
It ended up being more than a few minutes.  Hilary didn’t want to interrupt Marcus again, so she simply sat on the bed and waited for him to come out of the bathroom himself.  Ten minutes clicked slowly by on the hotel room’s digital alarm clock before the door opened and Marcus emerged – clean, mostly dry, and much to Hilary’s relief, decently covered by the hotel’s fluffy white bathrobe.  He smiled at her.


“I said that if you only bathed me, I would be already in your debt,” he said, stepping towards her.  “And so I am.”


“Don’t worry about it.”  She got up in a hurry and backed away.  Somehow, when she’d met him on the street the idea that this man might want to molest her had not seemed like a real possibility.  Now that she was alone in a room with him – and with him positively radiating sex appeal – it felt very real indeed... and even more frightening was the fact that she wasn’t entirely sure she’d mind if he did.  “Hey,” she quickly changed the subject.  “Why were you showering in cold water?”


From the look on his face, this was another dumb question... and like when she’d asked, on the bus, about why history was considered an acceptable occupation for women, his answer turned out to make perfect sense if you were familiar with the classical mindset.  “Hot water dulls the senses,” he said.  “A cold bath after a hot one is necessary to reawaken them.”


“Ahh,” said Hilary, smiling again as things clicked into place.  Historians had inferred from the layouts of bathhouses that the Romans took cold baths after hot, but nobody usually suggested a reason.  The one he’d just offered, however, was simply good common sense.  “I see.  That makes perfect sense!  Okay, then: you can wear that for now,” she added, meaning the bathrobe.  “We’ll eat, you’ll meet my friends, and we can find you something a bit more suitable later.”  Like a straitjacket, for example.


“Thank you,” he repeated.  “Yours really are an ingenious people.  I have never seen hot water from pipes before.  Even the wealthiest have had to heat theirs on a stove!  Usually only baths have water hot from out of the earth.  And the oil, too, is remarkable.”


“Oil?” Hilary asked.  What was he talking about?


“Yes,” he said, holding up a small bottle of yellow liquid.  “Perhaps you no longer call it that.  In the baths at Rome, we must have the oil scraped from our bodies by our slaves.  But yours simply washes away.”


Hilary laughed out loud.  He’d washed himself with shampoo.


“What’s so funny?” he asked, frowning.


“Nothing,” said Hilary.  “Forget about it.” She was going to have to keep her sense of humour, or she’d end up in the loony bin with him.  “Put your coat back on,” she told him.


Marcus had not shaved, but Hilary decided she wasn’t going to bother sending him back into the bathroom.  He’d probably be in there another half an hour, and Betty and the others must already be wondering what had happened to her.  Besides, if it came to that, he could really use a haircut, as well... but just the shower and bathrobe had already done wonders for making him look more like a civilized human being.


A dark little corner of her mind that she didn’t want to admit to also thought the stubble looked sexy.


“These friends you spoke of,” he said conversationally, as they took the elevator down to the second-floor restaurant.  “Are they historians, also?”


“Yes,” said Hilary.  “We’re all historians.  We were invited here by the... by one of the praetors of Numidia.”  That was the closest she was likely to get to ‘Algerian Minister of Antiquities’ in Latin.  She couldn’t keep saying ‘Numidia’, though.  “This country isn’t actually called Numidia anymore,” she added.  “Its name is Algeria, and this city is Constantine.  The city is named after a Roman emperor who had it re-built.  Gaius Flavius Valerius Aurelius Constantinus,” she recited.  She’d always been a bit proud of being able to remember all five names of the various emperors.  “He made a hobby of that, actually; rebuilding old cities and naming them after himself.  He did the same thing with Byzantium and called Constantinople.”  She looked up at Marcus, wondering how he would react to the word imperator – emperor.


He didn’t.  He only said “I understand.”  Which was exactly what a Roman of his period would have done.  Imperator only came to mean ‘emperor’ in the first century AD.  Before that, it simply meant ‘commander’.  Marcus therefore believed that Constantine was simply an important military leader... one who must have won great honours to ear two extra cognomenes.  Or he would believe that, Hilary reminded herself, if he were a time-traveling Roman general.  Which he was not.


The elevator doors slid open on the second floor, and Hilary saw that Edouard, Donald, and Betty were waiting for then in the restaurant.  All stood politely as Hilary and Marcus approached the table, though they looked rather surprised by Marcus’ combination of overcoat and bare feet.  She wondered what they’d think if they knew he only had a bathrobe on under it.


“So this is Dr. Pappas!”  Edouard stepped forward to shake Marcus’ hand.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you finally!  We’ve been quite worried about you.”


Hilary saw Betty slump back into her seat and hang her head.


“Yes!  Right!  This is Dr. Pappas!”  Hilary intervened and gently removed Edouard’s fingers from Marcus’ hand.  Marcus glanced down at the appendage, as if he feared Edouard had done something awful to it.  “I’m sorry, Edouard,” Hilary said, “but... Mar... um... Milo... he doesn’t speak English.”


“No?” Edouard was surprised.  “Dr. Hughes had said she emailed him in English.”


A horrible suspicion crept over Hilary, and she looked at Betty, who was still sitting with her head bent like a student who doesn’t want the teacher to call on her.  “Betty,” she said, “how much did you tell them?”


“Not... much,” Betty admitted.  “Just that you found him... and that he’d gotten in an accident.”


“You didn’t say what kind of accident?”


“No,” said Betty.  “It... didn’t come up.”


“Great,” Hilary groaned.  “Where’s Jazira?”


“In a meeting,” said Betty.  “She promised to stop by later, but she was happy to know he was here.”


“When she comes, you’re talking to her,” said Hilary darkly.  Having had to explain this once was plenty enough.  Twice was reaching, and she refused to do it a third time.  “Everybody, sit down,” she said.  “This is... kind of complicated.    Marce, adside, amabo te.”  People sat.  She could see Edouard, who had an admirable command of the Romance languages, frowning as he tried to work out which of them she’d just been speaking.  “Well,” she said, “I guess I’d better start with introductions.”  She turned to Marcus.  “Marce, mi amici sunt.  Edouard Garnier, Donald Moruboshi, et Betty Hughes.  Omnes doctores.”


“Vos gaudio convenire,” – ‘I am happy to meet you all,’ said Marcus politely, though he seemed unsure of what he was doing here.


Hilary wasn’t sure anymore what she was doing here, either.  “Everybody,” she said, “I’m pretty sure this is Milo Pappas.”


There was a brief silence.


“You’re... pretty sure?” asked Donald.


“I met him up at the north end of town,” Hilary explained.  “He says his name is Marcus Petronius Longinus,” she was never again going to be able to say the ‘Longinus’ part without going red, she just knew it, “and that he replaced Gaius Marius as Prime Legate to Metellus in 108 BC.  He speaks Classical Latin and Greek and can talk about Marius for an hour straight, and I don’t think there are likely to be very many white guys wandering around northern Algeria who can do that.  I brought him back here to clean up, and now we need to figure out what to do with him.”


There was a rather longer silence.


“Did he actually say 108 BC?” asked Donald, one eyebrow raised.


Hilary rolled her eyes.  “No,” she said.  She turned to Marcus.  “Marce, quid annus est?” she asked him.  What year is it?


“The year now?” he asked.  “I could not say.  You told me two thousands of years was not the precise number.”


“Right,” said Hilary.  “So what was the year when you left?”


“645,” he replied, without having to think about it.  “The consuls were Galba and Hortensius.”


The ancient Romans had dated years ab urbe condita, or ‘from the founding of the city’, which had supposedly be in 753 BC.  Hilary did some quick mental math... 753 minus 645 was... yes, 108 BC.  “There you go,” she said.


“So he’s contracted some kind of head injury,” said Edouard.


“I don’t know,” said Hilary.  “It’s not as if I can just ask him.”


“Why not?” asked Donald.  He frowned a moment, concentrating, then said in halting Latin, “Marcus, how did you come here?”


He got the ablative wrong, Hilary noticed, but Marcus seemed to figure it out.  “I am not sure how the magic works,” he replied, “but as I explained to Hilaria, I had discovered a plot of Albanus and the Usurper to assassinate Marius, and was returning to Rome to warn of it when I was captured.”  He gestured with his right hand as he spoke, his left one lying in his lap.  “The Usurper questioned me, then told his sorceress to send me away.  It is really quite clever, when you think about it,” he added.  “A man send to the past might contrive to leave a message.  But men sent to the future can only look back and see what has happened without them... or not, if it has all been forgotten.”


The others looked at Hilary, and she realized that none of them had been able to keep up with what he’d said.  They were waiting for her to translate.  She sighed, and did so.


“Cur te non modo necavint?” asked Donald.  ‘Why didn’t they just kill you?’


“I... cannot say,” said Marcus.


“He says,” Hilary added, “that he needs to go to Rome and find a wizard to send him back.”


“Are you quite sure he’s Dr. Pappas?” asked Edouard.


“No,” Hilary admitted miserably.  “I was when I brought him back, but then Betty said...”


“No, she’s right,” said Betty.  “She has to be.  If an historian of ancient Rome goes missing just as a man who thinks he is an ancient Roman pops up, that’s not likely to be a coincidence.”


“Milo is an expert on Marius,” said Hilary, “and Marcus says he knows Marius.  It seems obvious enough.”  But Edouard was right, she still had no proof.  And she knew it would continue to bother her until she found some.

“I see that,” said Donald.


“So now that we have him,” Hilary added, “we need to do something with him.  I’m open to suggestions.”  As long as they weren’t suggestions from her libido, which had been happily suggesting all sorts of things ever since he got out of the shower.


“Well, it’s obvious,” said Edouard.  “We get him to a hospital, as quickly as possible.”


Hilary nodded.  “That was my first thought,” she said.  “I actually would have called them right away, but... oh, I didn’t ask about my phone!” she realized.  “I think I must have left it on the table.  Betty, did you pick it up?”


“No,” said Betty.  “The waiter might have taken it.”


Hilary thought cynically that in that case, she was as likely as not to never see it again.  “I’ll check the lost and found,” she said.


“A good idea,” said Edouard, “but I think it must wait until we have seen this fellow properly disposed of.  I shall call a taxi at once, and we may take him to be treated.”


“Can’t we eat first?” asked Hilary.  Edouard gave her a strange look, and she shamefacedly explained: “I promised him I’d let him wash and eat when we got here.”  To take a man who hadn’t had a meal in days and send him off to eat hospital food would be cruel and unusual punishment of the highest order.


“I don’t know...” said Edouard doubtfully.


“I think that would be fine,” Betty offered.  “It’ll only take half an hour, and he’s not doing anything freaky... besides speaking Latin,” she amended.


“He’s been very polite so far,” said Hilary.  “Physically, I don’t think he’s badly hurt.”  She’d gotten a good enough look at him to see that all he had were bruises.  Of course, if he’d gotten a knock on the head, its damage might well be invisible.


“I suppose,” said Edouard doubtfully.  “If you promised him, he’s likely to be more cooperative if you keep that promise.”


“Good,” said Donald.  “He’s not the only one who’s hungry!  Hey – garcon!”  He snapped his fingers for the waiter’s attention, a habit Hilary had always found terribly rude.


But that did seem to decide that.  Hilary turned to Marcus to explain: “we’re going to eat,” she said, “and then we’ll take you to some people who can send you back.”  That seemed the easiest thing to say to him.


“People here in... what did you call this country?” he asked.


“Algeria.”


“Algeria.  Are you sure they’ll help?”


“Oh, yes,” said Hilary.  “Don’t worry.  Uh... I told you, remember, we’re guests of one of the praetors.  He’s told the local... um... magicians... to help us if we need it.”


Marcus still looked doubtful.  “I fear I have little love or trust for Numidians right now.”


“Here,” Hilary sighed.  “What about this: we’ll eat, and then we’ll go to... where the sorcerers are... and you can see for yourself.”  If he decided he didn’t like the place and began getting violent, then at least there’d be security guards or police around who could haul him off.  “Is that all right with you?”


“Yes,” he said.


The waiter finally answered Donald’s finger snapping, and came over to take their orders.  Hilary decided that a sandwich and french fries were probably the safest things for Marcus.  The Romans hadn’t used cutlery, and so far his delusion seemed to be in a remarkable amount of detail.  She didn’t want to order something messy and they have to sit there while he ate it with his fingers.


When the food arrived – sandwiches and salads for everybody except Donald; he had an appetite to match his girth, and happily gnawed right into a plate of barbecue ribs – Marcus looked rather askance at the plate placed before him, then turned to Hilary for help.


By now, she had resigned herself to having to explain things to him, and this time she was ready to do so.  “It’s a sandwich,” she said, picking her own up in demonstration.  “You eat it like this.”


Marcus carefully gathered up the bread and filling, holding it rather tighter than necessary out of an evident fear that something would slide out.  “I understand,” he said.  “Another excellent solution.  The bread absorbs the sauces, and nothing stains the fingers.”  He took a bite, chewed, and swallowed.  “And to think, I’d almost concluded there was nothing of value in this future whatsoever.”  He took another bite.


Hilary glanced at her colleagues, all of whom were chewing slowly on their own meals while watching Marcus like hawks.  What would a group of historians do, she suddenly wondered, if they found themselves confronted with a real time-traveler?  They’d follow the poor man taking notes, like Jane Goodall watching an interesting gorilla.


“Hilary,” Donald wiped his mouth, “I don’t trust myself to say this in Latin without messing up on a declension... but didn’t the Romans eat their dinners lying down?”


He was right.  There were frescoes, mostly from Pompeii though the best known were probably the ones on the Etruscan Tomb of the Leopards, which depicted Roman dinner parties.  These invariably showed the diners eating a meal while lying back on long couches, each dish having to be brought to them by a slave.  Marcus, however, seemed quite happy to eat while sitting up.  Hilary passed on the question.


“At parties, certainly,” Marcus replied.  “But lunch in a tavern is hardly enough of an occasion to warrant it.  None of you consider this meal formal enough to recline, and so why should I?  Why does he ask?”


“I think he was just curious,” Hilary said.  “There’s a lot we don’t remember about Rome.”  She told Donald what Marcus had said.


Donald nodded slowly.  “That makes sense,” he said.  “Yes, that makes perfect sense!  If you’re going to recline while you eat, you need a big room because couches take up much more space than benches, and you need a lot of slaves running around to help you, because you can’t reach the table on your own.  If you’re trying to impress somebody, that would be fine, but if you’re just having a meal with some friends, it’s much easier to sit up.”


“He says a lot of stuff like that,” said Hilary.  “He’ll do or say something that seems weird, but if you ask him to explain it, it makes perfect sense.  It’s starting to give me the creeps.”


“No, it’s hardly surprising,” said Edouard.


“It’s not?” Hilary asked.


“No, not at all.”  He speared pieces of salad on his fork.  “I sometimes tell my students that a good novelist can sometimes make better guesses about such things than an historian can.  Writers must make themselves live in the world of the story in order to communicate that experience properly to the reader.  They will see necessities and contradictions that an historian may miss.”


“I don’t think a lot of people would recommend insanity as a way to understand history,” said Hilary dryly.


“Well, no, of course not,” Edouard agreed.  “But when our friend here says such things, I would not be surprised at all to learn that he is right.”


“What else has he said?” asked Betty.


“Marcus.”  Hilary turned to their guest.  “My friends would like to hear your Marius stories.”


“I am happy to oblige them,” he said, but Hilary was pretty sure she caught him rolling his eyes.  The way he’d talked about Marius on the bus had made it seem as though he didn’t like the man at all.  But oblige, he did, working his way through the anecdotes again between mouthfuls of sandwich.  Recruitments, arguments, battles, duels, hunts and bets, all with Hilary translating for the others.  These stories had to be fictions.  Nobody could actually know such intimate details of Marius’ life, because none of his biographers had written them down.  But the anecdotes did give the listener a vivid feeling for what life must have been like in a Roman military camp.  Betty in particular listened avidly, doubtless looking for material for her novel.


“What about Jugurtha?” Donald interrupted at one point.  “Tell us about him.”


“What do you want to know about him?” Marcus asked.


“Start with what he looked like,” said Donald.  “We don’t have any pictures of him.”


Marcus thought a moment.  “Well, he was Punic,” he said, “so he was swarthy, after the fashion of that people.  Not tall, but powerfully built, and gray-eyed.  I believe there may have been a Greek or a Gaul among his ancestors.  He wore his hair long, and he had a hooked nose and a face like a hawk.”


Donald lost track of the description halfway through this and Hilary had to translate the rest.  She was startled by her colleague’s reaction – he sat and listened, then suddenly burst out laughing.


“Now what have I said that is funny?” asked Marcus, annoyed.


“Nescio,” said Hilary.  She had no idea.  “Donald?  What are you laughing at?”


“He’s talking about the comics!” Donald giggled.


“What?” asked Hilary.  She looked at Edouard and Betty, but neither appeared to understand.


 “Jean-Luc Vernal and Hermann Huppen’s Jugurtha comic books,” said Donald.  “You’ve never seen those?  They were published back in the seventies.”


“No,” said Hilary.


“Never,” said Edouard.


“I wish I’d brought an issue along,” said Donald.  “Do a Google image search for ‘Jugurtha’, and some of the covers come up.  That’s where he’s getting his description.  I’m positive.”


“Wait,” Betty exclaimed.  “Wait, I have heard of those!  Milo’s mentioned them!  He said something about them once in an email.  I didn’t know what he was talking about at the time.”   Her face lit up like the sun.  “But he does collect comic books!  He would know about them!”


Hilary tried – and failed – to imagine Marcus reading a comic book.  The way he spoke and the way he carried himself made him seem like somebody who’d sniff at them.  But after all her worrying, that was what she’d needed to hear.  An interest in an obscure comic book was hardly government-issued ID, but it seemed a good sign that she did, after all, have the right man.


When everyone had finished their late lunches, Hilary made Marcus button up the coat she’d bought him, and he, she, and Edouard piled into a taxi to go to the Laveran Hospital.  Donald and Betty elected to stay behind at the hotel in case Jazira called or arrived.


The hospital was a building that had featured quite prominently in the postcards Hilary had found online.  It was in a dramatic location, perched on a peninsula of rock right at the edge of the ravine, and it had some significant history of its own.  It had started off in the 1840s as the French Military Hospital, but was renamed forty years later in honour of a Dr. Laveran who had identified the cause of malaria while working there.  Its nineteenth-century architecture was quite classical – she could see the surprised recognition in Marcus’ face as the taxi pulled up.


“Is this someone’s home?” he asked, turning his head to look from one end of the long, narrow building to the other.


“No,” said Hilary.  “It’s a... there are physicians here,” she said, unable to remember if there were a Latin word for ‘hospital’.  The word ‘hospital’ itself he would probably interpret as a variation on ‘hotel’.  “And sorcerers,” she added.


“It’s always good to find them together,” said Marcus.  “The best sorcerers are physicians, and the best physicians are sorcerers.”


“Of course,” said Hilary.  “Come on in.  We’ll have you home in no time.”


Inside, the hospital was somewhat less classical.  The interiors had obviously been designed in the nineteenth century, and apparently nobody had redecorated since.  Everything had a shabby, yellowed appearance.  It was not a place Hilary would have liked to go for treatment; she would never have been able to believe it was clean.


The woman at the reception desk greeted them in French, and Edouard answered her in the same language.  “Good morning,” he said.  “I am Dr. Edouard Garnier from Avignon, and these are my colleagues – Dr. Milo Pappas, from Athens, and Dr. Hilary Quincy, from Quebec.  We are guests of your government.”


“Good morning,” the receptionist said warily.  “Can I help you?”


“Yes, you can,” said Edouard.  “Our friend Dr. Pappas seems to have suffered a head injury.  We would like to see him admitted to the psychiatric ward at once, please.”


The receptionist nodded and brought something up on her computer screen – it was an avocado-coloured computer case, Hilary noticed, with a green and black monitor.  She hadn’t seen a computer like that in well over ten years.  Was the entire hospital so... out of date?  She really did not like the thought of leaving someone here.  Constantine was such a European city that it was easy to forget it was in Africa... but the medical care on that continent had its reputation for a reason.


Hilary noticed Marcus was looking at her, and she smiled nervously at him.  “She’s just got to write some things down before they can help you,” she explained.  “Then they’ll get you right to a sorcerer.”


“Dr... what did you say his name was?” the receptionist asked.


“Milo Pappas,” said Edouard, and spelled it.  “He’s a professor of history.”


The receptionist typed that in.  “I’ll need to see his identification and his travel insurance policy.”


“His identi...” Edouard stopped.  “Oh.  I’m... not entirely sure that’s possible.”  He looked at Hilary for help.


She stepped up to the desk.  “Dr. Pappas has lost his luggage,” she said.  “Can’t you admit him anyway?”


“He is not an Algerian citizen?” asked the receptionist.


“No,” said Hilary.  “Edouard already told you, he’s Greek.”


“Insurance is not necessary, as long as someone is willing to pay the bill,” the receptionist said, “but unless in exceptional circumstances, we cannot admit an anonymous individual.”


“He’s not anonymous,” said Hilary.  Though really, he might as well have been.  A hospital would probably not accept comic book knowledge as proof.


“What are exceptional circumstances?” asked Edouard.  “This man is seriously ill.  He is suffering from a delusion and needs immediate treatment.”


“May I call a superior?” asked the receptionist.  “I have worked here only six weeks.  I have never had to deal with a situation like this.”


“That’s fine,” sighed Hilary.  “Neither have we.”


The receptionist paged someone in Arabic, and a few minutes later a short, plump man in a lab coat entered the foyer and came up to them.  “Dr. Pappas?” he asked.


“He’s Dr. Pappas,” said Edouard.  “I am Dr. Garnier, and this is Dr. Quincy.”


“Dr. Ahmed Faroud,” the man held out a hand for them to shake.  “Head of the psychiatric ward.  What is the trouble?”


“Our friend is in need of medical attention,” said Edouard, “but the young lady tells us he cannot be admitted without identification, and we...” he looked at Hilary.  “Perhaps Dr. Quincy ought to tell the story from the beginning.”


“Please,” said Dr. Faroud.  “Come, let us all sit down, and we may hear it.”


They seated themselves in a waiting room, and Hilary, who was beginning by now to have serious misgivings about this entire enterprise, explained how she’d met Marcus and how they knew he was Dr. Pappas.  Was it really a good idea to leave him in an Algerian hospital, anyway?  Did anybody’s travel insurance cover believing oneself to be a lost time-traveler?  Wouldn’t he be better off sent home to Greece, where the care was probably better and his family would have access to him?  But if he were afraid of flying, that would mean a boat trip several days long.  Could they put off treating him for that time?  Could delusions get worse if left alone?


Dr. Faroud listened to her attentively, but she could see the increasing doubt on his face.  In the chair next to her, Marcus tapped his fingers impatiently on his leg.  He understood none of this, but she noticed him glancing at her every time she used his name.


“So we brought him here,” she concluded.  “But your receptionist said you can’t take anybody without ID.”


Dr. Faroud sighed.  “You said you are guests of the Ministry of Antiquities?” he asked.


“That is right,” Edouard agreed.


“Then you know that Algeria is in a delicate state,” said the doctor.  “To admit an unidentified foreigner would not be wise, for ourselves or for the patient, and you have yourselves admitted that you have only circumstantial evidence for his identity.”


“So you can’t take him?” asked Hilary.  She felt she ought to have seen this coming.


“I fear not,” said Dr. Faroud.  “If you can find two friends or family members willing to identify him on sight, we could do something.  Or if we had direct instructions from the government.”


“We’ll speak to Ibn Sayid about it,” Edouard promised.  “Thank you for your time.”


“It is no trouble,” said Dr. Faroud.  “I thank you for your patience and understanding.”


“Merde,” said Hilary under her breath.


And so they left the hospital as they’d entered it, with Marcus in tow.


“Wait, Hilaria,” he said, following her and Edouard out.  “What happened?  Was that man a sorcerer?”


“Yes,” said Hilary.  “But he won’t help you unless the praetor tells him to.”


“Why not?”


“Because he’s afraid he’ll get in trouble for it,” said Hilary.  She probably had no business being angry about it.  Everything Dr. Faroud had said was true, and he’d sounded as if he’d honestly regretted not being able to help.  But it was still annoying.  She was here to work.  She didn’t want to spend all her time in Algeria with some nut case hanging around.  The fact that he was an attractive nut case only made him that much more of a distraction.  “We’ll talk to the praetor,” she said.


“Thank you,” he said, although with a bit of a disappointed sigh behind it.  Hilary couldn’t blame him – she was already tired of this, too.  “You have gone to a great deal of trouble for a stranger, and I do appreciate it.”


“Don’t mention it,” said Hilary.


“I’m sorry,” he said suddenly.  “I don’t mean to be rude... I haven’t thanked you properly, have I?”


“Huh?”  Hilary looked up at him.  “What do you mean?”

“Multas gratias ago,” he said.  He put his hands on her shoulders, leaned down, and kissed her.


Her body’s instinctive reaction was to relax, to shut her eyes, open her mouth... but after half a second, cold sanity kicked in.  Her eyes snapped open again, and she pushed him back.


“What was that for?” she demanded.


“I was thanking you,” he said, confused.


“You’ve been thanking me all day, and you didn’t do that!”  She reached up to rub her lower lip – she could almost still feel his warm mouth on hers, and half of her wanted to savour it while the other half wanted to wipe it away on her sleeve.  It reminded her of the first time she’d kissed a boyfriend, at the age of sixteen.  His touch had seemed to linger on her lips for hours...


“I was not clean before,” said Marcus.  “I thought I would be as rude to kiss you as not.”


“Well, don’t do it,” said Hilary.  “We don’t thank people by kissing them anymore!”  Come to think of it, wasn’t kissing as a thank-you a medieval custom, not a Roman one?  But then, the Middle Ages had inherited a lot of things from Rome.


“It is what is done in Rome,” said Marcus.


“Yes, but we aren’t in Rome,” Hilary told him.  “We have this saying, it’s... oh, geeze,” she said, realizing that it was probably not the best chose of platitude.  “Some poet once said, when in Rome, you must do as the Romans do.  But that means that when you’re not in Rome, you should keep the customs of wherever it is you are.  People in Algeria don’t thank each other by kissing.  People in Canada don’t thank each other by kissing.  It’s considered very rude to kiss a stranger.”


“We are not in Rome,” he said obstinately, “but I am still a Roman.”


“Just don’t kiss me,” said Hilary.  “I don’t like being kissed.”  The print of his lips on hers felt as if it were burning.


“You don’t...” Marcus began.


“Look!  Here comes a taxi!” Hilary exclaimed, changing the subject.  She hitched her purse up her shoulder and went to stand next to Edouard, who was waving for the taxi driver to stop.


“What was all that about?” he asked her.


“Gratitude,” said Hilary.


“Your Latin is impressive,” said Edouard.  “I have never heard anyone speak the language aloud so quickly, even when reciting.  Except,” he amended, “of course, for our friend there.”


“Thanks,” said Hilary, grumpy.  She was proud of her skill with the language... it was actually rather irritating knowing somebody else was better at it.  She glanced back at the doors of the hospital.  “I don’t understand how you can be so polite to all these people.”


“You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar,” Edouard replied mildly.


Hilary kept looking resolutely straight ahead, but out of the corner of her eye she saw Marcus move over to stand beside her.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I didn’t mean to offend you.  If you don’t want me to touch you again, I won’t.”

 “Good,” said Hilary.  She shut her eyes.  “We’re going back to the tavern now.  Hopefully, the praetor or somebody will talk to the sorcerer for us tomorrow.  I can’t hurry it along any faster than that.”


“I understand,” said Marcus.  “In Algeria as in Rome, bureaucracy cannot be rushed.”


“Exactly,” Hilary sighed.  “Get in the taxi, and let’s go.”


Betty was waiting in the lobby when they arrived.  “Jazira called!” she announced, bouncing to her feet as Hilary and Edouard entered.  “She said... um...” she stopped speaking as she noticed Marcus.  “Why have you still got him?”


“The hospital wouldn’t take him without ID.”  Hilary fell into an armchair.  “What did Jazira say?”


“She said she talked to the museum, and we can start there the day after tomorrow,” said Betty.


“Great,” said Hilary.  She pulled her scarf off and ran a hand through her unruly hair, and tried not to pay attention to Marcus quietly standing there watching her.  “You told her about Marcus, right?”


Betty sat down and looked at some point above Hilary’s head.  “Yes,” she said.


“Betty,” Hilary sat up, “you told her about Marcus, right?”


“Yes!”  Betty insisted.  “I told her you found him, and that he had... um... amnesia.  Which is true, you know,” she added defensively.  “He doesn’t remember who he is.”


“It’s true, but it’s still misleading!”  Hilary rubbed her forehead.  “Betty, I told you that you would have to explain this to Jazira...”


“I will!” said Betty, “but it’s embarrassing!”


“I’m well aware!” Hilary snapped.  “Now, I need you to call her back and tell her that Ibn Sayid needs to speak to the people at the hospital, because until they have orders from him, we’re stuck with the centurion here!”


“I will,” Betty repeated.


“Do it now,” Hilary told her.  “Tell him he needs to speak to Dr. Ahmed Faroud...”


“Who died and made you my mother?” Betty demanded indignantly.


“Ladies,” said Edouard.


Hilary sighed.  “Sorry,” she said.  “I’m a bit strung-out.”  She sighed heavily, shutting her eyes and trying to relax.  She shouldn’t be blaming Betty for being upset about the situation – it was an upsetting and extremely embarrassing mess they’d managed to get themselves into.  “So... now what?  Anybody got any ideas?”


“I think I will call Ibn Sayid,” said Edouard.  “I am not sure either of you are in a state to be making polite requests of anyone.”


“Great,” said Betty.  “That’s a great idea!”


“Yes,” said Hilary.  “Thank you.”  She heaved another sigh.  “I guess we’ll have to put Marcus in Milo’s room for the night,” said Hilary, mentally kicking herself for referring to them as two different people... but how else could she have phrased that?  “If the hotel hasn’t already given it to somebody else, that is.  And nag Jazira to have Ibn Sayid call us.  She’ll be happy – she’ll get to do something besides apologize.  But we can’t keep dragging Marcus around with us everywhere,” she added, her heart sinking again.  “We definitely can’t take him to the museum.”


“Why not?” asked Edouard.


Hilary looked up at him.  “You were the one who wanted to take him straight to the hospital.”


“You recommended feeding him first,” said Edouard, “and you turned out to be correct, it was not a problem.  He has not really done anything to draw attention to himself, and his condition has given him interesting insights to offer.  As long as you continue to supervise him, I think we can keep him a few days without trouble.”


“Why do I have to supervise him?” asked Hilary petulantly.


“Because you are the one who can speak to him,” Edouard pointed out, as logical as Mr. Spock.  “If he begins to do something inappropriate, you can tell him why it is inappropriate – as you did at the hospital when he kissed you.”


“He kissed you?” asked Betty.


“It’s how they said ‘thank you’ in ancient Rome,” Hilary told her quickly.  “I told him not to do it anymore.”  Because if he did it again, she might not be able to stop herself from kissing him back... again, and again and again and...


“And he promised he would not,” said Edouard.  “He seems quite reasonable.”

“Oh, yeah, other than being batshit insane,” said Hilary.  “Entirely reasonable besides that.”  She heaved herself upright again.  “I’m going to go see about getting my cell phone back,” she said.  “And then, as I seem to have been appointed Marcus’ babysitter, I’ll see if his room is still available and teach him how not to murder himself with the mini-bar.”


“And I,” said Edouard, “shall call the praetor Algerii and see if he can smooth things out with the hospital for us.”  He winked at Hilary.


“Gratias ago,” she said.  “O di immortales... iuvate me.”

