
Hilary got to work on the problem first thing the next morning.


She considered proper problem-solving technique to be about the only useful thing she’d ever learned in a math class.  The first step was to make a list of what you knew: Marcus was an expert on Republican Rome, particularly the Jugurthine war and the career of Gaius Marius.  He was familiar with the period, the mindset, and the languages, which meant he must have done some fairly extensive research.  She’d met him last Tuesday, and it was now Wednesday, so he’d been missing at least eight days, and probably longer.


Based on that, then, Marcus was probably a historian, but Edouard had noted that he seemed to have a novelist’s ‘immersive’ approach to the past.  The things he’d told her might offer some more clues to where he’d come from: he said he’d been in Constantine two days before he met Hilary, so that provided a possible date for whatever had messed him up.  He’d also said he’d grown up in Campania, which was entirely likely; he did look Italian.


She might even already know his name.  In modern Italian, ‘Marcus Petronius’ became something like ‘Marco Petrollini’.  Or if he was Greek, it could be ‘Markos Petropoulos’.  The equivalent name in English was ‘Marc Peterson’.  There were dozens of possible variations, but a name seemed a good place to start from.  Armed with her list of possibilities, Hilary fired up her laptop and logged in to JSTOR.


JSTOR was an online archive of historical journals.  If Marcus were a published historian, his work would have to be in there somewhere.  Hilary brought up a search page and looked at the fields a moment, then entered ‘Gaius Marius’ and ‘Jugurthine war’ in to the ‘subject fields’, and tried ‘Petrollini, Marco’, as the author.  She clicked ‘go’.


A few variations later, she’d turned up a number of possibilities and rejected most of them immediately.  There was a ‘Marco Petrucci’ at the University of Verona working in the correct period, but a photograph of him on the University’s website looked nothing like Marcus.  A ‘Mark Peterson’ at the University of Washington was about thirty years too old.  UCLA had an ‘M. Peters’ in the field, but upon further investigation, Hilary learned that the ‘M’ stood for ‘Margaret’.  The ‘M. Petrie’ who’d written the screenplay for Caesar, the poster for which Marcus had pointed out to her the other day, was a ‘Marianne’.


But there was a ‘Marc Petropoulos’, born in New York but currently working at Oxford, who sounded about right; ox.ac.uk didn’t have a photograph of him, but a brief biography described him as the newest addition to the Classical Literature Department.  He seemed to be around Marcus’ age, and apparently taught courses in both Latin and Classical Greek... and he wasn’t married.


The University of Houston had an ‘M. Peterson’ who had written books about the campaigns of Metellus and articles about the proper interpretation of Sallust.  The University of Pavia in Italy had a ‘Mario Petrucci’ doing work on the expansion of Rome – a drawing of him on their website looked a bit like Marcus in glasses.  By the time Hilary had to turn off her laptop and run downstairs to gobble some breakfast before leaving for the museum, she had a list of eight men who might’ve been the right person.  Checking every one would be a lot of work – but there were so many possible permutations of the name, and they were all so common, that she was very pleased to have narrowed it down even that far.


Which was why she was grinning like a Jack O’Lantern as she went to the elevator, and didn’t stop even when she found that Marcus himself was there ahead of her, waiting for a ride down.  He seemed startled and not entirely pleased to see her, but she just gave him a beaming smile.


“Good morning!” she said brightly.


He blinked, startled.  “Good morning,” he replied, a bit stiffly.  “You’re... certainly in high spirits today.”


“Yes, I am,” Hilary said, but did not elaborate.  “How are you?”


“Rather uncertain of my position,” he replied.  “What are you planning to do with me now, Hilaria?”


“I’m hoping to find a way to help you,” she replied, glad that she could be honest about that, at least.  “We ought to know within a few days.”  She would have to try to contact each of her eight candidates and see which of them was missing.  If he’d ended up in Algeria, then he was probably supposed to be away from home, and it might be a while before she could actually confirm that one of these men was not where he ought to be.


“That is reassuring,” said Marcus, though she still sounded uncertain – poor man, it was hard to blame him.  After yesterday, he had plenty enough reason not to like them.  It was probably a miracle he hadn’t run off.  He looked her over, then pointed to her chest.  “What is ‘gap’?” he wanted to know.


“Huh?”  Hilary glanced down at her shirt, which, sure enough, had the ‘Gap’ logo written large and bold across it in letters sufficiently Roman for him to read.  “Oh, that,” she said.  “The Gap.  It’s a clothing shop.”

“You have some agreement with them to act as their advertisement?” he asked, clearly confused.


Hilary laughed.  “No,” she said.  “Of course not.  Everything you can buy there has this on it.”


“Why would anyone want to buy clothing with the name of the shop written across it like that?” he asked.  “If I were going to make a walking billboard of myself, I should at least thing the shop would pay me for it, not the other way around.”


“Because... well...” Hilary had to stop and think.  He had a point – why did people pay a company to let them advertise its products?  “It’s a status symbol.  It means ‘I have enough money to buy clothes at this expensive shop’.”


Marcus was not impressed.  “One would think,” he said, “that those who had money would have their clothing made for them by tailors.  Not shops which like to use their customers as advertisements.”


Hilary couldn’t argue with that, so she just shrugged.  “Yeah, you would, wouldn’t you?” she asked, still smiling.  “Must be a cultural thing.”  Nothing was going to ruin her good mood today.  No matter how difficult Marcus tried to be, she would respond sweet as lollipops.


He appeared to have decided to ignore her obstinate cheerfulness.  “I’m glad you didn’t pick out any such things for me,” he said.  “I don’t fancy walking about with advertising written on my chest.”


“Don’t bet on it.”  Hilary poked the embroidered logo high up on the left side of his chest.  “That little guy on the horse is the same thing – it means that this shirt was designed by Ralph Lauren.  Except that it wasn’t, because this one’s a fake.  Not that it matters.  You look handsome in it anyway,” she added, grinning.


Marcus gave her an odd look.  “Hilaria,” he said carefully, “are you drunk?”


“Nope!” she said.  “I prefer to get high on life!”


“And what is that supposed to mean?” asked Marcus, who had never sat through a fifth-grade health teacher’s lecture on Saying No To Drugs.


“I have no idea,” Hilary replied.


She remained repulsively cheerful all through breakfast, while Betty was worried and moody – Marcus’ failure to snap out of his delusion yesterday had bothered her deeply.  Anybody who’d known both Betty and Hilary well would have found their moods a bit surreal.  It was usually Betty who was the chipper one, while if either was going to be sulky and worried, it would almost certainly be Hilary.  Fortunately, Edouard and Donald were too busy arguing over whether a particular oil lamp had been made in Egypt – as the ornamentation suggested – or imported from Macedonia – according to the colour of the clay – to really notice.


The atmosphere was tense, and knowing that she was now keeping an important secret from the others did not make it less so.  Eventually, Hilary knew, she was going to have to tell them what she’d learned about Marcus, but she’d decided to put it off until after she could tell them who he was.  She wouldn’t be able to check her list of names at the museum; she would have to wait until the evening.  It made her itch with impatience.


Marcus was sitting at the breakfast table directly across from her, next to Betty.  He looked as he always did: indifferent, restless, and sexy.  Had it only been two days ago they’d had ice cream together?  Yesterday seemed to have taken a week to pass.  Hilary couldn’t allow herself any more ice cream if she wanted to keep her weight down, but she was hoping some more conversation might cheer both him and herself.


It had been a strange little epiphany, when they’d arrived back from Hassan’s.  Hilary had been halfway through her bout of complaining, and then in a flash, she’d suddenly realized that Marcus was not so inscrutable as she’d always thought.  She knew exactly what he was feeling; he had, when you peeled it down to the core, the same problems she did – strange place, strange people, no help and no information.  Only for him, there was the added nasty of the language barrier... and she had an idea what that was like, too.  A few years ago, she’d been on her way to a conference about the Silk Road when a security problem at the airport had left her being dragged around Bengal by a group of very talkative officials who unfortunately spoke only Hindi.  It had been literally years at the time since Hilary had been directly confronted with a language she did not understand, and she’d found the experience frustrating nearly to the point of tears.  Human beings thrived on communication.  Being the only one present who couldn’t make herself understood was a nightmare.


But it was okay now, she told herself, munching cubes of watermelon from the breakfast buffet.  Marcus would no longer have to wallow in that awful solitude, because she was no longer going to deny him the company of the one person he could really speak to.  Once she knew who he was, they could get him some real help, but in the mean time, she had one less reason to distance herself.  The personality she knew as ‘Marcus’ was not going to vanish when he was cured.  Marcus was unlike Milo because he wasn’t Milo.


Hilary smiled to herself.  Six of her eight candidates were single.


The first comment she got on her mood by somebody other than Marcus came as they were climbing the dusty steps to the museum’s archive room.  Hilary had started whistling and didn’t even realize it until she noticed that Betty was staring at her.  She quickly stopped, but Edouard chuckled.


“You’re perky today,” he remarked.  He was quite cheerful himself, having won the oil lamp argument – definitely Macedonian.


“Yeah, I guess I am,” said Hilary.  “I think we might finally get through the last of the dicks today.”  She probably shouldn’t say that – she’d said it once before, and then they’d found another whole cabinet full of the things.


“Hope springs eternal,” Edouard said, amused.  He unlocked the door of the archive room and pushed it open, then stopped dead in the doorway.  Hilary nearly walked into him, and Betty did walk into her.  They avoided a five-historian pileup by mere inches, and then Hilary stood on her tiptoes to look over Edoaurd’s shoulder into the room.


Cardellini was waiting for them.


“Good morning,” he said, somewhere between businesslike and teasing.


“Good morning,” Edouard replied.  “This is a surprise.”  He finally seemed to remember that he had four colleagues behind him, and stepped aside to let them into the room.  They fanned out around the doorway, and Hilary realized that whatever the others might say, she was not the only one who found something unnerving about Brutus Cardellini.  They were eyeing him as nervously as they might an unexpected snake.


Cardellini nodded.  “I was surprised, too,” he said, gesturing vaguely to the cupboards.  “Is this what they’ve got you doing up here?”  Despite his words, he didn’t sound surprised in the least.


“It is,” said Edouard.  “Since we are not allowed on the site, they ministry was kind enough to provide some alternative work for us.”  His tone was stiff and formal.  “We’re very grateful for their efforts,” he added – speaking, Hilary thought, entirely for himself.


“Really?” asked Cardellini.  “I would have thought you’d be insulted.  This is no work for professionals of your caliber.”  Maybe Hilary was just being paranoid again, but was he saying the work had been intended to insult them?


“Thank you for your concern,” said Edouard.  “To what do we owe the pleasure of your company, Mr. Cardellini?”


Hilary half-expected Cardellini to change the subject and try for further small talk before getting to his point, but instead he lifted his briefcase and stood up.  “I’m afraid I have more bad news,” he said.  “Mr. Hassan sends his regrets, but he can’t meet you on Friday.  He wonders if Wednesday would do.”


“What, today?” asked Betty.


“Oh, no, not today!”  Cardellini laughed.  “Next week.”


“Next week?”  Hilary’s jaw dropped.  How long was this man going to make them wait?


“Next week is fine,” said Edouard quickly, putting a warning hand on Hilary’s arm.  “Thank you.  You did not have to come and see us, you know.”  He gave Cardellini a sidelong look.  “A phone call would have sufficed.  But thank you for taking the trouble.”


“I was coming this way regardless,” said Cardellini – lying, Hilary was sure of it.  “And I wanted to see what you all had been up to this last week or so.  But as I see I’m not wanted, I won’t trouble you further.  Good day, Doctors all.”  And in his usual fashion, message delivered, he headed for the door.


Hilary stepped into his way.  “Wait,” she said.  “Why can’t Mr. Hassan see us on Friday?”


“He will be out of town,” said Cardellini formally.


“Why?” asked Hilary.


“Business.”


“What kind of business?”


“Important business,” Cardellini replied, voice perfectly level.  “I’m sure you can imagine what hard work it is, ruling a financial empire.”


“That’s why emperors have consuls and aediles,” said Hilary, wanting to slap him for his smug tone.  “To do all the little things so that his Imperial Majesty can keep his Imperial appointments!”


“Hilary,” Betty began.


Hilary ignored her.  “Why is he avoiding us?” she demanded of Cardellini.


“I don’t know,” the lawyer replied.  “I’m afraid I have no control over that.”


Hilary almost smiled – she’d gotten him to admit something!  But then she stopped and thought about his phrasing for a moment.  What was it Jazira had said, about Hassan not talking to anybody but his lawyers?  He probably didn’t think of it as Cardellini controlling him... he was probably just getting advice... but Hilary had a sudden hunch that if Hassan were avoiding them, it was because Cardellini was telling him to.


“Really,” she said. 


“I am only an employee, subject to his whims,” said Cardellini, in a sweet tone that confirmed her suspicions nicely.  “Your friend Mr. Hampton couldn’t have told the team owner what to do with his time, now could he?  Now, if you’ll please excuse me...”


“No, you’re not excused yet,” said Hilary.  “I want to know...”


“Hilary!” Edouard said sharply.  “Let it alone, please.  Good day, Mr. Cardellini.”


“Dr. Garnier.”  Cardellini nodded and vanished down the stairs.


With him gone, the tension in the air eased palpably.  The others, Marcus included, took their usual places at the table and settled down to work... but Hilary remained standing by the doorway, thinking.  Something about what Cardellini had said to her was wrong.  She couldn’t put her finger on what it was, but...


Then it hit her.  “Hey!” she shouted, and dashed out of the room to follow him down the steps.  “Hey!  Come back here!”


“I have appointments to keep, Dr. Quincy!” his voice floated back up the stairwell.


“So does your boss!” snapped Hilary.   “Doesn’t seem to keep him from doing whatever the hell he wants!”  She took the stairs two at a time until she caught up with him, and grabbed his arm.  “What do you know about Brad Hampton?” she asked.  Their interviews with Cardellini had been short and strictly business.  Nobody had ever volunteered – or asked for – any personal information of any kind, so what in the world had made him mention Brad?


“What do I know about him?”  Cardellini paused, somewhat theatrically, to think.  “Bradley Hampton is a reserve player for the Montreal Canadiens.  You lived with him for nearly a year before he ran off and married a Ukrainian tennis player, about six months ago now.  Isn’t that right?”


It was right.  “And what business of yours is that?” Hilary asked.


“It’s my business if I make it my business,” he replied.


Hilary felt cold.  “What else have you made your business?” she wanted to know.


“Well, let me see.”  He climbed a step and looked her right in the eye.  “Your middle name is Amelia.  You were born in Ottawa on December the fourth – you’re going to be thirty next month.  Your father drank himself to death after frittering away his inheritance.  Your mother has always been disappointed that you didn’t go into a more lucrative career.”  He leaned closer.  “Your mother had three miscarriages before you were born, and has had two affairs – and those are just the ones your father knew about.”


His tone had taken on a decidedly threatening edge, and he smelled unpleasantly soapy, as if he obsessively washed his hands.  Cardellini was not very tall, and a bit overweight.  Hilary could probably have outrun him, but she felt frozen, like a deer in the headlights.  His sneer was somehow nastier than the coldest, proudest voice Marcus had ever used.


“How do you know all that?” she asked.


“I do my homework,” said Cardellini.


“Why?” she insisted.  “Why the hell do you think you need to know these things?”


“Hilaria?”


The sound of Marcus’ voice gave Hilary the strength to break away from Cardellini’s gaze – she looked up and found him descending the stairs to join them.  Hilary stepped back, allowing Marcus to put his hands protectively on her shoulders.


“Hilaria,” he said, “is this man bothering you?”


Cardellini smirked.  “Eavesdropping, Dr. Pappas?” he asked.


He knew.  Shit.  How did he know?  And what did he think of it?  “Neither of us ever said this was a private conversation,” Hilary replied, trying to stay calm in spite of a desperate feeling of panic.  “And Milo can hardly eavesdrop when he doesn’t speak English.”


“True enough,” said Cardellini, with an indifferent shrug.  “I shall see you both on Wednesday.”


This time, Hilary let him go.  She didn’t know what else to do... and she felt that they were all in much, much bigger trouble than they’d thought.


“Was he threatening you?” asked Marcus.


“I don’t know,” Hilary replied, a bit dazed.  “I don’t know what he’s up to.  Last time I saw him, I could have sworn he was trying to seduce me.  Today, he sounds more like he’s going to blackmail me.”


She felt Marcus hands tighten on her shoulders.  “I have known men to try both on the same lady.”


Hilary wished he hadn’t said that.  The thought of Cardellini doing either to her made her shudder.  “I need to talk to the others,” she decided.  “We have to find out what he’s up to.”


Betty, Edouard, and Donald had decided not to wait on their vanished co-workers.  They had already begun working on the day’s cataloguing when Hilary and Marcus entered the room, and looked as if they didn’t wish to be interrupted.


So Hilary interrupted them.  “Guys,” she announced, “this time I’m serious – something is wrong here.  Cardellini’s been spying on us somehow.”


Three heads rose one after the other, and greeted her with dubious stares.  “What do you mean?” asked Edouard.  “I don’t think his observation on our fitness for this work...”


“I don’t mean that,” said Hilary.  “Remember how he commented on our recent work the night we arrived, and I thought it was a little creepy that he’d been reading it?  That’s not all he’s been reading.  He knows things about my family.  You can call me paranoid if you want, but I really think there’s something up.”

She’d expected Edouard to answer first, but he didn’t.  Donald coughed once, then returned his attention to his notes, apparently figuring that the best thing would be to just ignore her.  The one who spoke was Betty.


“So,” she said carefully, “does he know any... uh... secrets.  Or whatever.  About the rest of us?”


“Go and ask him,” said Hilary.


Betty frowned.  “So you didn’t ask.”


“No,” said Hilary.  “What are you trying to say?”


“I... well.”  Betty laced her fingers together, trying to look diplomatic.  “Hilary... your parents were reasonably high-profile people.  So was Brad, actually – when he got married, that was in the news.  I think it was when your father died, too.  So that’s nothing he couldn’t have found out by just Googling for your name.”


Hilary’s jaw hardened.  “You think I’m nuts, don’t you?” she said.  “You weren’t there!  You didn’t hear him...” she looked from Betty to Edouard to Donald as she geared herself up for a rant... then stopped as she realized there wasn’t any point.  This had been a losing battle from the start and nothing had changed – they weren’t going to believe her.


“Fine,” she said.  “Just forget I said anything.  Who wants to listen to the paranoid one anyway?”  She grabbed her papers and sat down in a huff.  So this was how Marcus had felt when he found out she’d thought he was Milo!


They hadn’t been there.  They hadn’t seen the smug smile on Cardellini’s face and heard the perfectly clear insinuation that he knew much more than what he was telling and wouldn’t have any moral objection to using what he knew against them.  None of them would believe it no matter what she said.  They’d just keep denying it until whatever surprise he was preparing fell on their heads.  Hilary didn’t mind being the only one who suspected anything about Marcus... but she would have liked some help with Cardellini!  As it was, however, she was alone.


Or was she?


Petronius had kept his eyes elsewhere as Hilaria worked herself up to shout at her colleagues, and was relieved to hear her suddenly change her mind.  He hadn’t been sure what to make of her abrupt decision to believe him after all, or of her uncharacteristically sunny mood that morning, but either was preferable to seeing her miserable again.  Her unhappiness bit into Petronius like winter wind – he felt so impotent.  He wanted to be able to help this woman, but he was shut out, both by her unfriendliness and by his ignorance of the language.  A man unable to protect a woman was hardly a man at all.


For a moment he was foolish enough to hope that the problem had been solved, but Hilaria was clearly still angry as she sat down heavily in her chair and began working with rather frightening intensity.  The one glance she gave him was a warning that she did not wish to be spoken to.


She shoved a bag of coins at him, so he began numbering them and sorting them by nation of origin: Roman coins in one pile, Greek in another, Maurenatian, Numidian, Egyptian, and Carthaginian.  He wondered idly if he were doing the historians a favour, or if they were capable of identifying the coins on their own... probably the latter.  After all, many had the names of the kings who’d minted them written right on them.  If Hilaria had heard of Marius and Metellus, she doubtless knew of the Ptolemies as well.


Petronius was studying an unidentified coin with the profile of a woman on it when he heard Hilaria say his name.  “Marcus?”


“Yes?” he asked.


She leaned forward, studying him thoughtfully.  “You’re a politician, right?”


“I suppose,” he said.  “I am only thirty-two.  I haven’t had much experience.”


“Well, Rome is full of plots and conspiracies,” said Hilaria.  “Tell me what you think of ours.”


She then started at the beginning and described in more detail the situation she’d spoken about while waiting for their dish of ice cream – and it did sound a bit sinister.  The governing officials of Algeria were giving them menial tasks to do and not telling them anything.  This Hassan was avoiding them and his lawyer had admitted such.  The Praetor would not help them, and the man called Cardellini knew a great many things that were none of his business.


“Betty says it’s not surprising he could find out,” Hilaria admitted.  “It’s much easier nowadays to learn about people without having to hire spies or anything like that.  But I’m still a little worried that he looked.  What in the world do my parents have to do with whether or not we get to excavate that site?”


Petronius did not know, but he did not like the way it sounded.  “What about the woman you sometimes speak to?” he asked.  “You have not said much about her.”


“Jazira?”  Hilaria thought about it.  “I don’t know.  She might not be involved in any of it.  She always sounds so frustrated, and she did say she hates lawyers.”


Petronius had been noticing that ‘lawyer’ was not a highly esteemed profession in this future.  People seemed to consider them a lot of criminals.  “And what of the vanishing Greek?  Your friend the scholar?”  His presence was obviously important, or they would not have tried to pretend they had not lost him.


“Oh, God,” Hilaria groaned.  “I never even thought of that.  I don’t know,” she said.


“How did he go missing?” asked Petronius.


“I don’t know,” she repeated, holding her head.  “He just never showed up, and I sort of assumed it was unrelated... but now I don’t know.  What do you think?”  She sat up straight and looked at him.  “I asked your opinion on all of this – what do you think?”


“Well...” Petronius rubbed his lower lip and took a moment to consider the things she’d told him.  “From what you’ve said, it seems your arrival precipitated panic on several fronts.  It does not sound as if anyone wishes specifically to cause trouble for you.  I think they are more afraid that you will cause trouble for them.  But the Greek...” now that he thought of it, that was worrying.  “If he stumbled upon something he shouldn’t have, they may have felt obliged to silence him.  And if the Praetor is involved, then the Praetorian Guard may not be of much use in discovering his fate.”


“That’s assuming he made it here at all,” said Hilaria.  “The captian of the ship said he never even came to claim his luggage.  For all we known, he got lost in Syracusa.”  She picked at the skin around her fingernails and thought about it.


“That seems more likely, actually,” Petronius agreed.  “It is never wise to assume a conspiracy when there may be another explanation.  Conspiracies are seldom as organized as they wish others to believe,” he added – this had been a frequent observation of his father’s.  “Most of the time, the conspirators are all at cross-purposes.”


Hilaria made some sort of vaguely affirmative sound.  “So,” she said, “what if we...”


And then somebody began banging very loudly on a gong.


Petronius was so startled he upset his stacks of coins; they scattered loudly across the table and floor.  “What is that?” he asked, covering his ears to try to block out the noise.  It was as repetitive as the ringing of the telephone, but enormously louder and harsher, and rather than coming in bursts it simply went on and on, fit to deafen him.  Where was it coming from?  It seemed to be everywhere at once.


“Sounds like a fire alarm,” said Hilaria.  She began to gather up her work.  The man called Donald grabbed her wrist and said something, possibly instructions to leave the papers behind, but she made a sharp reply and took them anyway.  Petronius handed her cloak to her, and the group hurried down the stairs and out a back exit onto the street.


The building did not look as though it were on fire – there was neither smoke nor flames issuing from it.  A great many things seemed to have changed in two thousands of years, but Petronius refused to believe that a building would burn any differently.  The only sign that there was anything amiss at the academy was that everyone was outside, wandering around in confusion and speaking in whispers.  He wondered if the alarm had been an accident…or perhaps simply had nothing to do with a fire.  It did seem odd that it happened on a day the lawyer was there.


A big, clanging red vehicle pulled up and several men in heavy clothes went inside while another went to speak with some of the evacuees.  Time stretched on and on with nothing happening, and then, finally, somebody declared the emergency over.  The man called Beaudrais – the one with the gut and nose of a heavy drinker – came to reassure the historians, and people began to go back inside.


“What was that all about?” Petronius asked, once Hilaria was done talking to Beaudrais.


“Apparently, nothing,” she replied, but she looked and sounded rattled.  “It was just somebody smoking in the bathroom.”


“Smoking?” he asked.  “What do you mean by that?”  He had a mental picture of a human being smoldering, almost on fire, but doubted that was what she intended.


“Oh, it’s...” Hilaria stopped and thought about it.  “Actually, never mind.  It’s hard to explain, and I couldn’t tell you the reason why anyway.  It’s a stupid thing to do.”


“But you mean that the alarm was an accident,” Petronius guessed.


“That’s right,” she said.  “Could you give me a moment, please?”  And she turned and called her friend Bettia.  The other woman scurried over, and they began a conversation in one of the languages Petronius did not speak.


Petronius watched them, frowning to himself.  It was looking more and more as if he were going to be in this future for quite some time, and in that case, he was probably going to have to learn the local dialects.  If he could only speak to people, perhaps he would not feel so adrift and dependant.  And perhaps he would be able to be of some use to a woman who did not deserve to be so unhappy.


“Marcus,” Hilaria said, breaking him out of his thoughts.  “Betty and I are going for coffee.  We need something to settle our nerves.  Would you like to come?”


“Yes,” Petronius decided.  He didn’t like coffee, but he could still accompany them.


They found their way to an establishment a block or two up the street, with some sort of goddess painted on its sign.  The inside was surprisingly crowded; Petronius was repeatedly astonished by how popular ‘coffee’ seemed to be, in spite of its foul flavour.  Hilaria, Bettia, and himself found themselves at the end of a very long lineup, in a room with people at every table.


The people, he observed, actually did not look all that different from any assortment one might find in a tavern in Alexandria or Carthage.  They were dressed differently, but they were men and women, pink and brown, laughing and chatting in very familiar ways.  Many of the women, he noticed, were heavily veiled; a custom of barbarian peoples, who could not contain their lust and chose to blame it on the beauty of women instead of their own uncivilized natures.  Hilaria’s people seemed to be at least more advanced than that, if she were allowed to go about with her magnificent red hair and beautiful white neck uncovered.  Now, he mused, if only they would do something about the trousers...


And then, as he idly scanned the rows of cloth-swaddled faces, he suddenly spied what he thought was a familiar one.  He turned to point it out to Hilaria, but she spoke to him first.


“Marcus,” she said, “did you want us to order you something?  There’s tea as well as coffee.”


Tea?  Why would she offer him tea?  “I am not ill,” he said.


“Huh?”  Hilaria stared at him a moment, then understood.  “Oh, no, we don’t use it as medicine.  It’s just something we drink, like coffee but not as strong.  Why don’t you try some of the orange-flavoured?  That’s my favourite.”  She smiled brightly at him.


“Thank you,” he said.  “Now, look over there... is that not the woman from the Praetor’s office?”  He pointed her out – she was sitting at a table alone, reading something as she drank her coffee.  “The one in the pink headdress.”


Hilaria looked.  “Jazira?  I think you’re right!  Jazira!” she called, waving.


The woman looked up, startled, and her eyes widened.  “Oh!  Doctor Quincy...” she said, sounding not entirely pleased to see them.


“I think we should speak with her,” said Petronius.  If Jazira were truly uninvolved in whatever her superiors were working on, she might be willing to give them some useful information.


“I think you’re right,” Hilaria agreed.  She gave some instructions to Bettia, then ran to sit down at Jazira’s table.  Petronius followed her – the two women exchanged greetings, Hilaria still smiling as if nothing could have made her happier than meeting Jazira here today, and Jazira distractedly fiddling with the straps of her bag.  Was she nervous about speaking to people for whom she’d had nothing but bad news, or was there some deeper reason for her anxiety?


Maybe he could help Hilaria.  Petronius was too young to have ever actually debated in the Senate or questioned a witness in front of a court, but he had seen both done, and as a senator’s son he’d been taught proper oratory and interrogation.  The only problem was the language barrier.


“Hilaria,” he said, “would you mind terribly acting as an interpreter for me?”


“I haven’t minded so far,” she said.  “You want to talk to Jazira?”


“Yes,” said Petronius.  Bettia came and joined them at the table, bringing cups of coffee for herself and Hilaria, and an orangey-smelling tea for Petronius.  “I would like to ask her some questions.”


Hilaria nodded her head and passed this on to Jazira, who looked so unhappy about it that Petronius thought she might refuse – but she acquiesced reluctantly.


“She says fire away,” said Hilaria.


“Thank her for me,” said Petronius.  “Now – ask what is currently being done about your situation.”


He had been worried that Jazira would refuse to tell them anything, but it turned out that her nervousness made her babbly – once she got started, she barely needed any prompting to tell them everything she knew, and it quickly became clear that she knew very little.  With Hilaria translating, Jazira explained that she really was doing her best to help them, but everyone around her seemed to be working against her.  She was out of contact with her employer, and the slimy man, Cardellini, was not returning her messages.


“What of this vanishing Hassan?” asked Petronius.  “I begin to wonder if he even exists.”  He wanted to ask about the disappeared Greek, also, but decided against it – Hilaria was still calling him ‘Milo’ to Jazira, and it was probably best to avoid complicating things further.


“Oh, he exists,” said Jazira.  “I’ve never met him, but he’s Ibn Sayid’s grandfather.  They used to...”


“He is?” asked Petronius, interrupting Hilaria’s translation.


“He is... what?”  Hilaria had to stop and think a moment in order to remember what she’d just said.  “Oh!  Really?”  She asked Jazira about it, and the other woman bobbed her head and confirmed it.


“That is why he has been so circumspect,” Jazira said.  “He does not wish to offend the wealthiest member of his family, and he worries that Mr. Hassan’s health is failing... and I was not supposed to tell you about this,” she added, apologetically.  “Ibn Sayid worried you would lose trust in him.  I wish I could reassure you that he has your interests at heart, but...” she looked down into her coffee.


“It seems a bit late to worry about having our trust,” Petronius commented dryly.  Hilaria, wisely, chose not to translate that.

