strength and vigor, but the Republic at its end, even 

down to the similarity in details.

“Consider their candidates for supreme office.  

The most significant feature of Clinton’s career is that 

she has changed her political allegiance any time that 

she thought it would benefit her to do so.  From her 

views, only one constant emerges: preserving her own 

position with the voters.  What political figure from 

the late Republic had the same habit?  Marcus Tullius 

Cicero.

“Again, what is the signature of Trump’s 

campaign?  Rousing the mob.  Offering them rhetoric 

shorn of details.  Promising them the destruction of 
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their enemies in return for their support of his 

candidacy.  He is even easier to pick out of a Roman 

history book than Clinton is.  He is Publius Clodius 

Pulcher.

“No, Bruttius, your friend’s star-sailor does not 

know his Roman history.  If he did, he would have 

realized that the last time there were both a Clodius 

and a Cicero in Rome, they dueled in public to the 

delight of the masses while the constitution fell to 

pieces behind everyone’s backs.  He is almost 

aggressively proud of the United States, of the rights 

of its citizens and the power of their machines.  Had 

he known that he was comparing his nation to Rome 

at the time of the fall of the Republic, he would not 

have done so.  He would have regarded it as 

intellectual treason.

“But the similarity extends beyond the 

personalities.  Which faction did Cicero head?  The 

Optimates.  The aristocrats, the wealthy, the men 

whose families had been eminent and influential for 

centuries, or who saw themselves, even if new men, as 

the inheritors of those traditions.  They worked 

through the Senate and the existing power structures 

to achieve their goals.  What faction did Clodius head?  

The Populares, which he inherited from Sergius 

Catilina.  Their supporters were the masses of voters, 

never concerned with the welfare of the state or its 

prosperity at some point in the future, but interested 

only in extracting bread and license from it through 

the threat of violence, and taking revenge on their 

enemies, on the patricians who looked down on them.  

Clinton’s supporters are the Optimates; Trump’s are 

the Populares.  And they both desire the same thing, 

as factions always have: that the power of the state 
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may fall into their hands so they may expand it and 

use it to plunder their rivals.”

“They need a dictator,” Claudius grumbled.

“A dictator would not function in their scheme 

of government.  Nor would he be able to solve their 

problems.  The United States is not faced with a 

national emergency, but a situation where the entire 

structure of its society is distorted and oppressive.  In 

any case, its citizens would doubtless clamor that the 

appointment of a dictator would violate their 

cherished rights and freedoms.”

“But they have no freedoms!” Aufidius 

exclaimed.  “Their Congress cannot obey the 

constitution.  It plunders them to maintain an army 

and cohorts that, vast as their population seems to be, 

could destroy millions of them in an afternoon.  It 

could herd them like cattle if they proved defiant.  

Their entire lives are exercises in submission, not to 

Marcus’s ideal community, but to this abstract 

republic of theirs which only becomes more inept the 

more one looks at it.  They cannot travel without 

running the risk of arrest and extortion.  They cannot 

take medicine to ease their pain.  They cannot move 

from country to country without paying the state for 

the privilege, or teach their children as they please, or 

marry as they choose.  They are given a choice, one 

which is implicit in every aspect of their society, 

between laboring for the collegia and starving.  What 

they can earn, their Congress confiscates at an 

astonishing rate for benefits that are more like 

burdens.”

“But at least their rights are protected in a 

constitution,” Tarrutienus said with heavy irony.  

“And they have no slaves in name.”
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“Who requires the name when the reality is so 

loathsome?  These people are very dishonest.  Not just 

their candidates--all of them.  It appears that they are 

eager to defend the tyranny under which they live, 

and to portray it to the world as wisdom and 

benevolence.”

“Is it a tyranny?” Bruttius put in.  “Their 

presiding officer is only temporary--although four 

years is a very long term by our standards--and 

greatly limited in his powers.  Can you have a tyranny 

without a tyrant?”

“You can have a condition of tyranny,” 

Tarrutienus said.

“This is not a general condition,” Aufidius 

countered.  “And I was not thinking of their presiding 

officer, either.  I was thinking of all of them.  A 

tyranny of three hundred millions, in which every 

man is the victim not only of his fellows, but also of 

himself.  Change the government of their state, if you 

like.  Make it a pure republic, or a pure democracy.  

Make it a monarchy.  Make it a tyranny.  Grant some 

man the dictatorship for life, with the power to amend 

the constitution.  It would change nothing in their 

society, not directly.  It is their manner of living which 

is more at fault than their rulers.”

“You are correct, of course,” Aurelius said, 

nodding.  “Although it displays itself in their choice of 

rulers as well.  The points on which their two 

candidates differ are almost entirely cosmetic.  

Whether or not to connive at the presence of foreign 

labor; whether or not to pretend that their society is 

damaging the earth; whether or not to test children to 

determine their future usefulness to the collegia; how 

much to overtax the population; how far to limit their 

trade.  If the government of the United States 
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permitted two joint consuls rather than a single 

presiding officer, they would complement each other 

perfectly.  Citizens of the era in which Albinius’s 

correspondent lives have superb access to information 

about their political candidates.  They know that the 

fervent desire of both Clinton and Trump is to 

strengthen the army and the cohorts while gradually 

closing their nation off to the world and favoring the 

commercial enterprises of the collegia.  The welfare 

and freedom of the citizen has no place in the policies 

of either.  And yet these are the candidates for 

supreme office whom the citizens have selected.  It is 

to be presumed that the candidates reflect the views of 

their constituents--which is to presume that the 

dearest desire of the people of the United States, in 

essence, is to be ruled without mercy and to call their 

bondage liberty.”

Aufidius let out a rasping chuckle and 

swallowed half a cupful of wine to calm himself.  His 

head jerked spasmodically in the firelight.  “Do you 

know, Marcus,” he said, grinning at his old 

schoolfellow, “you are enrolling yourself among the 

ranks of the Liberatores, however unlikely that may 

seem.”

“Does one have a choice?” Aurelius asked him.  

“We must do what is right.  And neither their 

Optimates or their Populares have the least concern 

with what is right.”

“Which would make you--and all of us, I 

suppose--Liberatores in the political world of the 

modern United States.  Odd, isn’t it?  We in this room 

hold the most powerful offices in our state, with few 

checks on our power other than common sense, and 

yet we are so appalled by the vagaries of our 
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descendants in governing themselves that we would 

count as revolutionaries if we walked among them.”

“I dare say they would like us no more than 

we like them,” Bruttius observed.

“Ah, but at least they would admit the descent, 

in terms of ideas as well as lineage,” Tarrutienus said.

“It is not a question of admission,” Aufidius 

disagreed, “but of an unproven claim.  They think 

their ideas are ours.  Are they?”

“They copied our republican form of 

government.”

“But the form alone.  The Roman Republic was 

born from overthrowing a king.  Can you picture their 

republic overthrowing anything, much less a king?  It 

makes alliances with kings and raises up petty kings 

within itself without the title.”

“What was the most significant impression 

Albinius’s discourse gave each of you?” Aurelius 

asked.

“A sense of depression,” Claudius said.

“A sense of oppression,” Aufidius countered.

“Chaos,” Tarrutienus said succinctly.

“Something similar enough to be frightening in 

its dissimilarity,” Bruttius suggested.

“What I sensed,” Aurelius said slowly, “was a 

common thread--a common idea emerging from the 

mass of information.  Albinius’s correspondent never 

explained it as such--but it is one that seems to drive 

much of their behavior.  Mind you, this was a vague 

feeling, no more.  But I believe that there is an 

assumption that underlies how these people structure 

their society and live their lives.  And that is an idea 

that humanity is progressing through history towards 

a definite goal, and that it can perfect itself along the 

way.  It is betrayed by the suggestion of movement 
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that it gives to a narrative.  They are always hurrying 

to do something: to adjust the world to suit them best, 

to eliminate those individuals from society who 

disturb its order, to fit the rising generation into a 

more orderly model.  Not to maintain what already 

exists--but to improve it.

“This theme was revealed most clearly by the 

last few words that the star-sailor had to say.  He told 

us what their aim is: to defeat death and to make 

themselves superior to nature.  Hence their increasing 

reliance on machines, which it appears they hope to 

merge themselves with someday.  I doubt they will 

accomplish it.  But it is not the goal that they have 

fixed for themselves that matters.  It is the very fact 

that they have a theory of life which drives them 

constantly to reshape their society in the interest of 

progress.  They may have copied our systems, and 

revere us in name, but they are motivated by 

something entirely different.  We are content to 

improve ourselves in the world we have; they are 

indifferent to themselves, even careless of themselves, 

and devote their energies to improving the world in 

the abstract.  They have neither freedom nor reality.

“Their civilization may be the descendant, but 

not the heir, of ours.  It has lost what we have and 

gained something that we never had.”

There was a break in the conversation as his 

friends digested this.  Bruttius added more wood to 

the brazier.

“Will we not gain from them as well?” 

Tarrutienus asked suddenly.  “As we speak with 

Albinius, even if it is not our intention to do so, we 

will learn of the discoveries they have made.  Their 

simpler machines--”
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“More to the point,” Aufidius interrupted, “we 

will learn about our own deaths and the future of 

Rome.  We have been fortunate until now that we 

have asked him nothing that affects us personally.  But 

suppose, when he steps back in here, that we ask him 

what history tells us of our futures?  If we find that the 

Sarmatians are going to make a surprise attack on 

Sirmium next week, in which we will all die, we will 

now know to defend ourselves against that attack.  

And if we do that, how does it affect the existence of 

the records of history from which he is explaining us 

to ourselves?”

Bruttius shook his head.  “That is why I have 

refrained from asking him such questions.  Naturally 

I am curious--but I believe it is also dangerous.  I am 

not sure why, but...”  He shrugged and left his 

remarks at that.

There was a tramp on the flagstones outside, 

and Commodus slipped back into the room, shaking 

himself with an involuntary shiver.  Little drops of 

water glistened on his hair, the remains of snowflakes 

that had been floating in a cloud five minutes before.

“Did you see Albinius while you were out 

there?” Aufidius inquired.

“I did,” Commodus replied.  There was an 

edge of defiance, of joy and hysteria, in his voice that 

made his father look up at him.

“And where is he now?” Aurelius said.

“In the river.”

“In the river!” Bruttius howled, leaping to his 

feet.  “And you didn’t pull him out?”

“I put him there,” Commodus said, lips 

twitching.

Not waiting for an explanation, Bruttius 

turned and hurried down the hall, calling for the 
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sentries to assist him.  His shouts died away.  A log 

burst in the dining chamber’s fire, and all was silent 

again.

“You threw him in the river?” Aurelius said at 

last.

“After I cut his throat,” Commodus clarified.  

“I am Caesar.  He was guilty of impiety, and his 

execution was justified.”

“When did he ever commit any act of impiety 

that would warrant his death?”

“Here, in this room.  He addressed you 

directly without respect for you, or Rome which you 

represent.  He had the arrogance to predict a future 

world dominated by adherents of a sect which we 

have proscribed.  And, worst of all, he implied that 

Rome and all her territories would cease to exist.  That 

is treason as well as impiety.”

“Nations pass away.  You know this.”

“Rome will not!” Commodus screamed, his 

limbs shaking.  “It will not!”

“Because you might pass away with it too?” 

Aurelius asked gently, beginning to understand.

Commodus said nothing.

“Will you finish this war against the 

Sarmatians if the direction of it is given into your 

hands?” Aurelius asked again.

“What’s the use?” Commodus shrieked in 

anguish.

And for a moment, Aurelius saw in his son’s 

eyes the fear he had seen in those of Albinius as the 

farmer spoke with the voice of the star-sailor.
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Less than four weeks after these events, Marcus 

Aurelius Antoninus died in Sirmium, the last of the Five 

Good Emperors.  Commodus immediately negotiated an end 

to the Sarmatian war and returned to Rome.  For the next 

twelve years, he remained in Italy, defying the Senate, 

devaluing the currency, and placing the affairs of the 

government in the hands of his servants.  Unlike his father, 

who had sworn and kept an oath never to execute any 

senator for any reason, and who had spared even his 

greatest enemies, Commodus frequently ordered the deaths 

of his political rivals and his relatives alike.  His chief 

amusement was to fight in the arena as a gladiator, where 

he was never defeated and boasted that he had conquered 

twelve thousand men.  On the last day of his life, he was 

poisoned by his mistress and strangled by his one remaining 

friend.

He never lost his fear of the future, or his need to 

dominate it by proxy.





Also by this author:

Hyperdrive

L’Affaire Famille

Totum Hominem

The Bettor

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate

Ships of the Desert

The Senator Dies at Dawn


