
After telling Petronius that his destination lay in time, not in space, the sorceress Cenobia had refused to answer any more questions.  She performed her spells and rituals, and called up a haze of white light that surrounded her prisoner, growing brighter and brighter until it made no difference whether Petronius kept his eyes open or shut – all he could see was the blinding glow.  He’d felt as though he were teetering on a precipice, about to fall on his face... and then he did.


He picked himself up to discover that he was in the middle of a broad street of black stone, with roaring wheeled machines going by at dizzying speed on both sides of him.  One had nearly run him down, but at the last moment it made a blaring sound and swerved sharply, only to smash into the side of a similar contraption.  All traffic on the street promptly came to a halt and utter cacophony descended, people shouting and machines screaming with a noise halfway between the blare of trumpets and the bellowing of cattle.  Petronius clapped his hands over his ears, trying to shut it out, but to no avail.


A man emerged from the first machine and angrily accosted Petronius in a language he did not recognize.  He’d tried to defend himself, first in Greek and then in Latin, but to no avail – the man shouting at him spoke neither.  Then a second and third man came up to shout at the first, and a horrible inhuman wailing sound approached.  Confused and frightened, Petronius had given in to cowardice and fled.
For the rest of that day he’d wandered, searching for something familiar.  Even Numidian soldiers coming to take him into custody again would almost have been a welcome sight, but everything he saw was utterly alien.  The buildings were artless, more boxes than architecture.  The people, mostly Punici by the looks of them, were dressed all in trousers and tight tunics, and rushing around in a great hurry, pushing and shoving and paying no attention to Petronius at all.  The traffic, dozens of these self-moving contrivances, was constant and deafening.  Noise was everywhere – machines, dogs, music, people, and some sounds he could not identify at all.  And nobody Petronius tried to speak to could understand a word he was saying.


In the evening, with the weather turning wet and cold, he’d sat down in a side street and nearly wept.  So this was what people meant when they spoke of fates worse than death; he had nothing, in a place where he could not speak to anyone, and from which he could never return.  He would probably be dead, either of hunger, accident, or by the hand of one of these swarming barbarians, in a matter of days.  Miserably, he wondered if that would be enough to trigger Marius’ curse.


It was not fair, he thought in one of his more miserable moments.  They had seemed on the verge of finally defeating the Usurper; Petronius as Prime Legate would have shared in Metellus’ triumph and been able to return to Italia knowing he would have made his father and brother proud.  He could have gone back to the family home in Campania where he’d grown up, walking in the fresh air, drunk good wine, found the strawberry patches he and his siblings had frequented as a child, and perhaps even dug out his pseudonym to compete in the chariot races again.  He’d hoped eventually to remarry – to a woman he loved this time – and begin a family.  Now he would never have the chance for any of it.


But, he reminded himself, the sorceress had said he was not going anywhere; he was still in Numidia.  This wretched future was the future of that kingdom, not the future of Rome.  This realization made him sit up and take new hope.  Perhaps, despite the sorceress’ words, Rome was still standing.  And if it was, then Petronius somehow had to find his way back there.  Surely in Rome he would find men in civilized clothing, speaking civilized languages, and someone would have a sorcerer capable of sending him back.  Really, what he had to do now was no different from what he’d had to do six days and two thousands of years ago – he must make his way to the coast and find a ship that would take him home.


He spent the night by a grille in the wall of a building, which noisily poured out warm air laden with the scent of cooking meat.  The wall and grille kept him dry and warm as the snow fell – snow in Numidia!  That was an ill omen if he’d ever seen one! – but the smell made him terribly hungry.  In the morning, he swallowed his pride and knocked on the door, hoping to beg something, but the woman who answered shooed him away with a broom as if he were a dog.


In the end he’d had to steal his breakfast, taking a sausage and a loaf from a street vendor’s stall while the proprietor was distracted by two Nubian children who’d been trying to do the same, and then once he’d eaten he’d set off north.  But the Cirta of the future was far bigger than the Usurper’s capital – he’d walked the entire morning, getting lost in the winding streets and having to reorient himself over and over.  All the buildings looked alike, and not one of them served a function he could recognize; there were no theatres, no circuses, no baths... what did these people do all day?  What imaginable purpose was there for dozens of glass and metal towers rising hundreds of feet into the sky?  The structures dwarfed the pyramids!  How could men build such things?


Finally, he’d found his way to the cliffs at the north end of the city.  He’d been searching for a bridge, checking each side street in turn and wondering how he was going to feed himself on what would be several days’ journey through trackless territory, when he’d heard a barking dog and running footsteps, and this remarkable woman had run right into him.

She had not given her name, but as far as Petronius was concerned, she was Venus Aphrodite.  He had never heard anything so beautiful as the Latin on her lips, or seen anything lovelier than the comprehension in her face when she realized what he was telling her.  She was not what men in Rome considered a classic beauty; her features were too rounded, too childlike, lacking the graceful bones Roman women ought to have.  But under the circumstances, Helen of Troy could not have been more radiant.


What was she doing in this barbaric place?  She looked like a Gaul... in fact, she looked more like a Gaul than most of the Gauls Petronius had ever met.  Such people tended to fall disappointingly short of the words used to describe them.  The hair writers called ‘red’ was usually the colour of mud, the ‘white’ skin tanned to leather by sun and wind, and the ‘blue’ eyes a dull, cloudy gray.  But this woman’s hair was a bright, fiery orange, like new copper.  Her eyes were blue the way the summer sky or the Internum Mare were blue, a colour that looked as if it could hide unimaginable depths, and her skin so pale that purple veins were visible in the backs of her hands.  This was what Petronius had always thought a Gaul must look like.

She dressed like a Gaul, too, in blue trousers and a gray hooded tunic with cloth flowers rather crudely sewn onto it.  The garments fitted her closely without hanging or draping at all, hugging and moving with her slender body in a way that seemed downright indecent compared with the flowing modesty of a palla or chiton.  Petronius hadn’t known that Gallic women dressed that way, but perhaps it shouldn’t have surprised him.  The tribes north of the Alps were not called barbarians for nothing.


But really, it didn’t matter if she came from Rome, Gaul, Carthage, or Hades.  She understood him, and she had agreed to help him, and that alone would have been plenty enough to make her the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, even without her glorious colouring.  It had been months since Petronius had bedded a woman; since Flavia’s death he’d rarely desired one enough to act on it.  His habit of sitting alone and working while the other soldiers enjoyed their whores had prompted a great deal of gossip.  Perhaps it was only that it had been so long, but he wanted this woman madly.


She seemed to think him insane at first – not, he supposed, an entirely unreasonable conclusion – but in the end he had convinced her to help him.  She bought him a sleeved cloak to cover his dreadfully ragged tunic, and was now attempting to hire a carriage to take them to the tavern where she and her companions were staying.


“Forget the taxi,” she said with a sigh.  “We’ll try a bus.”  Her accent was not Gallic.  Try as he might, Petronius could not place it.


“As you like,” he said.  At the moment he would have done anything or gone anywhere she told him.


He followed her up the street to a little sign that she identified as a ‘bus stop’ – apparently, a vehicle would be stopping here to take them to the tavern.  He hoped the driver was less rude than the one in the ‘taxi’ had been.  


“What is your name?” he asked.  He would hardly have been surprised if she had told him she was some minor goddess come down from the heavens in human shape to help him.


“Hmm?  Oh!”  She distractedly pushed a shining red curl behind her ear.  “Hilary.  I’m Doctor Hilary Quincy.”

 “Doctor?” he asked.  “You’re a teacher?”  That was not usually a job for free people, but she had not spoken of a master.  “But... Hilaria Quinta!” he interrupted himself, as he realized why the syllables of her name sounded familiar.  “That is a Latin name!  I wasn’t aware there was a Quintus branch to the Hilarius family.”  But after two thousands of years, why shouldn’t one have formed?  Were her strange accent and resplendent colouring also just a product of the passage of time?


She gave him the ‘are you mad?’ look he’d already seen several times, but then appeared to understand.  “Oh,” she said, “no, I’m not from Rome.  I’m from a place called Canada, far away from here, across the... beyond the Pillars of Hercules.  It hasn’t been discovered yet where you come from,” she added.


“Is that a colony of Rome?” he asked.  That would explain why she spoke Latin.


“No,” she repeated, sounding faintly annoyed.  “It’s a republic.  We elect our own leaders.”


“That’s good,” said Petronius.  It was also surprising – the Canadae were apparently quite civilized for a nation in which the women wore trousers.  Perhaps their democracy was in imitation of a superior race.


A particularly large wheeled machine rumbled around the corner, and came to a stop next to the sign.  That must have been what Hilaria called a ‘bus’, because its doors creaked open, and she gestured for Petronius to follow her inside.  He understood at once why she’d thought the driver of this vehicle would take them when that of the previous one had refused – if the more private ‘taxi’ was a mode of transportation for patricians, then a ‘bus’ was for plebes.  The people on board were in all states of wretchedness, from some who looked as tidy as men in sleeves and trousers could to some even more disheveled than Petronius himself – and he had a good idea of how dreadful he looked.  Despite his words, it was hard to blame the driver of the ‘taxi’ for passing him by.


Hilaria dropped some coins into a glass box beside the driver, who wrinkled his nose as the two of them walked by.  Petronius chose to pretend he hadn’t noticed, but he was certainly grateful to Hilaria for her offer to let him bathe.


“Let’s sit in the back,” she said.  There were fewer people there.


“Very well,” he agreed.  He did not like knowing that people were staring at him any more than she did.  They sat down on an unoccupied bench, and the ‘bus’ lurched into motion.


This was not a pleasant sensation at all.  Petronius had noticed the excellent smoothness of the roads in this future, but apparently they were more than made up for by the roughness of the vehicles.  The bus set off rocking and vibrating like the worst motions of a ship and a chariot combined.  He grabbed the edge of the bench to brace himself.


Hilaria did not appear to mind the motion – she was sitting up just as if she were in one of the stone seats of the Curia.  But she was watching his reactions with some interest.  He steadied himself as best he could and tried to maintain his composure.


“What business,” he enquired, hoping to take his mind off the rough ride, “brought you to Numidia?”


She looked around as if to make sure nobody was watching.  “History,” she said.  “I’m an historian.”


“Very good,” he said.  So she was literate as well as beautiful... she must have an education if she spoke Latin and Greek, but to write successful histories, a person also had to be intelligent and articulate.  Despite his father’s disapproval, Petronius had always been intrigued by educated women.  This one was becoming more fascinating by the moment.  “That is an excellent occupation for women.”


“Really?” she asked, surprised.


“Of course,” he said.  Some explanation seemed to be in order.  “History is a study concerned with the written word, which is a feminine domain.”


“Ahhh!” she smiled.  “Of course!  Just like spoken words are masculine!  Yes, well, I’m an historian.”  She seemed much happier now.  “I write books of history, about things the Romans did in Africa, Numidia, and Mauritania, and I teach Latin to students of law and medicine.”


“Very good,” Petronius repeated.  “You teach at an academy, then?”  That would make her a philosopher, not a doctor... and that was not a female occupation, especially when law and medicine were most certainly male ones.  What sort of men allowed a woman to teach their sons?  But then, this woman seemed like she might well be capable of it.


“Yes, I do,” she nodded.  “At McGill University in Montreal.”


“And that is why you know of Marius,” Petronius guessed.


“That right,” Hilaria said, bobbing her head – she seemed to have a habit of doing this whenever she was pleased with something.  “So, you...um... you knew Marius, then?  He was a friend of yours?”


“I would not have called him a friend,” said Petronius, “but yes, I knew him very well.  I was next in command below him, and promoted into his place when he returned to Rome to run for the consulship.”


She hesitated.  “Do you think he’ll win it?”


“I don’t know,” he said, then realized that this was an odd question.  If she remembered Marius as history two thousands of years gone, shouldn’t she already know?  When he looked at her, her expression was of amused curiosity, as if she were having a joke at his expense.  “Did he?” he asked.


“Well, of course,” she said.  “He... um...” she gave him a strange look.  “He was consul the next year, and he went back to Numidia, fired Metellus, and captured Jugurtha a couple of years later.”


Petronius relaxed.  Albanus’ plot must have been thwarted somehow, then – just not, unfortunately, by Petronius himself.  As long as somebody crushed the Usurper, he supposed it did not matter if that person were a farmer’s son rather than a patrician.  Rome had clearly gone on... but the Petronius Longinus family wouldn’t have.  “How did he capture the Usurper?” he wanted to know.


“The... you mean Jugurtha?” asked Hilaria.  “I’m not sure I remember.  I think the king of Mauritania betrayed him.”


“I see,” said Petronius.  He wondered if that had been a product of the curse – but if Hilaria were not already aware of the curse, then Petronius wouldn’t be the one who dishonoured the memory of Marius and Rome by revealing it.  Though what would he have done, he wondered, if Hilaria had told him that Marius was assassinated and Rome had fallen?


“Tell me about Marius,” said Hilaria.


“What about him?” Petronius asked.


“Anything.”  She shrugged her shoulders.  “We don’t remember very much; just from what Plutarch and Sallust wrote.  What was he like?”


“Well...” said Petronius.  He didn’t particularly want to talk about Marius; he had never really liked the man, and Marius’ curse was partially responsible for landing him in this mess.  He wanted to know more about Hilaria, such as whether she were married and if... but that was absurd – it hadn’t yet been half an hour since he’d met her.  By the gods, he thought he’d learned by now not to be so impulsive.

“Marius,” he said.  “He is a good enough soldier, I suppose.  Not particularly valiant on his own but brilliant at strategy.  Metellus used to prize him above gold and set more store by him than by his own son.  And he has great passion when he speaks, though he rarely observes proper oratorical forms.  I think he learned the art by imitation, rather than being properly taught.”


Hilaria bobbed her head again, interested.  “Was he handsome?” she asked.


“The women say so,” said Petronius, rather tempted to say ‘no’ in the petty hope of making her lose interest.  “But he is faithful to his wife, a Julia.  He married very well for his rank; his father was middle class.  The family owns a farm near Arpinum.  I am told their vineyards produce very fine wine, but I have never tasted it myself.”  And at this point, he never planned to.


“What else can you tell me about him?”  Hilaria leaned forward, fascinated.  “Continue – amabo te.”


“As you wish,” said Petronius, resigned.  This woman had saved him from the gods knew what unspeakable fate.  A few stories about Marius were the least he could offer in repayment, and it was not as though he had any lack of them.  Nobody enjoyed talking of the exploits of Marius the way Marius himself did, and Petronius had heard some of his tales dozens of times.  The former legate would have been gratified by the way Hilaria paid attention; she hung on Petronius’ every word, and several times seemed to make a move to write something down before realizing that she had neither tablet nor stylus.


Just when Petronius thought he could no longer take either the rattling of the bus or Hilaria’s interest in his predecessor, they came to a stop in front of a large building, and Hilaria indicated that Petronius should follow her once again.  The door into the building was built from four panels that rotated around the center.  It seemed an easy thing to get dizzy in, and Petronius found it quite disconcerting, but Hilaria marched on through and into the vast atrium on the other side.  A great many people were standing or walking in this, and quite a few of them stopped to stare at Hilaria and Petronius as they entered.


“Ignore them,” Hilaria said.  “Just follow me.”


Petronius would have ignored them in any event.  “If I may ask,” he said, “where are we?”


“The Hyatt Regency Constantine,” said Hilaria.  “The tavern.”


“This is a tavern?”  Petronius looked around anew.  If this was one of the future’s taverns, what on earth did its palaces look like?


“Yes,” said Hilaria.  “We call them ‘hotels’.  The word comes originally from Latin – it’s a corruption of ‘hospes’.”


“Oh, well, why didn’t you say so?” Petronius asked.  “That is not the same as a tavern.”  He felt much reassured, though.  Travelers were far safer with a hospes than in a tavern.  Hospes were two families in different cities who had exchanged tokens of hospitality – if a man came to your door bearing the matching token, it was your duty to provide him with food, shelter, and legal protection, with the understanding that at need, he would do the same for you.  To refuse a hospes would be to offend Jupiter, the patron of hospitality, and bring down a curse upon your household.


“Yes, it is,” she said.  In front of them now was a long wall with several sets of featureless metal doors in it.  Hilaria touched a place on the wall.  “It’s exactly like a tavern.  We just call it a hotel.”

One of the sets of metal doors ground open, though no one visible had moved them, and Hilaria escorted Petronius into the tiny room beyond.  There, she touched the wall again, and the doors shut.  There was a feeling of upward motion, but that stopped quickly and the doors re-opened, revealing a different hallway.  Hilaria stepped out into this, and Petronius, following her, stopped to watch the doors close behind him.


“Ingenious device,” he said, truly impressed by it.  It had not occurred to him to wonder how men went up and down between floors in these towering buildings, but he could well imagine how tiring it would be to have to climb so many flights of stairs.  The room that could rise and fall was an excellent solution, and seemed so simple that he could not imagine why no one had thought of it in the Rome of his own time.  “How does it function?” he asked.  “Some assembly of pulleys, I imagine?”


“Yes, I think so,” said Hilaria.  “This way.”


She unlocked a door and then stepped aside to let Petronius enter first, which surprised him again.  He would have expected this woman in her trousers to simply barge right in, not hold back and allow her male companion to enter first, as was common sense; a man should always enter a room before a woman, in case there was something inside that the woman needed protection from.  He entered, and found a furnished room that looked much more like a real bedroom than he would have expected of a tavern.  But it was obvious all the same that no one actually lived there.  The furniture and ornaments had no personality at all.


“Take your cloak off,” said Hilaria.  “The baths are in here.”


He folded the garment neatly and left it on the enormous sleeping couch, and followed her into a smaller room off the side.  It was quite tiny, but contained a seat that he was relieved to recognize as a privy, and a pair of washing basins – one up off the floor and a larger one on the ground.  Both were empty... but then, they’d only just arrived.


“Thank you,” he said.  He would have liked to express his gratitude properly, but that would have to wait until he was clean.  “I shall wait here until the slaves bring in the water.”


Hilaria looked annoyed.  “We don’t have slaves anymore,” she said, “and we – most people, that is – usually don’t take baths, either.”  She pulled back a curtain hanging in front of the larger basin and turned a handle.  Water began to spray from a nozzle mounted on the wall.  “See?” she asked.  “It’s much cleaner to let this rinse you off.  Give me your hand.”


He hung back.  “No slaves?” he asked.


“No slaves,” Hilaria affirmed.


Petronius frowned.  “But if you have no slaves...”   He couldn’t imagine how such a large city could function without them.  Who had been the man driving the taxi, if not a slave?  “Who cooks your meals?” he asked.  “Who launders your clothes?  Who keeps your books in order, Hilaria the historian?”


“We do that ourselves,” she said.


“But then how do you have time to pursue history at all?” he asked.  Imagine if the men in the Senate had to do their own cooking and laundry!  The body would never find an opportunity to meet if great people had to busy themselves about such menial tasks.  And who in the world built those impossible towers, if not slaves?


“We manage,” Hilaria said through her teeth.  “Just... here.”  She grabbed his hand and put it under the spray of the shower.  “See?  You adjust the temperature here.  This is hot, this is cold.”  She twisted a handle to and fro, and the water obediently warmed and cooled again.  “There’re cloths, there’s everything you need.  Do you understand?”


“Yes,” he said, “I understand.”  How did the temperature adjustment work, he wondered?  He could imagine the machinery behind the lifting room, but this was altogether strange.  These were an inventive people, indeed... but he supposed that in two millennia, people would learn a few new things.


“Optimus,” said Hilaria.  “You wash, then... and you’ll probably want to shave, too.  I think there’re razors and shaving cream in the cupboard.  Most hotels provide things like that.”


Petronius glanced at the wooden door she was pointing to.  He had been looking forward to being able to shave again... but he’d counted on there being a slave to do it.  How did any of these people shave, if there were no slaves?  Shaving oneself was a dangerous thing to do.  Even with a mirror, a man would be likely as not to cut his own throat.


“If you need anything,” she continued, “I’ll be right outside.”


“Hilaria,” he said, “if you have no slaves...”


“Have fun!” she said, and shut the door behind her.


“Ah... well, thank you,” he said to the closed door.  There was no answer.  He supposed he would have to inquire how people with no slaves shaved after he was finished washing.  He turned and, grateful, lifted the lid of the privy.


With Marcus safely in the shower, the first thing Hilary did once she shut the door was to find the hotel room’s small kettle, fill it, and make herself a cup of tea to calm her nerves.  This was exhausting!  She had never before tried to hold a conversation with somebody who spoke better Latin than she did, and it was giving her a headache.


But the Latin wasn’t giving her half the headache of this man’s immersion in his delusion.  Half of her wanted to congratulate him on having thought of everything, and the other half wanted to slap him and tell him to snap the hell out of it.  It was both amusing and infuriating to know that somewhere, deep down, he knew exactly what she was talking about when she said they were staying in a hotel or told him to take a shower.  He just would not or could not admit it.  It was if he were doing it on purpose to annoy her.


Perhaps most disturbing of all was the casual way he talked about slaves.  Hilary had read about Roman slaves, and if half the people who’d written her textbooks were to be believed, ancient Rome had been a lovely place to be indentured.  Roman slaves were supposedly well treated and well educated, and their masters often chose to free them in return for good service.  But Hilary knew very well that history is written by the slave-owners, not the slaves, and she suspected that the usual line about Roman slaves was some form of propaganda.


She shook her head and sipped her tea.  Forget the slaves... what about the master?  How was she going to explain this to everybody?  It had been running through her mind all the way back from the cliffs, and the more she thought about it the more she dreaded it.  What was she supposed to do, get the others together and just tell them, “I found Dr. Pappas, and he’s lost his mind”?  The thought made her squirm... but beating around the bush would be worse.


Either way, she had to say something to somebody sooner or later, and she wouldn’t get it done by sitting here listening to Marcus singing in the shower – in classical Greek, damn him – and drinking tea.  The best thing to do would be to get it over with.


First, she decided, she would call Betty.  Of her colleagues, Betty was the one she knew best and the easiest to talk to, and she was also the one who’d been most worried about Milo.  Furthermore, Betty had worked with Edouard and Donald before, and Hilary hadn’t... Hilary could tell Betty, and Betty could tell the others.  She set her tea down on the night table, picked up the phone, and dialed Betty’s cell number.


The phone didn’t even get through the first ring before there was a click and Betty’s breathless voice squeaked, “Dr. Betty Hughes!”


“Betty?” asked Hilary.  “Breathe.  It’s just me.”


“Hilary?”  Betty sounded a bit disappointed.  “What happened?  Did you learn something?”


“Yes,” said Hilary.  “Listen... um... where are you?”


“In my hotel room,,” Betty replied.  “I’m on my fourth latte and I’ve been watching the phone like a hawk, waiting for news.”


“I’m next door,” said Hilary.  “Why don’t you come over here, so we can talk without being charged for minutes?  I... I have some good news for you and some bad news.”  She winced as she spoke the cliché.


“I’ll be right there,” Betty promised.  “But you have to swear you’ll give me the good news first.  I don’t think I can take any more undiluted bad news.”  Thought the thin walls of the hotel, Hilary could hear her friend open and shut the door of her own room, and a moment later, she knocked on Hilary’s.  “Here I am!” she said on the phone.


Hilary opened the door, and there was Betty, cell still to her ear.  She shut it off and stepped inside, looking hopefully up at her friend.  “Good news?” she asked eagerly.


“Yes.  Sort of.”  Hilary licked her lips – she still didn’t know how she was going to word this.  ‘I found your friend, and he’s gone off the deep end’ was just a bit too blunt.  In the silence as she tried to think what to say, the running water in the bathroom was clearly audible... as was the sound of a male voice singing.  At least, Hilary noted, he could carry a tune.  He had a rather good voice, really...


Betty frowned and glanced at the bathroom door.  “Who’s in the shower?”


Here it came.  “Milo,” said Hilary.


It took Betty a moment to get it, and then her eyes went wide.  “Our Milo?” she asked eagerly.  “You found him?  Is he okay?”


“Well... yes and no.”  Hilary shut the door and sat down heavily on the bed.  “I found him... uh... met him at the north end of town.  Remember I went up there hoping to see the bridges?”  She hadn’t, she noted – not a one.  “As for whether he’s all right... that’s... kind of complicated,” she hedged.


“Oh, no,” said Betty.  “What happened to him?”


Hilary grimaced... might as well just bite the bullet and spit it out, or she was going to sit here and hedge for ages while Betty got annoyed.  “I’m not exactly sure,” she said carefully.  “He must have gotten hit on the head or something... he’s...” she looked up at Betty, standing in front of her, and made a little circle around her ear with one finger.  “He’s a little messed up.”


Betty frowned.  “What do you mean?”


“He... uh...” Hilary winced.  This was going to sound stupid no matter how she worded it.  “He thinks he’s a Roman general from the Jugurthine war.”


Betty reacted to this the same way Hilary had – she blinked.  “Sorry,” she said, “could you say that again?”


“He says,” Hilary repeated, as calmly as she could, “his name is Marcus Petronius Longinus, and that he’s a time-traveler from 108 BC.  He spent the trip back to the hotel telling me all about how he knows Marius personally.  I couldn’t call the hospital when I found him because I didn’t have my cell phone, so I bought him back here to let him clean up.”


There was a long pause.  Marcus was still singing.  He sounded as if he were enjoying himself.  Hilary hoped so – somebody might as well be.


“Oh,” said Betty.  “Oh, dear.”


“Yeah,” Hilary said.


“How did you know it was Milo?” Betty wanted to know.

“Who else could he be?” asked Hilary.  “He’s not a time-traveling Roman general, but he’s an encyclopedia on Marius and he speaks Classical Latin and Greek – he speaks Latin better than I do!  I can’t imagine there are a lot of guys in Algeria who could pull that off.”  But Betty’s question had awakened a horrible doubt in her.  What if she was wrong?  What if she’d just brought some crazy stranger back with her?  Come to think of it, when she’d put Marcus’ hand in the shower spray she’d noticed that he had callused fingers.  Sexy as they were, those hadn’t felt like the hands of an historian.  “He’s a great big tall guy, curly dark hair, he was probably clean-shaven a week ago...”


Betty shook her head.  “I don’t know what Milo looks like.”


“You don’t?” asked Hilary, shocked.  “You’ve co-authored papers with him!”  Her heart sank into her socks.


“Yes, by email!” said Betty.  “I’ve never been to Greece, and he’s never been out!  I’ve only talked to him online – I don’t think we’ve ever even spoken on the telephone.”


“Fabulous,” groaned Hilary.  She pulled her scarf off and pushed her fingers through her hair.  “Just fabulous.”


The shower was still running.  Marcus was still singing.


“Um.  How long has he been in there?” asked Betty.


Hilary glanced at her watch.  She hadn’t checked the time when she’d brought him in, but she’d had time to make tea, drink it, and then have this whole conversation with Betty.  “At least fifteen minutes,” she said.  “He’d better not have drowned.”


She got up and knocked gingerly on the door of the bathroom.  There was no reply, so she tested the knob – she hadn’t locked it when she’d left, and sure enough, Marcus hadn’t known what to do with it.  Slowly, in the hopes of not startling him, she turned it and opened the door.  After his long shower, she was expecting a blast of humidity in her face, but instead, the air was freezing cold.


“Oh, my goodness!” Betty burst out.


There was Marcus.  Hilary had foolishly assumed that she wouldn’t have to explain the shower curtain, but he, ignorant of its purpose, had simply ignored it.  He was standing in the spray, head back for the water to soak his hair, facing towards the door...

And, of course, completely naked.


Hilary quickly stepped back out of the room, having to push Betty backwards to do it, and slammed the door shut.  Even though Marcus had had his eyes closed, she could feel the blood rushing into her face.  The cognomen ‘Longinus’, in ancient Rome, had generally been used by families with a reputation for long lives.  Now for the rest of her life she was going to think of it as meaning something else entirely.


The water shut off.  “Hilaria?” asked Marcus.  “Did you want me?”


Hilary covered her face with both hands so that Betty wouldn’t be able to see that she’d gone as red as her hair.  It was an entirely innocent question on his part that almost certainly didn’t have the connotations in Latin that it did in English, she told herself.  Entirely innocent.


“That’s Milo?” asked Betty.


“I don’t know,” said Hilary miserably.  “Now that you’ve asked, I’m not sure anymore.”


“Good grief,” said Betty.  “He is gorgeous.  I always pictured this little nerdy guy.  It’s too bad all the pretty ones...”


The doorknob jiggled behind Hilary’s back.  “Hilaria?” Marcus repeated.


“Yes?” she asked.


“Did you want to say something to me?”


“I was just worried that you’d washed away,” said Hilary.  “You’ve been in there a long time.”


“Good grief,” said Betty.  “He does speak Latin.”


“Me dolet,” Marcus apologized, though he clearly wasn’t sure what the problem was.


Maybe he was right – the hotel was paying for the water, not her.  Hilary shook her head hard, trying to get the image of his naked body out from in front of her eyes.  “Um.  Did you want anything to eat?” she asked.


“I would like that very much,” he replied.  “Thank you.”


“All right,” said Hilary.  “There’s a robe in there.  Dry off and put that on, and we’ll get some supper, and you can meet my... um... friends.  Is that okay with you?”  Think about history, she told herself.  Dry, dusty, thoroughly un-sexy books... but all that did was bring up the image of a yellowing old copy of the Kama Sutra she’d once found in McGill’s library.  Damn it!


“Certainly,” he said.  “I shall be out directly.”


“Thank you,” said Hilary.  She turned and looked at Betty, who was still standing quite still, her face frozen in surprise.  “Betty?” she said.  “Why don’t you call Edouard and Donald and Jazira for me.  We can...” she didn’t really want to sit in the lobby and talk again.  “We can all meet in the restaurant and have some dinner, and they can meet him and see that he’s… well, yeah.”


“I can do that,” said Betty.  She glanced at the bathroom door.  “Are you sure you’re okay in here alone with him?”


“Of course I am,” Hilary replied... but she wasn’t.  Not at all.  She’d been right – Marcus was extremely attractive under that layer of dirt, and the six months since she’d moved out of Brad’s place suddenly seemed like a very long time to go without sex.  “I don’t think he’s dangerous,” she lied.  “We’ll meet you downstairs.”


“Okay,” said Betty reluctantly.  “If anything happens, you’ve got my cell number.”


“Of course,” said Hilary.  “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

