
Every master plan has one vital flaw, and it didn’t take Hilary very long to find the flaw in hers.  Last time she’d become infatuated with a man and his ideas, it had quickly evaporated – but only after she spent two weeks determinedly avoiding him.  She could not do the same with Marcus.


When she came down to the lobby the next morning, there he was, in khaki trousers and a blue and white shirt, waiting with the others.  The bright morning sunlight put bronze highlights in his curly black hair and turned his skin the colour of caramel; Hilary thought she might melt at the sight of him.  He’d been holding a stilted conversation with Betty, but when he noticed her, he looked up and gave her a smile that nearly knocked her over.  The man had dimples...


“Salve, Hilaria,” he greeted her.


“Salve, Marce,” she replied, swallowing hard to get the sudden excited tingle out of the pit of her stomach.  “Sorry I’m late, everybody,” she added, in English.  “I overslept.”


“Not a problem,” said Edouard.  “So, it seems, has our taxi.”


Hilary had overslept because she’d been up well past midnight, looking up the things she’d written down in her notebook.  Marcus’ information on ancient wines appeared to be accurate, but it was entirely possible that somebody interested in modern wines might also take the trouble to learn about ancient ones.  About whether a toga was supposed to drag, there was rather less information.  Roman statuary often showed dragging togas, but art historians had noticed that the sculptors often exaggerated the draping of the cloth in order to create interesting shapes, so that did not necessarily mean anything.

She’d also looked up the cognomen Longinus, curious if there were other theories about its origins.  The usual speculation was, as she’d recalled, that it referred to long life... but ‘long-lived’ in Latin was vivax.  Other ideas offered were that it referred to height – but that would have been altus – or to a long nose – which would be naso.  The only one that really matched the meaning of ‘Longinus’ was the idea that it referred to height in the form of long limbs – which Marcus did certainly have.  Nobody, as far as she could tell, had ever suggested that it might be a locker-room boast.


On that note, however, there was some evidence that the Romans had believed trousers to be bad for virility.  Various writers blamed the bad habits of Gallic tribes more or less on the men not getting enough fresh air.


What was she looking for, she wondered.  What was she going to do, exactly, when she found a discrepancy in Marcus’ version of ancient Rome?  What was she going to do if she didn’t?


“So,” she said to nobody in particular.  “What’s new?”


“Your friend Bettia has just been telling me about the book she is writing,” said Marcus, although Hilary had asked the question in English, “but sadly her Latin is not very good.  Perhaps you could tell me some more about it.  The Julius Caesar” – he pronounced the name as Yulius Kaesar – “I know hasn’t had the opportunity to be adventurous.  He would be gratified to know that his son will do great deeds.”


“Great deeds,” said Hilary.  The exploits of Caesar certainly counted, but she somehow doubted a Roman of the first century BC would agree.  It was, after all, Romans of the first century BC who had assassinated Caesar.  “Well, let’s see...” she sipped her smoothie to give herself time to think.


Marcus pulled his sunglasses down his nose to look over them at her breakfast.  “I beg your pardon,” he said.  “I hope I’m not being rude... but may I ask what you are drinking?”


She glanced down at the plastic cup in her hand.  “Breakfast,” she said.  “It’s a wheatgrass smoothie.”  Marcus looked as if he found the idea disgusting... and come to it, the stuff did look something like greenish mud.  “It’s supposed to be healthy,” she added.


“Ah,” he said politely.  “I’m sure it must taste fine.”


“No,” sighed Hilary.  “Actually, it tastes exactly like it looks.”


She was saved from having to make more conversation when the taxis chose that moment to pull up.


“Ah, finally!” said Edouard.  “Now – on to the excitement!”


The taxis took them through the winding streets, past all the depressingly Western architecture, to the Gustave Mercier Museum of Art.  Jazira was waiting for them in front of the building, next to a tall, balding European man with a beer belly and a huge nose.


“Good morning!” Jazira called out as they piled out of the vehicles.  “I am so glad all of you could come!”


As if they’d had anything that might have kept them, Hilary thought, but she held her tongue and let Marcus help her out of the taxi.  Better to let Edouard do the talking.  Fly catching would be better left to those capable of administering the honey.


“Thank you,” said Edouard.  “It is a pleasure to see you again, as well, Miss Arif.  It is reassuring to know how hard you are working on our behalf.”


Jazira replied with a desperate smile; she looked like she hadn’t slept in a week.  “Dr. Moruboshi,” she greeted Donald, “and Dr. Hughes... oh.”  Her eyes widened in surprise as she noticed Marcus.  She looked him over with interest – well, he was pretty – then got a handle on herself and politely shook his hand.  “And this must be Dr. Pappas!” she said.  “So nice to see you feeling better!  I promise you, we’ll have your luggage back in your hands the moment we track it down.”


“I’m sorry, Miss Arif,” said Hilary, stepping in, “it seems Dr. Hughes forgot to mention that Dr. Pappas doesn’t speak English.”  She shot a murderous glance at Betty.  “Marce, Jazira est,” she said.  “Praetorem ministrat.” 


For a moment she worried that Jazira would recognize the language as Latin, but apparently not.  “It is lovely to meet you,” the woman said with a smile.  “Let me introduce you all to Mr. Beaudrais,” she turned to the European man.  “Jean-Francois is our curator of antiquities here at the Gustave Mercier.”


“Charmed, charmed,” said Beaudrais in French.  “It is a pleasure, all of you!”


Jazira introduced him to each of their guests, and he shook their hands in turn.  Marcus did not understand French any better than he had the day Hilary met him, but it seemed that he’d gotten the idea of handshakes.  He smiled warmly at Beaudrais and gripped his hand firmly – if Hilary hadn’t known there was something wrong with him, she never would have guessed it just by watching.


“Well,” Beaudrais said cheerfully, “I’m sure you must be eager to begin!”


“We are,” said Edouard.  “But first... Miss Arif,” he turned to Jazira, “have you any news for us from Ibn Sayid?”


“I’m afraid not,” said Jazira looking away.


“Have you spoken to him about...”


“I have not had the opportunity,” Jazira said quickly.  “And in fact, I have a meeting I am late for.  I will leave you all in Mr. Beaudrais’ very capable hands, and you know I will call you if I have news.  A very good day to all of you!”


“Thank you very much, Miss Arif,” said Beaudrais.  “If everyone will follow me, please?”


Maybe Hilary was just being grumpy and paranoid, but it seemed to her that Jazira ran off in an awful hurry.


“As I’m sure you know,” said Beaudrais, leading the party up a flight of stairs, “we have sadly little interest in the Roman period in Algeria.  I think that may be why this city was once used as a collection point for black market artifacts from that era.  The police put a stop to all that a few years ago, when they rounded up the smuggling ring and arrested them, but I fear the goods simply go through other channels now.  It is a terrible waste.  We have in our collection things that came from everywhere from Egypt to Morocco, and nobody to work with it.”


Hilary noticed that in the low lighting of the staircase, Marcus had taken off the sunglasses she’d bought him and hung them from the collar of his shirt.  Was that an old habit leaking through?  Or had he simply copied Donald, who’d done the same thing?  She would have to ask Betty if Milo had ever worn glasses.


“Most of it,” Beaudrais went on, “has never even been properly catalogued.  That’ll have to be done before anything else can occur... you can imagine, I’m sure, how thrilled we were to receive Ibn Sayid’s offer of your services!”  At the top of the stairs, he unlocked a door and opened it with a flourish.  “And here we are!”

They were standing outside a big, dusty archive room full of unlabeled drawers.  There were a few small windows, right up under the ceiling, but for the most part all four walls were full of cabinets.  A library-style card catalogue was sitting under one window, and there was a long wooden table down the center of the room.

“Have fun, my friends,” Beaudrais said.  “We will provide you with lunch, as promised.  Call me if you need anything!”


Hilary could have sworn she heard a gleeful little cackle as he walked away.


The four historians and Marcus stood considering the situation for a moment in stunned silence.  Even the unfailingly polite Edouard seemed to have been struck dumb... the first to speak was Marcus.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


Hilary didn’t want to tell him.  Having to explain the situation somehow made it that much more insulting.  “Our friend Beaudrais wants us to take inventory of this room,” she said.  Pencils, labels and index cards had been left on the table for them, she noted.  How very kind.  This would take weeks if they were expected to do the whole room, which would certainly give Ibn Sayid and Hassan plenty of time to keep stalling.


“Ah,” said Marcus.  “In Rome, such tasks are the work of slaves.”


“In Canada,” she replied sourly, “such tasks are the work of graduate students.”  She pulled a drawer open to see what, exactly, the collected black-market artifacts of super-Saharan Africa looked like – and felt the blood drain from her face.  “Oh, Christ,” she said, slamming the drawer shut again.  This was a goddamned conspiracy.


“What is it?”  Betty came for a look.  “Oh, my goodness!” she said.


The drawer was full of unrealistically large – but otherwise very lifelike – ceramic penises.


So was the one under it.


And the one under that.


Hilary wanted to die.  Here was another one of those things that could only happen to her... a big, booming voice from the sky taunting her sexual frustration would almost have been subtler.


“I can certainly see why the museum chooses not to display those,” said Edouard dryly.


Hilary dared a glance up at Marcus.  He had opened another drawer, and was now frowning at the contents. “Why would a museum of antiquities keep these?” he asked.


“Well, they are antique,” Hilary sighed.


His eyebrows rose.  “Yes, I suppose so, but one can find them anywhere and everywhere, and I can’t imagine they would have anything to teach an historian.”  He shut the first drawer and tried a second.  “These speak nothing of men or deeds.  When you said we would be looking at antiquities, Hilaria, I had thought we would be seeing the swords of great generals, or such similar items.  Not a lot of moldering talismans.”


“They might have belonged to great generals,” said Hilary, trying to make some kind of ‘sword’ joke that fell flat on its face.  She tried another drawer, and found more of the same.  Glass, ceramic, or stone penises were actually among the most common Roman artifacts turned up – as Marcus had said, they were found everywhere – and it really wasn’t surprising that the museum had heaps of them if they’d been recovered from smugglers.  There was a thriving black market trade in ancient erotica.  A search on E-bay turned up pages and pages.


And Marcus was right about another thing, too, though not for the reasons he thought he was.  A collection of glass penises in a museum archive, miles from wherever they’d been found, told historians almost nothing... besides the obvious fact that human nature hadn’t changed much in the last two thousand years.


“There’s some pottery over here,” said Donald, going through other drawers.  “Looks Phoenician… bunch of oil lamps... oh, these are in bad shape.  Bag of coins.”


Hilary stood up.  “This is ridiculous,” she announced, brushing her hands off on her pants.  “This is insulting.  If they want this done, they should hire grunt help.  We didn’t come halfway around the world to make lists of junk everybody else has forgotten about.”


She waited for a response, but the others just stared at her... and belatedly, she realized that she’d still been speaking Latin.  Embarrassed, she repeated the speech in English, but it had rather less effect the second time.  “If we had any respect for ourselves,” she finished, “we would go straight to the ministry and complain to Ibn Sayid in person!”


“What would we accomplish?” asked Edouard.


“Well...” said Hilary.


“Complaining to Ibn Sayid will not give us faster access to the site,” said Edouard.  “And the ministry will not be any friendlier if we refuse what may well be the only thing they could find us to do.  As Beaudrais said, this material cannot be properly studied until it has been catalogued, anyway.”


That seemed to decide things.  The others, under Edouard’s direction, began unpacking the drawers.  At least, Hilary could not fault the job the museum had done storing the items – everything had been lovingly sealed in plastic bags and then wrapped in cotton to keep it from chipping or breaking.  She wondered what poor sucker had been conned into doing that for them.


“What are these for, anyway?” Betty asked, placing objects on the table.  “What does anybody need with hundreds of glass penises?”


“Penes,” Hilary corrected.  “It’s a third-declension i-stem.  Penis, penis, peni, penem, pene,” she recited.  “And I have no idea.  Maybe they used to give them to widows.  Back then, everybody knew that women were such lustful monsters that they’d rape men in the streets if they weren’t getting laid enough.”  She vaguely remembered some Greek writer having said something like that.  After the past two days, she was almost ready to agree.


Betty and Donald got to work on the Phoenician pottery, and Edouard took it upon himself to go through the oil lamps.  Which, of course, left Hilary and Marcus with bags of assorted gold and bronze jewelry – and the penes.


“Here.”  Hilary gave Marcus a sheet of perforated labels.  “Punch these out, number them starting at one, and tie them to the bags.  I’ll write up the descriptions.”  Numbers I through CCC, she thought: two-thousand-year-old ceramic prick with lichen growing on it.  “I don’t suppose you know what these were made for,” she added.  So far, his various and sundry comments about the ancient world had all been things that were known.  What would he say to something there was little evidence about?


“You don’t know?” he asked.


“Not a clue,” she shook her head.


“I’d noticed a lack of such things in the hotel,” said Marcus.  “They’re talismans.  The superstitious,” he said, in a voice that suggested he certainly did not put himself in that category, “consider them good luck.”


That was probably as good a use for a glass penis as any other.  “Really?” Hilary asked.  “What kind of good luck?”


“Any kind, more or less,” he said.  “The penis is an organ of strength and virility, and many believe that such an object will bring those virtues to its owner – along with any other strengths even remotely connected to the item.”


Hilary stared.  That was so obvious she couldn’t imagine why nobody had thought about it yet.  People who theorized about Roman erotic art – as these things were usually called in academic literature – generally treated the topic as either religion or pornography.  But the Romans had loved amulets, omens, and good luck charms, and their culture was obsessed with masculinity.  Of course they made penis-shaped talismans.

It would have been fascinating if it were not for the fact that she really didn’t need to be hearing about strength and virility from a man she was ridiculously attracted to.  And had seen in the shower.  Never mind one who could apparently talk about this without any discomfort at all.


“It’s not at all well-defined,” Marcus went on, “and many consider it rather crass.  A proper amulet has a single, obvious function.”


“Like the Juno medallions women hold during childbirth,” said Hilary.  Juno was the mother of the Roman gods, and had served as sort of a patron saint of pregnancy and labour.


“Exactly!” Marcus nodded.


“So you aren’t superstitious?” asked Hilary, a bit amused.  He probably didn’t see the contradiction of a person who claimed not to be superstitious while talking about the requirements of a real magic talisman. 


“Of course not,” he replied.


“Well, what about religious?  Do you sacrifice to the gods?”


He glanced at her and then seemed to choose his next words carefully.  “I do,” he said slowly.  “It is one of the duties of a citizen.”


“But you don’t believe in them,” she guessed.


“I’m sure they exist,” said Marcus.  “But it has always seemed to me that men make their own destinies.  I would have thought an historian would agree.”  He looked at her steadily as he spoke, and she noticed that there were tiny flecks of gold in his dark brown eyes.  It made them look like a fire that had been allowed to burn low, with just a few sparks left smoldering among the ashes.  A warm feeling settled in the bottom of her stomach.


She tore herself away from his gaze and shrugged.  “I have no opinion on that.”


“Well, perhaps now you can answer a question for me,” he said.  “Why are you, historians, interested in trinkets like these?”


“Trinkets can teach us a lot,” said Hilary.  “You taught me a lot just now, when you told me what they’re used for.  I’ve learned something about a superstition, and the fact that there’re so many of these tells me that a lot of people were superstitious.”


“Yes,” he said, “but I should say that all of them were people of no consequence.  This tells you nothing about great men.”


Great men – now there was a thoroughly Roman concept of history.  “Well, we already know a lot about the great men,” said Hilary, “because people wrote it down.  We know about Marius because Sallust and Plutarch wrote about him.  But we don’t know much about the unimportant people.”


“Unimportant people do not contribute to history,” said Marcus.  “If they did, they would not be unimportant.”


“What?” asked Hilary.  “Of course they contribute to history.  They were there, weren’t they?”


“Yes, but they did not do anything of note,” said Marcus.  “As you yourself pointed out, if they had, someone would have written about it.”


“They certainly did!” Hilary said, her hackles starting to rise.  Was this revenge for her winning the ‘pants’ argument yesterday?  “They voted!  They served in armies!  They grew crops!”

“But that is not history,” said Marcus.


“Then what is it?” Hilary wanted to know.  “It happened in the past, didn’t it?  And you’ve got one great man for every million or so ordinary people.  If you ignore the commoners, you’re ignoring almost everybody!”  The others were no longer working on their lamps and pottery, she noticed – the artifacts were sitting ignored on the table while Betty, Donald, and Edouard stared at this argument going on in fast-paced Latin.


“They’re ignored because they don’t make history,” said Marcus stubbornly.  “They are subject to it, but that hardly concerns the historian!”


“They were still there,” said Hilary.  “And since, as you’re demonstrating, nobody at the time gave a shit about them, we have to improvise.  If that means putting numbers on glass dicks, then so be it!”


Marcus stared at her for a silent moment.  “You become angry over some very strange things, Hilaria,” he said.  His tone was calm enough, but there was something in his suddenly rigid posture that didn’t quite match it.


“I...” Hilary suddenly felt foolish.  He hadn’t been arguing – she was the one who’d been getting worked up.  “I become angry about the things I care about,” she replied testily, looking down at her papers.


“You shouldn’t,” said Marcus.  “You hurt your case.  An orator should be passionate, but never angry.  The angry man doesn’t listen to his opponents, and is likely to forget himself and insult them rather than debating properly.  That is no way to make a point.”


“Well, excuse me,” Hilary grouched.  But then something in her made her try again; she took a deep breath and thought hard – why was it important to study ordinary people?  “The commoners are important,” she said, “because without them, great men would have no-one to be great to.  And their opinions define which men can be great.  If the people of Rome hadn’t believed that Marius could defeat Jugurtha, they wouldn’t have elected him and he wouldn’t have had the opportunity.”


Marcus shrugged.  “If the people elected Marius, it’s because he ran for the position and convinced them to do so.”


Hilary gave up.  “Have it your way,” she said, and dragged another sheet of paper over to resume cataloging penises.  But somehow, even though she hadn’t convinced him, she still felt like she’d scored a small victory.


Shortly after noon, a young woman came in with coffee and sandwiches for them, courtesy of the museum.  Hilary watched Marcus thank her in Latin, gratias ago, and then sniff the coffee before giving it a careful sip.  He grimaced, swallowed, and set the mug down.


“You don’t like it?” asked Hilary, as the woman left the room again.


“What is it?” Marcus wanted to know.


“Coffee,” said Hilary.  “It’s... a sort of tea, made out of beans.”


“Interesting,” said Marcus, but he left the coffee to sit while he picked up his sandwich.

For a moment, there were no sounds in the room except those of eating and drinking.  Then Betty wiped her mouth, put her sandwich down and said, “so.”


“So... what?” asked Hilary.


“So.”  She swallowed and looked at Hilary.  “What were you and Milo arguing about?”


“Nothing important,” said Hilary, which was true.


“How is he?” Betty asked.  “I mean... obviously he’s still speaking Latin, but otherwise... is he any better?”


“Not as far as I can tell,” Hilary sighed.  “He did seem to enjoy telling me all about how people kept these penis statues in their houses to impart virility.”


“That sounds Roman,” said Donald.


Betty nodded sadly.  “Still... off, then.”


“Still nuts,” said Hilary, “and he’s driving me crazy.  He’s so deep in it, and he’s so darned...” she stopped just in time and licked her lips.  She’d been about to say so darned sexy, but she couldn’t possibly.  Her colleagues would... she didn’t know what they’d think.  But no, that she would have to keep to herself.


“I know,” said Betty.  “I tried to talk to him this morning.”  She glanced at Marcus, who was eating quietly.  Hilary wondered if he knew they were talking about him... surely on some level, even if it were subconscious, he must still understand English.  “I had no idea he was so good with Latin.  I couldn’t keep up.  I started telling him about my book, and he was going on about... um...” she looked at her hands.


“Caesar’s father?” Hilary guessed.


“Yes!” said Betty.  “It’s scary.  And it’s twice as scary because he doesn’t act crazy.  He acts like this is all perfectly normal.”


“Well, to him, it is,” Donald pointed out.


“And he’s so... he’s so not Milo,” said Betty.  “I just... I want the real Milo back!  Do you know he asked me if you were married, Hilary?”


“He did?” she asked.  Why would he care?  Was it possible that he... no, that was silly.  They’d only known each other a couple of days.  Why would the question worry Betty so much anyway?

Oh, of course, she realized, wincing.  Milo Pappas must have a wife already.  Fine, that was one more reason why she should avoid acting on her attraction.  She didn’t want Mrs. Pappas suing for divorce on her account.   “Well, don’t worry,” she said.  “I’m definitely not about to take advantage of him.”


“Oh, no, I wasn’t saying you were!” Betty said quickly, horrified by the thought.  “I just... I miss him.  I was looking forward to finally meeting him, and... well, I haven’t yet.”  She gave Marcus a soulful look that made Hilary bristle – if she weren’t allowed to take advantage of him, then nobody else was, either, darn it!


“Hopefully, the police will find something soon,” said Edouard, which was not much of a comfort.


“I ought to call Nicky and tell him that the hospital wouldn’t admit him,” Betty confessed.  “I hate giving people bad news.”


“So do I,” said Hilary, and made a decision.  “Look, I hate to say this,” she said, “but somebody else is going to have to babysit Marcus tomorrow.  I can’t keep doing it.  I’m going to lose my mind.”  Or sleep with him.  One might well entail the other.


“It doesn’t seem to be so much babysitting that he needs,” said Edouard.  “He appears quite able to look after himself.  What he needs is somebody to tell him when he is doing unacceptable things, and you’re the only one who can do that.”


“No, I’m not,” said Hilary.  “All of you know some Latin.”


“Yes, but we don’t speak it like you do,” said Betty.  “And I can’t have a conversation with him, Hilary, I just can’t.  It makes me feel a little sick, just the idea that Milo’s in there somewhere and I can’t get at him.”


“You’re the one who’s next to his room, too,” Donald put in.


“It’s not likely to be longer than a few more days,” said Edouard.


“For all we know, it might be months,” said Hilary.  “It seems like everybody here is just doing their level best to inconvenience us.”


“That is hardly fair,” said Edouard.  “We are guests here, and none of this is the fault of Ibn Sayid or anyone at the museum.”


“Oh, like hell it isn’t,” said Hilary.  “They should have told us about Hassan right away, instead of leaving us standing around in the airport for hours.  And now they’ve locked us up in here with two week’s worth of work so they’ll have more time to do...” what were they doing, anyway?  “Do you think there’s something they aren’t telling us?” she asked.


“I wouldn’t jump to conclusions,” said Edouard tranquilly, but he gave her a warning glance.


She seethed.  Yes, she was acting like a spoiled child, but she was not going to let anyone – even someone old enough to be her father – scold her for it.  So much had gone wrong this week that Hilary felt she’d earned the right to a little petulance.  “Who’s jumping to conclusions?” she asked.  “They haven’t left us a lot of choice.”  Now that she thought about it, was there some other unpleasant business underlying all of this?  Jazira had mentioned that Hassan had suddenly switched tactics on them.  “If they want us to not be suspicious, they should be giving us more information.  Why are we being shoved off here while they make it sound like they’re doing us a favour?”


“We are in a country with a civil war going on,” Edouard reminded her.  “They are taking the best care of us that they can.  Hopefully when we meet with Mr. Hassan on Monday, we will learn some more.”


Monday.  Three more days – Hilary wasn’t sure she’d make it.  Patience was a virtue, but it had never been one of hers.


Hilaria was clearly miserable when they left the academy that evening – and so was Petronius.  He didn’t understand why he’d been brought along on this expedition, but suspected it was because they didn’t know what else to do with him.  He had a fair idea that Hilaria had been hoping to be rid of him by now, but as she could not, she must drag him about after her like an unwilling dog.  It was something of a comfort to know that she was as unhappy about it as he.


The whole situation was ironic, really.  Petronius had been looking forward to having nothing to do and no expectations to live up to... but staying at a country house drinking wine and going to the theatre was ‘nothing to do’ on his own terms, having already done what his father and brother would have wanted him to do.  It was quite a different matter from being baggage for a group of scholars who clearly thought he was in their way.  He couldn’t understand why they’d brought him along on this excursion at all.


But at least he could say that he’d kept his temper today.  Petronius was rather ashamed of how he’d lost his hold on himself yesterday over the matter of the trousers, and was determined that so such thing would happen again.  It was as much as a form of self-punishment as it was the imploring expression in Hilaria’s blue eyes that he’d decided to wear the awful things.  They were tight and uncomfortable, restricting his movement in ways he was not accustomed to, but they served as a constant reminder that, unlike the people who habitually wore such garments, Romans were civilized men.  And civilized men were able to control themselves, even when uncivilized women were being unreasonable.


Self-control was a virtue Hilaria did not seem to possess, and watching her, Petronius felt an uncanny understanding of how his father and brother must have felt watching him all those years ago.  It was both embarrassing and yet oddly intriguing; he was discomforted by her shouting and flailing, but envied her feeling free to do so.  She reminded him of a thunderstorm, all boiling energy that was able to escape only in short, violent flashes; Petronius thought he would not like to be in the way if she ever really unleashed her temper.  What was she always so angry about?  She kept saying it was not his fault, though he had more than once been the target.


Whatever the cause, she was sullen and brooding as they rode back to the hotel.  She sat in the taxi seat with her knees drawn up, frowning as she stared silently out the window.


“You ought to have refused,” he told her.  “You said as much yourself.”


She grunted.  “Too late now.”


True enough – having accepted the job, honour bound her and her friends to complete it... and Petronius as well.  He, like any of them, could have chosen to leave, but had not.


“I guess it is better than being bored,” Hilaria added.  “If they hadn’t found us this, we’d have nothing to do at all.”  She did not sound as if she found this much consolation.


“What was it you were meant to be doing?” he asked.


“We’re supposed to be digging up what we think is a ruined villa outside of town,” she replied.  “But we’ve been... delayed, so the praetor had to give us something to do while he tries to sort things out.”  She grimaced.  “I can just see it now... we’re going to be here for months, sitting on our butts and listening to Jazira apologize, and then the courts will find in Hassan’s favour and we’ll all be sent home without having done anything!  I just... ugh!”  She made a frustrated noise and squirmed like a child.  “And then you had to show up to be one more thing I can’t do anything about, and... oh, just forget it,” she moaned.  “Don’t apologize, it’s not your fault.  This has just been a terrible week.”  She slumped and folded her arms across her chest.


She had a strange way of talking, Petronius thought, able to be unpardonably rude without seeming so, and to make ordinary statements sound despicably nasty.  He was having to watch his own manners; listening to Hilaria emboldened him to say things he would never have dreamed of bringing up in conversation with a woman in Rome.  Just now, he’d wanted to ask her why it was that she did not like to be kissed... but this was clearly not the time.  She needed comfort, not questions.  He reached to take her hand, but she glared at it his arm as if it were a snake, and he hastily withdrew it.


“What are you staring at?” she demanded.


“Nothing at all,” Petronius said quickly, and turned his attention elsewhere.  She looked as though she might bite him if he said anything more.

As he had expected, a taxi offered a much smoother ride than a bus, although he did not like the enclosed smell of the vehicle.  It was just as quick, though, and the feeling of motion, with the buildings flying by outside, could be rather disconcerting.  Petronius had found he had to look at something relatively distant, or he began to feel a little ill.  For now, he chose the spire of a temple, and tried to keep his eyes off the blur of nearby objects.


Hilaria had asked him yesterday morning what he thought of the city; he hadn’t given her a proper answer because he didn’t want to tell her that he hated the place.  It was loud, smelly, and garish, and the shining commercial towers spoke of a disgusting level of decadence.  He hadn’t liked the brief glimpses he’d had of Cirta in his own era, and the city had not improved with keeping.  The smoke of the automobiles, the smells and the colours and the signs with their unreadable lettering, all gave him a headache as no other city ever had.


Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a sign he could read.  He sat up sharply, hoping to get a better look before they passed it by, but it was already gone.


“Something wrong?” asked Hilaria.


“I’m not sure,” Petronius replied.  “I just thought I saw the name ‘Caesar’ written on the side of a building.”


“Caesar?”  Hilaria began to sit up, but then sagged back again.  “Oh.  It was probably a movie poster.”


Petronius waited for an explanation.


“It’s... a form of theatre,” she said.  “A movie.  That particular one was made a few months ago.  It’s already out on DVD in Canada, but I guess that takes longer overseas.  It’s about the Julius Caesar Betty was talking about this morning.”


“Perhaps we could see it, then,” Petronius suggested.  “I haven’t been to the theatre in months.”  A play might improve both their moods – and he was curious about this son of Caesar.  Hilaria had told him very little about what had happened in Rome since he left, besides implying that Marius had played a great part in it.


“Maybe,” she said doubtfully.  “I’ve seen it and I didn’t like it much.  And we can’t go tonight, anyway.  Everything closes at sunset in Muslim countries.”


“Then perhaps we may try the wines,” he said, “and you could tell me about it instead.”


Hilaria shook her head.  “I told you, I don’t like wine.”


So much for any attempt to comfort her.  Petronius sat back, annoyed.  “You don’t like wine, you don’t like kissing, and you don’t like the theatre,” he said, counting the items out on his fingers.  Three of his favourite things, and she refused all of them.  Why, exactly, was he attracted to this woman at all?  “What do you like, Hilaria?”


She grimaced as if in pain.  “Please stop,” she said.  “Please.  Just... don’t talk to me.  We can’t do this.”


“Can’t do what?” he asked.


“This,” she turned and looked at him with pleading blue eyes.  Her pain made her colours seem dimmed, like an old fresco exposed too long to the sun.  “Please.  Don’t talk to me unless you absolutely have to.”


“Why not?”


“Because I asked you to!”  She sounded near to tears.  “Please?  Amabo te.”


What was wrong with this woman?  Her expression was that of somebody begging to be talked to... not only talked to, but held tight, kissed, caressed, comforted, cared for.  Somebody who needed solace – or at the very least, simple human companionship – the way a man in the desert needed water.  Why was she asking him to leave her alone with her misery?


He very nearly told her that he would do no such thing.  He very nearly took her in his arms and embraced her right there, holding her head to his heart and stroking her fiery hair until she confessed what was troubling her... but he couldn’t.  If she’d shouted at him, it wouldn’t have frightened him, but faced with her hurt, begging expression, he was helpless.


“Please?” she asked.


“Fine,” he said reluctantly.  “I will say no more.”


“Thank you,” she nodded, and turned away from him.


Maybe, he thought, she simply did not want his companionship.  She’d said already that she considered him just another of many problems burdening her.  Perhaps later she would keep company with her friend Bettia, or with one of the men... but the thought made Petronius’ guts wrench.  Hilaria was so very beautiful, and had done so much to help him, even if she now seemed to be regretting it.  If anyone were going to dry her tears and soothe her unhappiness, he wanted it to be himself.


When they arrived back at the hotel, Hilaria took out a little yellow square of papyrus and a pen – the future’s pens were rather wonderful, never needing to be dipped in ink – and wrote out a list of nonsensical symbols.


“Here,” she said, handing it to him.  “The back is sticky, see?  Put it on your telephone, and if you have a question, punch the numbers in this order to talk to me.  But please not unless it’s something important.


“Then I won’t disturb you,” he promised.


“Thank you,” she sighed.  “Watch television, or something. Good night.”


She vanished into her room, and he heard her heave one of her heartbreaking sighs as she shut the door.  It seemed she was not all thunder, this woman.  There was something tender and sad inside her stormy shell, and she did not like letting him see it.


“Do you need something to do, Marcus?” the one called Edouard asked him.  His Latin was not as good as Hilaria’s.  He required far more time to think about things, though this was still a great improvement over Bettia’s stilted speech.


“Yes,” said Petronius.  “I believe I do.”


Edouard put a hand on his shoulder.  “Come with me,” he said.  “I will teach you a game of cards.”

