
Hilary was more than merely unhappy when she got back to her hotel room that night – she was absolutely wretched.  She’d seen that word in old books, and ‘unhappy’ didn’t begin to cover what she was feeling right now. ‘Wretched’ worked nicely.


Marcus was right – she should have said ‘no’.  She should have told Edouard that his approach was going to get them all walked on like a bunch of rugs, told Beaudrais that she hadn’t come here to do his archiving for him, and then gone straight to Ibn Sayid and sat outside his office until he agreed to talk to her.  But she hadn’t... and now she hated Edouard, hated Beaudrais, and hated herself for giving in to them, all on top of her festering hatred of modernity.


That was another thing she’d thought she was getting over.  Maybe it was the Western feeling of Constantine, the European and American architecture and establishments in a city where they seemed to have no business being.  Or maybe it was talking to Marcus, with his simpler, classical view of things.  Maybe it was both, or maybe she just hadn’t been getting better about it at all.  Whatever the cause, since she’d arrived in Algeria, her disgust with the twenty-first century had returned stronger than ever.

Historians considered nostalgia – the idea that things had been better in the past – a logical fallacy.  So was progress, the idea that things were now better in the present and would continue to improve into the future.  Every era had its drawbacks to make up for any advantages it might have offered.  Hilary knew that pre-modern times had been dirty and smelly, accorded women little respect and few rights, and gave the vast majority of the wealth and power to selfish autocrats, but somehow, there was something more human about the past.  Modernity, culturally empty and riddled with gadgets, seemed dead by comparison.


She needed ice cream and a Meg Ryan movie, and she wasn’t going to allow herself either.  The first wasn’t on her diet and the second would only depress her more.


Heck, she needed to get laid.  But she couldn’t let herself do that, either.  The most attractive and intriguing man she’d ever met was right next door, and she couldn’t have him because he was nuts and it was only his delusion she was infatuated with.


At least, she thought, flopping on the bed, Marcus hadn’t tried to contradict her when she’d said she couldn’t back out of their agreement with the museum.  Most people would have.  Hilary believed in finishing what she started, and it was always a little insulting when people told her it didn’t matter.  It did matter.  Pulling out of something just because you didn’t happen to feel like finishing it was not right.  It was nice that somebody understood that, even if he was a nut case.

She undid the scarf around her hair and pulled her t-shirt off over her head.  Why did he have to be both gorgeous and insane?  One or the other she could have handled, but both was torture.  The way he’d looked at her, inviting her to just melt into his arms and forget everything else.  And for a moment, she’d almost believed that she could.  But that would just make everything so much worse.


Besides, if there was one thing Hilary had learned from her string of bad relationships, it was that she couldn’t count on some man to be strong for her.  Hilary Quincy had to be strong for herself.  She did not need anyone to protect her.  That was what Marcus had done the day she met him, wasn’t it?  He’d protected her.  He’d pulled the dog off and then somehow, despite his disreputable appearance, he’d made her feel safe.  She had to remember that he could not do the same with the problems facing her now.


Somebody knocked on the door.  “Who is it?” Hilary asked.


“Me,” Betty’s voice replied.  “I need to talk to you.”


“Okay.”  Hilary put on her pajama top and opened the door.  “I meant what I said at lunch today,” she said as Betty stepped inside.  “I can’t do this – that man is driving me crazy.”


“I noticed,” said Betty.  “Hilary, I was wondering...”


“Do you know what he asked me on the way home?” Hilary interrupted.  “I told him I didn’t like Caesar, the movie, and he asked me what I did like.  What kind of a question is that?”


Betty looked startled.  “Maybe he was just trying to make conversation.”


“Maybe,” said Hilary.  It really wasn’t all that strange a question when she thought about it.  Normal human beings did ask each other things like that when they were trying to get acquainted.  Perhaps it had just annoyed her because when he asked, she’d realized that she honestly wasn’t sure how to answer it.  “I like movies,” she said.  “I just didn’t like that one very much.  I can’t stand that woman who plays Cleopatra.  I like my job, which is more than most people in this world can say.  And I like kissing, just not kissing him.  And as for wine...”


“I wouldn’t mind kissing him,” said Betty.  “Good lord, I didn’t think real people actually looked that good.  You figure Hollywood probably makes them in a computer.  But... god, I want my Milo back.”


As far as Hilary was concerned, Betty could have her Milo back – Hilary certainly didn’t want the one who seemed to have attached himself to her.  “I cannot keep this up,” she said.  “I told him not to talk to me again unless he has to.”  She shook her head.  “I sure hope they find his ID soon.”


“I’m sure they will,” said Betty.  “But Hilary?”


“Yeah?”  Hilary sat down on the bed.


“That’s actually not what I wanted to talk to you about,” Betty said.


“Oh,” said Hilary.  She winced – of course not.  They’d already talked about that at lunchtime.  “Sorry.  What was it, then?”


Betty sat down in a chair across from Hilary.  “Do you really think the ministry is hiding something from us?”


Hilary made herself stop and think about it for a moment before answering this time.  Now that the heat of the moment had passed, no, she really wasn’t as sure as she thought she’d been.  “I don’t know,” she admitted.  “It seemed that way at the time, but...” Edouard was right, nobody had really said anything to suggest that.  “You know me,” she said.  “I hate being kept out of the loop.”


“Oh, I don’t blame you,” said Betty.  “This is humiliating.  And the way Jazira and Cardellini both keep running off is starting to make me nervous.  I don’t think either of them really want to talk to us.”


Hilary could remember noticing that, too.  “Good,” she said, “I’m not imagining things.  Do you have any idea what we could do about it?”


“Not really.”  Betty sighed.  “We can’t exactly force them to talk to us.  But we are meeting with Hassan on Monday.”  It was the same thing Edouard had said earlier – but with none of Edouard’s certainty behind it.


“Assuming he shows up,” said Hilary.  Jazira hadn’t made that seem likely.


“Well, as she said, maybe now that we’re actually here, he’ll want to hurry up and deal with it before the government pulls eminent domain on him or something,” Betty offered.  “Do they have eminent domain in Algeria?”


“I don’t know,” said Hilary.  “All I know is that when all this is over, they’re going to owe us some big apologies.”


It surprised Petronius, really, how quickly he was getting accustomed to this future.  The shower had seemed novel the night he arrived, but after two days, it was simply a convenience.    The hot and cold water taps no longer seemed remarkable, and the assortment of buttons and fasteners on his clothing were easy to use once he had some practice.  He was able to wash and prepare for bed by himself almost as quickly as he could do it with the help of his slaves in Rome.


The man called Edouard had told him that breakfast was free in the hotel if he made selections from the dishes set out on a long buffet, so in the morning he decided he would try that.  The food was odd – there was reasonably familiar bread, but the fruits were strange and the other dishes mostly unrecognizable except for one of soft white cheese curds – but it all tasted fine.  The tables had tiny jars of fruit preserves and honey that he could spread on the bread.  It was quite peaceful to eat in the early-morning quiet by himself, without slaves running around and clients banging on his doors, but also rather lonely.  He would not have regretted having somebody to talk to.


And it seemed that some god or other was, for once, paying attention – because the elevator doors opened, and Hilaria stepped out.  She was dressed in yellow today, which put a bright golden light in her fiery hair.  Petronius knew he was staring like a fool as she came to sit down, but he couldn’t help himself.  She was breathtaking.


“Good morning,” he greeted her.


She glanced at him, then went and seated herself not at his table, but at the one behind him.  “Good morning,” she said stiffly.


Petronius frowned and turned in his chair to face her – or at least, to face the back of her head, which was all he could see of her at the moment.  He had been hoping that the mood of the previous night would have passed by now, but apparently not.  “Have I done something to offend you?” he asked.


“No,” she said, not facing him.  “But I told you not to speak to me unless it was an emergency.”


“I was only saying ‘good morning’,” he said.


“And will the world end if you don’t say good morning?” she asked, her tone heavy with sarcasm.


“Certainly not,” he said.


“Then don’t say it,” Hilaria told him, voice strained.  “I don’t want to talk to you.  All right?”


It was not all right.  Was she trying on purpose to anger him?  “You could at least tell me why not,” he said, not quite managing to keep the edge out of his voice.  Three years spent developing his self-control, and she was threatening to undo it all after only three days.


“I told you, it’s nothing you did,” she said.


“Then why am I to be the victim of it?” he demanded.  “Is this how a hostess treats her guests in this future?”


“Maybe it is!” she snarled, turning her head to glare at him.  Their eyes met for a moment, and Hilaria, realizing she’d made a mistake, quickly turned away again.  Petronius did likewise, his breath stopped in his throat.  Her dim mood yesterday had faded her colours – her fury today made them all the more intense.  The blue of her eyes seemed brilliant enough to burn him.  On the rare occasions when he’d fought with Flavia, anger had made him want to avoid her.  Angry with Hilaria, he wanted to shout.  He wanted to keep arguing until they were both so furious they could barely see – and then strip her of that barbaric clothing and bed her right there on the breakfast table.


That would not be civilized behavior.


Perhaps she was right, he thought, turning back to his own breakfast.  If she were going to have such an effect on him, maybe he ought to be glad that she seemed determined to avoid him.  He did not need the temptation of something he was never going to be able to have, and there were much more important things he could be...


Now, who did he think he was fooling with that?  The reason he was dwelling on Hilaria at all was because he did not have anything else with which to occupy himself.  He had left all his problems behind in the remote past.  Without Hilaria, he had nothing whatsoever to do with himself except play the card games Edouard had shown him.


“Well,” he said, “I am very sorry if I have offended you.”  He stood and picked up his plate and glass of fruit juice.  “If that would suit you better, I shall take my breakfast elsewhere and leave you in peace.”


“You do that,” Hilaria replied sullenly.  She did not look at him.


The next few days were a positive misery.  The historians kept up the routine they had established – they would work at the academy, sorting and filing, during the day, eat their midday meal there, and return to the hotel for supper.  Often after eating they would sit and talk – about what, Petronius didn’t know, because they spoke only in languages he did not understand.  Bettia and the men would occasionally say a few words to him in stilted Latin, but they did not speak enough of the language to hold a proper conversation.

Hilaria herself would not speak to him except when he had a direct question for her – and so he began finding excuses to ask things of her.  It was childish, but he was longing to understand and be understood by somebody, even a woman who plainly no longer liked him.  She showed him the various gadgets in his room, and playing with them amused him for a time but the novelty wore off quickly, and what remained was a curiously empty world.  A television to show you what was going on in far corners of the world lacked something found in a crier calling out the news in the street.


And it seemed that even this tiny amount of attention was unwelcome to Hilaria.  She had been so generous his first couple of days in her company.  Why, then, had she so suddenly turned cold?


Petronius didn’t know, but her decision seemed final.  After the unpleasant breakfast, he couldn’t get a friendly word out of her all day, and the next was no different.  If he had done something to offend her, he couldn’t figure out what it was, and she was apparently not ready to forgive him.  Nor could any of the others give him any idea what lay behind her silence – when he asked, Edouard could only shrug his shoulders, and Bettia and Donald did not appear to understand the question.


And why did she have to be, nevertheless, still so beautiful?  The longer he watched her, going unhappily about her own daily routine, the more he wished he could break down the wall of silence that stood between them and force his way into her heart.  None of her colleagues seemed to be interested in helping her... couldn’t they see it?


It was enough to make Petronius begin to think that he was really no better off than he would have been if Hilaria had never found him.  True, he would not now be clean or clothed... but he might be doing something.  He might have been working on returning to Rome, rather than spending long, dusty, frustrating days sorting amulets and feeling like he was going nowhere.


Hilary herself wasn’t much happier.  Marcus’ constant presence, even if she didn’t allow herself to talk to him, was driving her nuts.  She’d been hoping the attraction would wear off, but it hadn’t: she’d still catch herself admiring his butt, or noticing his incredibly sexy hands as he played with the gold ring he wore, or that he had eyelashes fit for Cover Girl.  And she found herself wondering – he’d told her all about Marius, making it very clear in the process that he hated the man.  What would he say if she asked him to tell her about himself?

As they poured over potsherds and penes at the museum, she’d sit with her chin in her hands and watch him write large, neat numbers of the labels – large because he was used to writing with a stylus in wax, not a pen on cardstock – and try to imagine.  His disdain for merchants made it sound like he was a member of a patrician family.  Would he have stories about his own valour in battle?  Tales of vicious senatorial debates?  Meaty descriptions of the gladiatorial fights he’d attended?  Did he have relatives who’d been praetors or consuls?  The hum and bustle of daily life was the thing most missing from records of ancient Rome.  What would this man who’d immersed himself in that history have to say about it?


What made it even worse was that pondering Marcus’ nonexistent past was more interesting by far than what she was actually doing.  The museum work was... well, it was still better than nothing, but it was also still the same thing, day in and day out, until every time Hilary closed her eyes she found that the forest of phallic sculpture seemed to have been permanently burned into her retinas.  She’d rather have still seen Marcus in the shower – at least that was visually appealing.  Chipped, cracked, sludge-covered dildos were not sexy.


She couldn’t wait to meet Hassan and get to the site... or, failing that, to just go home.  It was a kernel of comfort to know that things would be decided one way or another on Monday.  But Friday, Saturday, and Sunday seemed to take forever to pass – especially Sunday, when the museum was closed and there was, quite literally, nothing to do but sit in her hotel room, watch television in French, and feel miserable.


Eventually, however, Monday had to give up and arrive.  Hilary hadn’t expected she would need nice clothing on this trip, so she had to make a trip on Saturday and buy herself a blouse and a pair of dress pants for the occasion.  She decided against a skirt on the grounds that Marcus would want to know why he wasn’t allowed to wear one... and since Marcus was going to have to be there with the rest of them, she also bought him a tie.  It was in her hand when she marched into the hotel restaurant on Monday morning, braced for a fight.


Marcus was, as usual, there ahead of her, sitting at a table and playing solitaire.  After spending Friday bothering her about every tiny thing, he’d taken to ignoring her completely, so he did not look up as she approached.  She cleared her throat.


“Good morning,” she said.


“Hilaria,” he replied neutrally, acknowledging her with a slight nod.  “Is there some emergency I ought to know about?”


She took a deep breath.  “We’re going to meet the landowner today,” she said.  “So... uh... I need you to wear this.”  She’s thought this speech through in some detail beforehand – if Romans appreciated calm, reasoned oration, then that was what she was going to give him.  “This is called a tie.  Wearing it is like wearing a toga.  You wouldn’t go to meet a patron without your toga, and you can’t go to meet Hassan without a tie.”


Marcus leaned his head to one side.  “Are you going to say please with cherries?” he asked.


Hilary gritted her teeth.  “Please.”


He collected his cards and stood.  “How does one wear it?”


She stepped up and began to loop it around his neck, then she hesitated. Was that it?  She’d been planning on another half-hour ofdebate.  “You’re not going to argue with me?”


“No,” he said shortly.


“This isn’t a barbaric piece of clothing?” she asked.


“You told me not to speak to you more than necessary,” he pointed out, “and so I am not.  Anyway I can hardly count this as a greater indignity than the trousers.  Show me.”


No, she realized, she really wasn’t getting any better at all.  Her proximity with Marcus had the exact same arousing effect on her as helping him with his shirt had in the shop.  At least, she thought, he had dignity enough not to do what Brad had always done and make annoying little choking noises as she knotted the tie and pulled it tight.  And this time, he did not take their closeness as an invitation to physical intimacy.


“There,” she said.  “Come on now, let’s go.”


Hassan’s house, located just outside the Western edge of the city – the only direction in which Constantine was not ringed by cliffs – was another colonial holdover.  There were enough steps and pillars to make Marcus sit up and take notice, but Hilary found the place made her feel a little ill: it was huge.  It looked like the White House, for heaven’s sake... Jazira had said that Hassan was one of the wealthiest men in Algeria, but she really could have warned them properly.  Despite her shopping trip, Hilary suddenly felt very underdressed.


A pair of tall, grim-looking security guards was waiting to show them indoors.  The foyer of the house was vast and, unlike the hospital, squeaky-clean.  It appeared to have been recently redecorated, in a very spare, glossy modern style.  The décor reminded Hilary of magazine photographs of million-dollar penthouses, designed to ooze money and power in every stark contrast and sharp angle, without a hint of human warmth.  She hated the place on sight.


“Wait,” one of the guards ordered in French.  He and his companion then left the room, shutting the door firmly behind them.  The four historians and Marcus were alone in a huge, unfriendly room.


“Now what?” asked Betty.


“Now we wait.”  Edouard seated himself in one of the uncomfortable-looking chairs.  “Perhaps they’ll send us something to eat.”


Hilary doubted it.  A house like this must belong to somebody with all the tender hospitality of the Emperor Caligula – who was said to have at one time burst out laughing in the middle of a dinner party because he’d just realized that with a word he could have all his guests killed.  She sat down and found that, sure enough, the chairs were as nasty as they looked.


Marcus sat next to her.  “What is this place?” he asked quietly.  “I would have chosen this as a den of sorcerers over the hospital.  Or perhaps a temple to a rather unfriendly god.”


“Mrm,” said Hilary.  She was no longer looking at all forward to meeting whoever owned this place.  She just wanted to get back out in the fresh air as quickly as possible.


They waited.


The room was unnaturally quiet somehow... Hilary couldn’t quite work out just what was missing, but some sound that should have been present was not.  She could hear her own nervous breathing, Marcus drumming his fingers impatiently on the arm of his chair, and Donald and Edouard carrying on a quiet conversation in French.  But there should have been something else... and whatever it was, it was gnawing on her nerves.


Some time passed.  Hilary wondered what time it was – was something keeping Hassan, or was she just so nervous and so unsettled that she thought it was taking longer than it was?  When she looked around, however, she found that there were no clocks in the room.


That was a shock.  No clocks?  What kind of sadist made people wait for him in a room without clocks?  That was the missing sound – a room like this ought to have something ticking in it!  The silence was horrible.


She checked her watch.  They’d been waiting fifteen minutes.


“He’s probably just late,” offered Betty.


Hilary shrugged.  If she’d been fifteen minutes late to her Latin 201 course, all the students would have left by the time she arrived.


Did Hassan live in this house?  It was such an unfriendly place – at least, this part of it was.  Maybe there were more comfortable rooms elsewhere.  If the entire house were like this, though, she couldn’t imagine any sane person calling it home.  The hotel was bland, but in an inoffensive sort of way, designed to please most of the people most of the time.  This house was openly hostile.


Maybe there were hidden cameras watching them.  Was Hassan sitting in front of a bank of television screens, smiling to himself as they became more and more restless?  She wouldn’t put it past anybody who’d live in a place like this.


Fifteen more minutes went by.


“I wonder what’s keeping him,” said Donald.


“Maybe he’s dead,” grumbled Hilary.  That would have simplified things hugely.  She glanced at Marcus... and immediately wished she had not.  He caught her eye and raised his head.


“Is something wrong?” he asked.


“Of course something’s wrong,” Hilary told him.  “Our host isn’t here yet.”


Now he looked surprised.  “This is a city,” he said, as if that explained everything.  “Anything might have happened.  I’m sure he’ll be along.”


“He’s half an hour late already,” Hilary began.  “I don’t know if...” and then she realized her error.  An ‘hour’ had been a bit of an abstract concept in the ancient world.  The Romans hadn’t had any means of exact timekeeping.  Punctuality in the modern sense was something they could not have achieved, and which they would therefore not have worried about.  “Never mind,” she shook her head.


It was almost admirable, she thought.  Marcus really had thought of everything.


Another fifteen minutes went by.


Marcus took out his cards and started playing solitaire again – they called that game ‘patience’ in England, didn’t they?  Hilary sat miserably and watched him turn over aces and queens.  He was actually pretty good at it.  Had Milo spent long hours on a computer playing the game, so that his skill was now trickling through subconscious cracks?  Or was Marcus simply an observant man with a keen eye for details?  Either way would work with what she knew about him.


Watching him, she also noticed that the ring he wore on his right hand was not a plain gold band.  There was some kind of stone in it, but he kept that turned in to his palm where it was difficult to see.  She opened her mouth to ask him about it...


... and then the door opened.


Everybody immediately shook themselves out of the half-dozing state they’d fallen into and stood up.  Marcus quickly collected his cards and tucked them into the pocket of his shirt, and the entire group turned to face the doorway.  But it was only Cardellini.


“Good afternoon,” he said, trademark combover and briefcase present and accounted for.  “Terribly sorry to have kept you all waiting, Dr. Moruboshi, Dr. Garnier...” he stopped short when he saw Marcus, and glanced at the others for help.


“This is Dr. Pappas,” said Edouard.


“Is he, now?”  Cardellini looked Marcus over suspiciously, then shrugged and gave him a toothy smile.  “Nice to meet you finally!  I’ve read your paper on training in Marius’ citizen army.  Dr. Hughes.  Dr. Quincy.”


Hilary was not remotely in the mood for pleasantries.  “Where’s Mr. Hassan?” she asked.


“He regrets to inform you that something has come up, and he won’t be able to make it today,” said Cardellini.  He wasn’t any sorrier about this than he was about anything else he’d told them... in fact, Hilary got the decided impression that he was enjoying this.


“Why not?” she wanted to know.


“Mr. Hassan is a busy man,” said Cardellini.  “Perhaps if you are all free, we could meet on Saturday?  He will reserve an hour for you.”


Hilary opened her mouth to say something that would have been very rude, but luckily, Edouard got there first.  “Of course,” he said, “Saturday is not a problem.  Perhaps we could call ahead of time and confirm the appointment, so that this does not happen again?”


“That is an excellent idea,” said Cardellini.  “Let’s do that.  In the mean time, we’ve arranged transportation for you back to your hotel.”


“Thank you kindly,” said Edouard.


“Oh, no, thank you for your patience,” said Cardellini.  “Let me show you out.  This way, please.”


Hilary was noticing that meetings tended to break up very quickly once Brutus Cardellini arrived in them.


There was, of all things, a black limousine waiting for them outside the hotel.  Cardellini opened the door for the historians and held it while they piled in.  The gesture managed to be polite and rude at the same time; holding a door was gentlemanly, but he was also urging them to go away.  Betty climbed in, then Edouard, then Donald... and as Hilary followed, Cardellini touched her arm.


“Dr. Quincy,” he said, “forgive me, but I’m curious... is it true that you speak eight languages?”


“Yes,” said Hilary.  “English, French, Spanish, Italian, German, Greek, Hungarian, and Latin.”


Cardellini whistled.  “Impressive!  I only speak three, and half the time I can’t even keep those straight in my head.  Do you know who else spoke eight languages?”


“Who?” Hilary asked warily.  She did not like this man at all – something about him made her want to take a shower.


“Cleopatra,” Cardellini said.  “I have often wondered what sort of sweet nothings she must have whispered in Caesar’s ear, in Latin, Greek, Egyptian...”


He was hitting on her.  Hilary took a step backwards.  “Mr. Cardellini,” she began.


“Since you have nothing to do today,” he interrupted, “would you like to come back inside for a drink?”


Hilary was almost rude to him.  But Marcus was standing right behind her, watching, and she’d seen his disapproval when she let her temper get the better of her.  She wasn’t about to have another childish outburst in front of him.  “No, thank you, Mr. Cardellini,” she said.  “I’m afraid that would be a massive conflict of interest.”


“Whose interests?” he asked.


“Good day, Mr. Cardellini,” said Hilary, and climbed into the car.  She saw Marcus pause to glare at the lawyer before he got in after her.


“What was that?” asked Betty.


“Nothing,” Hilary told her.  “Absolutely nothing at all.”


Petronius was not sure if this Hassan who had never arrived were the praetor Hilaria was forever complaining about, but it seemed quite possible.  And if that were the case, then the greasy-looking man who had appeared to hurry them out must be his aedile.  Petronius was familiar with the type.  Aediles were the men who did all the unpleasant work of politics, freeing up the praetors to look handsome while providing the voting masses with bread, baths, and circuses.  The job never seemed to go to honest men, but that was not the fault of the citizens: there was little chance for political acclaim or military glory as an aedile, so no-one ran for it unless he saw an opportunity to benefit himself through other, less honest means.


And seeing this man with his leering smile reach out and grab Hilaria’s hand... it had been all Petronius could do not to put his fist in the aedile’s face.  He had remained calm only because Hilaria herself had.  After all, he did not know what the two of them had said to one another.  Perhaps their conversation had been strictly business.  The idea that Hilaria would respond favourably to attentions from such an individual was one that did not merit further consideration.


As she had requested, he did not speak to her on the way back to the hotel.  The very long vehicle dropped them off there, and there was a brief conversation to which Petronius was not party before the historians began wandering away in their own directions.  Hilaria, however, stayed, though she did not look at Petronius.  He waited a while, but she said nothing.


Nor did he.  If she wanted conversation, she could start it.


And eventually, she did.  “Do you want to see where the cherry goes?” she asked.


“The...” Petronius stared at her.  “The cherry?”  Did she know the other meaning of the word cerasus?


Her cheeks flushed.  “Sorry,” she said.  “I meant... remember I told you that ‘pretty please with a cherry on top’ was a dessert?  I need something sweet, and I can’t eat it all by myself.  Do you want to help?”


“Not so much as I want to know why, after three days of refusing to look a me, you suddenly want to share sweets,” he replied.


She flinched.  “I’m sorry,” she said.


“I do not want an apology,” he said.  “I think it is I who should be apologizing, and I will – the moment you tell me what I did to offend you.”


“No!  No,” she shook her head.  “It’s not you, it’s...”  She looked up again, and a new light came into those brilliantly blue eyes.  “You know,” she said slowly, “you and I... we’re in the same damn boat, aren’t we?  We’re in a strange place, being pushed around by people who don’t want us here and won’t tell us anything.”  She sighed.  “I wish I could help you, Marcus, I really do, but I can’t.  So let’s just say we’re sorry and have some ice cream, okay?”


They sat down in the dining room, and she chose something from a colourful menu while Petronius sat and quietly studied her.  She and he were nothing alike... it ought to have turned him off the idea of wooing her, but instead it made her more fascinating than ever.  The more he tried to figure her out, the more it seemed that doing so might take a lifetime... or longer.


“I’m sorry,” she said again, after the man called waiter had left.  “I shouldn’t be taking this out on you, you’re not doing anything on purpose, but I’m so... this is driving me crazy!  They keep saying they’ll do something and they never do it!  We’ve only got a couple of months here, and we’ve already wasted a week!  And you...” she shook herself again, then leaned back in her chair and stared up at the room’s high ceiling.  “I’m sorry I’m not helping you.  I’m sorry I’m just sitting here and complaining, but that’s all I can do!”


Petronius did not know what to say.  Anything he said to this woman seemed to be the wrong thing.


A man came and set down a dish full of what looked like white cheese.  It was drizzled with sauces, brown, yellow, and red, and the reddest cherry he’d ever seen had been placed on the top.  The waiter gave them two spoons, and after a short conversation with Hilaria, scurried off again.


She picked up her spoon and poked the confection despondently.  “I’m going to make myself fat,” she said.


Petronius was not sure he’d heard right.  Surely, anyone as small as her could not be worried about any such thing!  “You are not fat,” he told her.


“No, but if I eat too much ice cream, I will be,” she said.  “I gained six pounds after... oh, never mind.”  She took a spoonful and put it in her mouth, and made an expression of absolute bliss.  “Mmm.”


The end with the red sauce was closest to Petronius.  He tasted it cautiously, and got the first pleasant surprise he’d had in some days.  The white stuff was not cheese, though it did have a milky texture.  It was very cold and quite sweet, with an unfamiliar but agreeable aftertaste, and the red was...


“Strawberries!” he said, delighted.


Hilaria sat up straight.  “Ha!” she pointed at him, triumphant.  “They didn’t grow strawberries in ancient Rome!”


Petronius blinked.  “Of course we had strawberries,” he said.


“No, you did not!” she said firmly.  “Strawberries weren’t grown domestically until the Middle Ages!”


“You must be mistaken,” said Petronius.  “Strawberries grew all over my father’s estate in Campania.”  He could remember days spent picking them with Sextus and their sister.  The house had probably crumbled to ruins long ago, but he wondered if the strawberries still grew there.


Hilaria’s face fell.  “Oh,” she said, defeated.  “Wild strawberries.”


“Of course,” he said.  “You cannot farm strawberries.  The birds will eat them all.”  He reached for the cherry.  “May I have this, or would you like it?”


“Go ahead.”


Petronius plucked it off the top of the confection and bit it in half.  He felt a bit of juice run down his chin, and wiped it away with his thumb... and then caught Hilaria looking at him with that same pleading face again.  The one that seemed to be asking him to take her in his arms and make her forget all the many things she seemed to worry about so endlessly.  What was she thinking when she looked at him like that?


“Hilaria?” he said.


“Yes?” she asked.


“Why do you not like to be kissed?”


She flushed.  “What has that got to do with anything?”


“Nothing,” he said.  “I am only curious.”


“I... well, it’s really not that I don’t like to be kissed.”  She shifted in her seat, uncomfortable.  “It’s just, like I said, it’s considered rude to kiss a stranger.  So... you just upset me.  That’s all.”


“Am I still a stranger?” he asked.


She raised her head and looked at him.  He leaned forward a little, requesting permission; she glanced at his lips and lowered her eyelids, granting it.  So he pushed the dish of desert aside, and kissed her.


As when he had given her what he’d meant to be a quick thank-you kiss, outside the house of the sorcerers, she responded with surprising passion, leaning into it and parting her lips at once.  She’d been eating the brown sauce, and she tasted of it – a thick, slightly bitter and deeply erotic flavour, not quite like anything Petronius had ever tried before.  She reached up and ran her hands down his cheeks... and then, as before, she stiffened suddenly and sat up straight.  Petronius opened his eyes and found her sitting with her face in her hands, her shoulders hunched almost as if she were weeping.


“Hilaria?” he asked.


“No,” she shook her head.  “We can’t... we can’t do that, okay?”  Her voice through her fingers was muffled.  “We can’t.”


“Why not?” he asked.  This was absurd!  What was wrong with this woman?  Why was she wide open to him one moment, only to slam shut the next?


“Because... because you’re not staying here,” she said.  “You have to go back where you came from eventually, and I can’t come with you, so we can’t do this.  I think it would just make both of us very unhappy.”


“You are already very unhappy,” he said.  “I have never met anyone who so desperately wanted to be loved, and yet you will not allow...”


“Oh, as if you know anything about me!” she snapped.  “I’ve known you a week!  I...” she stopped and breathed deeply.  “I am not looking for a lover right now,” she informed him.  “I’m sorry, I’ll try to be friendlier, but that’s it.  Just friendly.  Do you understand?”


“Yes,” he said, but he was not sure he did.  One way or another, Hilaria was lying to him... but was it through her lips saying ‘no’, or through her eyes saying ‘please’?


“Good,” she said.  “We should eat.  The ice cream is melting.”  She scooped up another spoonful.  “Do you know what this is?” she asked, holding up some of the yellow sauce, which had a chunk of what looked like fruit in it.


“No,” he said.  “I recognize the strawberries, but the other flavours are strange to me.”


“This is pineapple,” said Hilary.  “And the brown stuff is chocolate.  And I guess you won’t know what vanilla is, either, will you?  It’s... made out of an orchid.  A flower.”


“I see,” said Petronius.


“How do you like them?” she asked.


He took another spoonful and let it linger on his tongue, but his decision was already made.  “I like the strawberries best.”
