
When it seemed that Jazira had told all she knew, Hilaria thanked her and she, relieved, drained her coffee cup and scurried out.  Petronius found he had forgotten all about his tea; it had grown cold, but it did taste nice, of oranges and cinnamon.


“So now what do you think?” Hilaria asked.


“What do you?”  Petronius wanted to know.


She shrugged.  “His grandfather.  We have a saying nowadays that blood is thicker than water.”


“Do you?” said Petronius.  “In Rome we say that it is weightier than gold.”  He sipped his tea and thought.  “Gold may be more important here than blood.  If this Hassan is ill...” Ibn Sayid might be colluding with Cardellini in the hopes of splitting his ancestor’s money.


“I don’t know if I think this is about Hassan,” said Hilaria.  “This is about Cardellini and Ibn Sayid – Cardellini tells Hassan what to do, I’m sure of it.”  She looked up at him and smiled.  “I could almost believe you were a lawyer!  You sure know how to ask questions... but I guess that was part of your education, right?”


“Of course,” said Petronius, and nearly caught himself bobbing his head like she did.  “But what do you mean, you could almost believe I am a lawyer?”  Surely she knew that such was a subset of the job of a senator.


“You’re too honest,” she laughed.


Petronius laughed, too.  Hilaria had beautiful laughter, and Petronius thought perhaps he’d been wrong about her.  Maybe she was not as miserable and lonely as she’d seemed... maybe all that energy roiling within her simply needed something to direct itself to.  Now that she had a perceived purpose in investigating this small conspiracy she seemed to be caught in, she was all but glowing.  Her blue eyes sparkled like Adriatic water, and he wished he had her in Rome, where he could cover her in lapis to match them.


He’d been a fool to think he could stop wanting her.  She and he were more alike that he’d thought.  Petronius himself was much the same, restless and unhappy when he truly had nothing to do.  If she felt the same resentment at being powerless, did she also long for a rest as he did?  Her changed mood this morning must have had something to do with her having applied herself to finding a sorcerer for him... which reminded him of something he had wanted to ask her.


Bettia had asked a question, and the two women were going over the notes Hilaria had made during the interrogation.  Petronius politely waited until they stopped to sip their drinks, then touched Hilaria’s hand.  He could feel her skin tense under his fingers.


“Hilaria,” he said.  “You mentioned this morning that you were looking for someone to help me?”


She twitched, as if something had pricked her.  “Yes?”


“I take it you have still had no luck convincing any of the sorcerers here to send me home.  I was wondering where else you had been looking?”  Perhaps she’d found a Greek, as he’d requested.


“Oh?  Oh.”  Hilaria lowered her head.  “About sorcerers, Marcus... we... uh... we don’t have any.”


Petronius frowned.  “Any what?”


“Sorcerers,” she said.  “We don’t have any sorcerers.  That man at the hospital is just a doctor.  There are no sorcerers.”


Petronius had heard many ridiculous things since he’d arrived in this future, but that was easily the most absurd of them all.  “You certainly do,” he said.  “I saw one on my walk yesterday, making coins vanish and reappear again.  That is only small magic, but it is still magic.”


“No, it’s not,” Hilaria insisted.  “It’s a trick, it’s not real.  There’s no such thing as magic.  If there ever was, nobody remembers how to do it now.”


“Oh, surely somebody must!”  Magic was older than Rome, older than Troy.  Magic was like war or worship, as old as humanity – or older, if one believed that the gods had used it before making men out of clay.  There was not a people on Earth that didn’t know of it; the Greeks, the Gauls, the Germans... even the meanest barbarians had some sort of sorcerer.  It was not something that could be simply forgotten.


“No, nobody,” said Hilaria.  “There are people who’ve offered million-dollar prizes to anyone who can demonstrate real magic, and no-one has ever claimed one.  I’m sorry,” she sighed.  “Like I said, I’m looking for help for you, but it won’t come from a sorcerer.”


“Who else could it come from?” he asked.  Who else might be able to manipulate time?


“That’s what I’m trying to find out,” she replied.  “I... oh, lord,” she rubbed her forehead.  “I’ll let you know when I find something, okay?”


He’d ruined her mood.  She’d been smiling so brightly a minute ago, and now she was staring unhappily into her coffee again... and this time, it was his fault.  He’d brought up something she didn’t want to talk about.  Much as he wanted to know what sort of help she thought she could find him, now was clearly not the time.


So all he said was, “thank you.  I don’t know how I’m going to repay you for all your trouble.”  This was weighing on his mind.  She had no reason to continue being so generous to him when she knew he was not the missing Greek.  That she’d done so anyway put him even more in her debt.


She shrugged, then brightened.  “You can tell me about Rome,” she said.


Petronius was startled.  What kind of a repayment was that?  “What about it?” he asked.


“Everything,” said Hilaria.  “Who does your laundry, how they clean the streets, what you had for breakfast in the army.  Everything.”


“Why?” he asked.  This was the same sort of riddle as her interest in the coins and amulets at the academy.  Why would an historian be interested in things that had nothing, so far as he could see, to do with the workings of history?


“Because I want to know,” she said simply, and to his relief, she smiled again.  It wasn’t the dazzling smile she’d shown him this morning, just a gentle curve in her soft pink lips.  But it was more than enough.  “Please?”


He returned the smile and put his hand over hers.  “If you ask me to.”


Bettia cleared her throat.  Hilaria glanced at her, and quickly drew her hand back.  Petronius likewise sat up straight.  They were in public – this was not the place for such demonstrations of affection between the sexes, not unless they wanted the other patrons to draw unsavoury conclusions.  But the look in Hilaria’s eyes gave him cause to hope that they might find someplace more private later.


Sadly, such turned out not to be the case.  They arrived back at the hotel and greeted the men, who were there ahead of them having supper – the academy had apparently closed for the day as the men and women who worked there tried to ventilate the smoke out of it.  Bettia went to work on her book, while Hilaria escorted Petronius into the hotel’s winery and ordered them drinks called ‘cokes’.  These were sweet and syrupy, like liquid candy, but fizzed almost like beer.  She asked if he liked it, and when he said he did, she took out her notebook.


“Now, tell me about Rome,” she said.


He laughed.  “Where do I start?”


“Wherever you think the beginning is,” said Hilaria.


That seemed like good enough advice – so he told her the story of Aeneas of Troy and Dido the Queen of Carthage, and their descendents down to the twins Romulus and Remus, and the abduction of the Sabines.  Hilaria took notes furiously, nodding and encouraging him to continue.  He told the stories every schoolboy learned about the seven kings and their seven vices, from Romulus whose anger made him slay his brother, down to Tarquinius who could not contain his lust for other men’s wives.  Sometimes, Hilaria listened as if hearing things strange to her.  At others, she cried out in recognition and questioned him for more details when he said something she’d already known.


Then she suddenly began asking him questions about later events – about Carthage and Hamilcar and Hannibal.  The son of a soldier, Petronius knew his history... and that was good, because Hilaria quizzed him on it like the strictest of schoolmasters.  He was surprised and a bit ashamed to realize how much he had forgotten.  She might make a good lawyer herself... she had more energy than half the men in the senate.  For a moment, he thought it was a shame she had not been a man, but then he looked into her dazzling eyes and came to his senses.


“How much of this is remembered, Hilaria?” he asked her.  It was late by this time, but the little winery was still loud and brightly lit, full of men and women laughing and talking over drinks and watching sporting events on the televisions.


“Bits and pieces,” she replied.  “We’ve had to guess a lot of it, and some of it’s probably wrong.  I’ll have to look some of this stuff up to see if you’re... I mean, to see how close we were.”  She smiled nervously.  “Sorry.  Of course, you’re right.”


He noticed the slip – a holdover from her thinking him a mad historian – but chose not to say anything about it for fear of upsetting her again.  He was a bit surprised to realize that yesterday’s events seemed to have affected her as much as him... she probably felt terribly guilty about her treatment of him.  The topic might be best left alone for a few days.  “I cannot promise it,” he said.  “I have forgotten much.”


Hilaria yawned and looked at the little mechanical clock she wore on her wrist as a bracelet.  Her eyes widened.  “Oh,” she said, “it’s almost midnight!”


“Is it really?” asked Petornius.  “Tempus volat.”


“We must be having fun,” was the enigmatic reply.  Hilaria began picking up her notes, carefully tucking them into her book.  “We’ll have to talk more tomorrow.”


“I would enjoy that,” Petronius agreed.  He’d liked talking to her very much; she was just the sort of intelligent, inquisitive woman his father had always warned him not to court.  Such women, Publius Petronius Longinus had said, were disobedient meddlers who only made life difficult for their male relations... but a little difficulty and meddling was exactly what he’d longed for during his two years of utter boredom married to Flavia.


He helped her pick up the rest of her papers, and they went back up to the fourth floor together.


“Well, goodnight, then,” said Hilaria, unlocking the door of her room.  She smiled up at him, cheeks flushed and eyes adoring.  Something inside him fluttered... yes, she was everything that had been missing with Flavia.


“Good night,” he replied, and leaned to kiss her, but she put up a hand to stop him.


“Not yet,” she said.


“Not yet?” he echoed blankly.  “All I am asking is a kiss.”  Surely they knew each other well enough for that, and she no longer thought him mad.  So why resist when she clearly wanted it?


“I know,” said Hilaria.  “But not yet.”


“Then when?” he asked.


“You’ll know,” she promised him, and vanished into her room.


Petronius stood staring at the closed door for a long time before finally turning and heading back to his own chamber.  Every time he thought he understood this woman, she promptly did something to frustrate him.  Figuring her out was like trying to find the end of a rainbow – the further he went, the further away it seemed.


Other things were seeming far away, too, he thought gloomily as he undressed and showered.  He still couldn’t quite believe her assertion that there were no sorcerers in this future.  That could not possibly be right.  The sorceress had been so certain that Rome would be forgotten, and yet it was remembered – how could a people who recalled Rome have forgotten magic?  Cenobia certainly hadn’t said anything about magic falling out of human memory...


Or had she?  She’d explicitly told the Usurper that she was sending Petronius to a place from which he would not be able to return.  Perhaps she’d known all along that sorcerers were destined to vanish.  In which case, he was well and truly stranded.


Talking to Hilaria about Rome had distracted him for a while, but now, alone with his thoughts, he was forced to face the idea that he really was here to stay.  What was he going to do with himself?  He certainly could not follow Hilaria about for the rest of his life – he would only be a burden on her.  But what could he do?  He did not speak this future’s language.  He could not use its machines.  He did not know its laws and customs.  He did not like the place, and it did not seem to like him.  There was no place for him here – he could not even stoop to commerce, for he had no money with which to start a business.  The situation seemed hopeless.


Perhaps Hilaria could help him.  Perhaps she knew of something he could do... but is seemed a shameful thing to have to depend on her yet again.  What he really wanted was for him to be able to take care of her.  Maybe he could...


... now there was a thought: maybe he could be an historian.  It did not seem an occupation likely to win him any great acclaim, but if Hilaria were able to travel halfway around the world to work at it, then its patrons must pay well enough.  And no one could argue that Petronius knew more about the Republic than any other man alive.


He would have to think about that...


On Friday morning, Cardellini called on the telephone to say that Hassan would not be able to meet them Wednesday, and hoped Thursday would do.  The historians, who clearly had little choice in the matter, agreed, but Petronius could see what it was doing to their dispositions.  Hilaria and Bettia remained in poor spirits, and he suspected that their male colleagues were not normally so dour, either.  For his own part, Petronius had decided that he did not like the telephone as a means of communication.  The use of it implied that Cardellini no longer considered it worth his time to even pay them a proper visit.


At least it seemed to cheer Hilaria to sit and discuss history with him.  They talked about the wars with Carthage and Macedonia, about the Gracchi, about the Ptolemies of Egypt, about swords and ships and chariots.  She listened, wide-eyed and fascinated, to a lecture on electoral process that would have put any Roman schoolboy to sleep.  In return, he convinced her to tell him something about her own country – she pointed out her home city on a map, and described how the state had been founded as a colony by people from Gaul and Brittania.  Her account was rather short on details, and she apologized for it.


“I haven’t actually studied this,” she said.  “This stuff is just what I can remember from school.  I was never very interested in Canadian history... we don’t have very much of it.”  She studied her fingernails.  “All the interesting stuff happened in Europe.”


“What did you say your city is called?” asked Petronius.


“Montreal.”


“Montreal,” he repeated.  He was likely to end up there, if events continued as they were.  “And what is Montreal like?”


“A lot like Constantine, but with snow,” she replied at once, annoyed.  “There’s a Hyatt Hotel exactly like this one.  Everywhere looks the same these days.”  She sighed.  “The same hotels, same office buildings, same restaurants, everywhere from Canada to China.  There’s no culture anywhere and... you don’t have any idea what I’m talking about, do you?” she asked, seeming more saddened than ever by the prospect.


“I can imagine it,” said Petronius, putting his hand over hers – she would allow him that much now, and he was gratified that it seemed to comfort her.  Yes, he could imagine a whole world of crowded, rushing, angry cities like this one... and when he did, he thought it no wonder she was unhappy.  Petronius could recall times when all he’d wanted in the world was to get away from the crowds and smells of Rome, but this place made that teeming metropolis seem like a pleasant country village.  He missed it as if it were a limb that had been physically torn from him.  He would have given a limb to be sent back there; two, if he were allowed to take Hilaria with him.


“Pretty bleak, huh?” she asked.


“I don’t know if ‘bleak’ is the word I’d choose to describe it,” he said.  “Perhaps ‘lonely’.”  People here did not seem to speak to one another.  They all went about their own business, getting their news from their impersonal television sets and talking via their telephones.


“Yeah,” said Hilaria.  “Yeah, it’s that, too.”


As the next few days passed, he began to try to pay more attention to the language these people spoke.  Among themselves, the historians used a tongue he could not make heads nor tails of, although occasionally he heard Latin or Greek words that did not seem to belong there.  But with the hotel staff, or to people like Jazira or Beaudrais, they spoke what sounded like a heavily accented dialect of Latin.  He could recognize a word or two here and there, and he started making more of an effort to remember them.  Soon he could say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ to the waiters at the hotel and the drivers of the taxis, and ‘hello’ and ‘goodnight’ to Beaudrais.


And while they worked through the academy’s collection during the day, he thought rather obsessively about what he was going to tell Hilaria in the winery that evening.  What had they not yet discussed about Rome, its empire, and its people?  Would she want to know about the rooms of a bathhouse, or whose slaves built the roads, or how the libraries were organized?  She seemed to be interested in a great many things that seemed so very mundane Petronius actually wasn’t sure how to talk about them.  Nobody in Rome discussed such details, because everybody knew them intimately.  Yet Hilaria hung on every word.


Thinking about what he would tell Hilaria was a welcome diversion from thinking about other things... things like his sister, his friends, and his slaves, whom he would never see again.  Favourite haunts that must’ve fallen to rubble long ago.  Places, languages, and institutions changed beyond recognition by the two millennia he’d been forced to sidestep.  If he thought about those things, he found himself sinking back into quiet despair, and he could not allow himself that.  He’d done enough of that after Sextus’ accident.


As of Monday, he had been in this future two weeks; the moon had waned and was now waxing again.  Dressing in the morning, Petronius found himself somewhat depressed to realize that the act of putting himself into the stretching shirts and ungainly trousers had become habit – he longer had to pay attention while he did it.  And Hilaria remained both tantalizingly close and maddeningly far.  She seemed happy to have his company, but limited their conversation to endless discussion of history.  Physical intimacy remained unwelcome – he could touch her, but she shied away from anything more, while at the same time giving Petronius longing looks that he could not imagine an alternate meaning for.  What she wanted of him remained as mysterious as ever, but it did not stop him from wishing he could give it to her.


Monday was also another milestone: they finally found themselves reaching the end of the masses of junk in the academy’s storeroom.  The historians all seemed elated, though remained unclear what they meant to do next... Petronius rather suspected that they didn’t know.  But all of them hated this stuffy little room and its dusty trinkets, so it was with some delight that Petronius noticed there was only one more bag of jewelry – a jumble of rings and pendants in bronze and gold – left for him to label.  He tipped it out onto the tabletop and started making a list of what was inside, while the young woman who served them lunch every day set out sandwiches and drinks for them.  She’d brought him coffee again, Petronius noticed.  Hilaria had told her several times that he did not drink it, and yet she persisted.


“Merci beaucoup,” he murmured as she put the cup down.  She gave him a saccharine smile, batting her eyelids like a Transtiberinian whore.  Petronius did not look at her; he focused on counting signet rings, waiting for her to leave the room.


On number fourteen, he stopped cold.


At first, the ring did not appear remarkable.  He’d very nearly tossed it into the pile with the others, but then something made him take a second look.  It was quite old and battered, but unlike many of the others, still had its stone – an oval piece of red amber, through which was visible a family insignia: a prancing horse under the face of Phoebus.  The amber had bubbles trapped in it, the largest of which formed a pattern rather like the constellation Orion.


Petronius held the ring in his left hand, and turned his right over to see the stone in his own signet ring, the one he’d had to swallow to keep the Numidians from taking it.  There was the horse and the sun... and three bubbles in a row, two large and one small one in almost a straight line, like the stars of Orion’s belt.


It took a long few seconds for him to really understand what he was seeing... but when he finally convinced himself that he was not imagining it, he knew at once what he had to do.  “Hilaria!” he reached for her arm.  “Look at... oh!” he exclaimed.  He’d forgotten about the cup of coffee by his elbow.  It wobbled and then tipped over, spilling its contents across the wooden tabletop.


“Oh, Marcus!” she exclaimed, snatching up her papers.  “Be more careful!”


“I’m sorry!”  He grabbed the cup and righted it, but it was much too late.  The only thing he could do now was save the jewelry but scooping it back into its bag.  “Hilaria, I must show you...”


“Clean up first!” she ordered.


Bettia pulled a packet of soft paper out of her purse, while the two men ran to the washroom for paper rags to soak up the rest of the spill.  The hot coffee seared Petronius’ fingers as he sopped it up – a thoroughly disagreeable substance in every respect.


When the table was clean, Hilaria shook out one of her pages that had gotten wet, and sat down again.  “You need to be more careful!” she repeated.  “What if you’d gotten it all over your shirt?  You’d be scalded, and coffee stains.”  She sounded incongruously nervous, as if he’d startled her out of thinking about something else entirely.


But there was no time to think about things like that.  “Hilaria,” he said, “I need to show you something.”


“What?” she asked, irritable.


He held out the ring.  “Look at this.  What do you think of it?”


She took it and studied it a moment.  “Late republican signet,” she said.  “I’m not an expert, but I’d say probably first or second century BC.”  She moved to hand it back to him.  “What about it.”


“It’s mine,” said Petronius.  “It belonged to my grandfather.”


Hilaria looked up sharply, one delicate red eyebrow raised.  “Oh, really?  Can you prove it?”

“Yes, I can,” he told her.  He pulled off the ring from his finger and pressed it into her palm.  It was obviously less worn than the other – unsurprising when two thousands of years lay between them – but otherwise... she’d see it.  He watched her examine them both, and her eyes widened as she saw the identical details.


“Where did you get these?” she asked.


“The newer one is mine,” he repeated.  “I have been wearing it since I arrived here.  The older I found only moments ago in that bag, and it surprised me so that I upset my coffee.  Do you see it?” he asked.


“What am I looking for?” she wanted to know.


She could see it – she must be able to.  She was simply being contrary.  “They are the same ring!”  He leaned forward to point to the stones.  “Do you see the bubbles?  You must see it.  There cannot be two rings exactly like that.  This one,” he took the newer one back, “I brought with me... which means there ought to be only one ring, the one I am wearing.  But there are two, and one is thousands of years old in the academy collection.”


“But...” Hilaria looked at him, her searing blue eyes full of incomprehension.


“The only way there could be two rings here,” Petrionius said, “is if I will go back.”


At first, Hilary could only stare at the two rings, unable to come up with a response.  Her brain didn’t quite want to process what she was seeing.  A pair of rings with identical motifs – fine.  They could have been cast from the same mould.  But then there was the amber... it was full of cracks and bubbles; the same cracks and bubbles in both stones.  Maybe they’d been chosen for looking similar?  But Marcus had been wearing his ring for weeks... how could he have known there’d be an identical one here?  Maybe he’d smuggled it in, but...


Hilary looked up at him.  He was standing over her, resting his weight on the table, with an earnest, pleading expression that she hadn’t seen since the day she found him on the street.  “You must see it!” he repeated.  “Don’t you?”


“Yes,” she said.  “Yes, I see... they’re... the same... uh...”  She frowned.  “Okay, so what you’re saying is that this one,” she held up the newer-looking ring, “is yours.  And... er...” even thinking about this felt strange... actually trying to say it out loud made her head hurt.  “And you’re going to go backing time and leave it somewhere in northern Africa to be found by smugglers two thousand years later?”


“Exactly!” he said.  “Don’t you see?  You were mistaken when you said there were no sorcerers!”  He seemed elated.  “There must be, because somebody sent me back!  Hilaria, perhaps the reason you never heard about a plot on Marius’ life is because I was there to thwart it!”


It took a few more moments for Hilary’s brain to straighten itself out enough for coherent thought.  The first complete sentence it managed was a half-panicked: there has got to be a reasonable explanation.


Yes!  That was better.  There was no such thing as magic, so there had to be a perfectly simple and logical reason why she was holding two versions of the same ring.  Marcus Petronius was not a time-traveling Roman general.  He was a rather lost and slightly crazy historian whom she hadn’t quite managed to identify yet.  The fact that she hadn’t found a mistake or impossibility in the things they’d been discussing over chips and soda in the evenings just meant he knew his field thoroughly.  These two were not the same ring.  There had to be a way to prove it.


“Hilary?” asked Edouard.  “What is the matter?”


“Huh?”  Hilary had almost forgotten the others were there – but they’d helped clean up the spilled coffee, and now they were standing there staring at her, probably wondering if she’d lost her mind.  Maybe she had.  She blinked, then managed to smile.  “Nothing,” she said quickly.  She had no intention of telling anybody that, even for a moment, she’d really considered buying into this delusion.  Maybe if she looked at both rings under a microscope?  No, that wouldn’t show nearly enough detail; they needed one of those scanning electron thingies.


“Are you sure?” asked Betty.  “What have you got there?”


“Marcus and I were just talking about signet rings,” said Hilary.  “Interesting motif on this one.  Unique.  You never see... uh...” who was she trying to fool?  She knew nothing about signet rings, and if one of her colleagues did, then anything she said would only prove that.  “Do you know what?” she asked.  “I think I need some fresh air.”


It was true: all of a sudden, the little archive room seemed too tiny and stuffy for words, as if it were trying to suffocate her.  She had to get out.  She’d come here expecting to spend days out in the sun and fresh air.  Another moment in here would drive her crazy.


“You’re going out?” asked Betty.


“Yes, I think I am.”  Hilary grabbed her jacket.  “I’ll see you all later.”


“We’re almost done!” Betty protested.  “A few more things and then we can all go out for pizza, maybe.  Why don’t...”


“Well, then you don’t need me!” said Hilary desperately.  “Look, really, I’m fine, I’ve just... had enough, you know?  I’ll see you all tonight!”


“Could you at least tell us where you’re going to be?” asked Edouard.  “What if we need to find you?”


“I’ve got my phone,” said Hilary, holding it up and silently begging any listening god not to let any of them follow her.  “I’ll be in... um...” where was she going?  Not back to the hotel – that somehow seemed even worse than the museum.  A sudden flash of an idea hit her: “We’re going to a movie!”


“A movie?” asked Donald.


“Marcus wanted to see Caesar,” said Hilary, “and I’ll have to translate for him.  I was thinking we’d go tonight, but I just remembered that everything closes at sunset around here, so we’d better go now or we won’t get a chance.  I’ll call you when we get back to the hotel!  See you later!”


As she left the room with Marcus in tow, she heard Edouard ask, “is she all right?”  There was a long pause, and then Betty replied, “I don’t know anymore.  She’s been a bit off ever since we....” but then their voices were lost in the echoes in the stairwell.


“They still believe I’m the missing Greek, don’t they?” asked Marcus, as they stepped out onto the sunny street.


“Yeah,” said Hilary.  She expected him to say something about it, but he seemed to accept it.  Maybe he was just sick of worrying about it.  Hilary swallowed hard – now what?  She’d wanted to get out of the museum so that she and Marcus could talk, but now that they were, she had no idea what to say.  What did you say to a man who’d just offered you apparent proof that he was a time-traveler?


“Now do you see?” he asked.


“Yes, I see,” she said.  “Two of the same ring.  I see it.”


“So you must find me a sorcerer,” he insisted.  “There has to be one somewhere!”


“But there isn’t,” said Hilary.  The whole mess hung on that point: there was no such thing as magic, and therefore Marcus could not have been magically sent two thousand years into the future.  “They don’t exist.  Or if they do, they’re hiding, and I have no idea how to find one.”


“They must exist,” he repeated firmly.  “We could not have that ring unless I took it back with me.”


Hilary shook her head.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I just... oh, god, this is too much.”  She stopped and leaned against the wall of a shop, shutting her eyes and rubbing her temples.  “I need a minute.  Just give me a minute to think.”


This was bad.  Hilary wasn’t sure why, but she felt as if things were crumbling all around her... ironic, when only a few days ago, things had finally seemed to be going right.  She’d had her list of people who might be Marcus, and seemed closer to figuring out why the Algerian government was treating them like unwelcome relatives... but then it had all begun to fall apart.

After making a lot of phone calls and significantly annoying first her original eight and then twelve more professors of Classics, History, and Languages, she’d been forced to conclude that if Marcus was an historian, his name was not a variation on ‘Marc Peterson’.  And she had not heard a word out of Jazira since their little coffee shop chat.  All that apparent progress had been nothing but an illusion.  The good mood she’d enjoyed that day had collapsed completely by the time the weekend came around.


In the time since, it seemed that the only thing that had kept her from going absolutely mad out of sheer frustration was Marcus.  He was as amazing as ever... and perhaps oddly, the most amazing thing about him was that he was willing to say ‘I don’t know’.  There were names that he’d forgotten, places he’d never been, things he’d never done, and books he’d never read.  Hilary had kept careful track of the ‘I don’t know’s in his tales of ancient Rome, but was disappointed to find that there was no real pattern to them.  Some were things that nobody knew two thousand years later... but he’d also forgotten the names of Consuls and the dates of battles that were common knowledge to anyone working in the field, so it wasn’t just a cover for missing information.  Besides, the fact that nobody knew things had never stopped him from explaining them before.


In the end, Hilary couldn’t think of any explanation at all... but the more she spoke to Marcus, the less he seemed to need explaining; he knew who he was, and that was clearly good enough for him.  Eventually, she supposed, she’d figure it out, or somebody else would, or something, but for now, he seemed destined to remain mysterious and she was surprisingly okay with that.  In fact, having settled into his little fantasy, she was rather starting to enjoy it... and that was a problem.


She’d been sitting there watching him all morning as he went through the last few bags of jewelry.  He was, if possible, more attractive than ever, and she, quite probably, more foolish.  When she’d been dating Brad, it had at least seemed like his fantasy might someday come true.  Marcus’ private world, however, definitely didn’t exist anywhere outside of his head, so why was she still hanging on every word of it?  Surely, with that thirtieth birthday rapidly approaching, she knew better by now.  Or maybe she was doing this because somewhere, deep down inside, she knew it was safe... if Marcus’ dream of Rome could never come true, then she couldn’t get her hopes up only to have them come crashing down again.


And while she was lost in psychoanalyzing herself over lunch, he jumped up and knocked over his coffee, then handed her two late Republican gold signet rings and told her that they were the same item, temporally displaced by two millennia.  Where the hell did that leave her?


What if it were true?


Hilary’s eyes snapped open in shock that she was even considering that... but really, what if?  She looked up at Marcus, who was standing there with his usual infinite patience, and just for a moment let herself imagine it.  What if he really was exactly who he said he was; Marcus Petronius Longinus, son of Publius, grandson of Publius, great-grandson of Sextus, Prime Legate to Quintus Caecilius Metellus for the campaign against the Numidian Usuruper Jugurtha?

It wouldn’t change the fact that she couldn’t send him home – not unless somebody invented a time machine.  It wouldn’t change the fact that everybody would think he was crazy.  It wouldn’t change the fact that he couldn’t prove it.  But God, wouldn’t it be something?  To talk about Rome with somebody who’d been there?  To fill the gaps in history?  To be able to love Marcus as Marcus, rather than as Marco or Milo or whoever the hell he was?


... oh, shit.


Hilary quickly brought herself back to reality, forcing herself to see the face she was looking into as that of a madman.  For all her efforts, it had happened anyway.  She had to get out of this – she could not fall in love with this man.  It wouldn’t be good for her or for him... she had to be going crazy!  And yet she had a sinking feeling that it was already much too late.


“Hell,” she said, and covered her face with her hands.  She didn’t know what in blazes was going on, but she had a horrible feeling that she’d screwed it all up.  “I’m sorry, I just... I just can’t believe this.  I can’t.  The world doesn’t work that way!”


“You... can’t?” he asked.


“Yes, I can’t!” she said.  “I am physically incapable!  I’m sorry, but this is too ridiculous... too ridiculous.”


He looked at her frostily.  “So that is that, then?  There is nothing I can say or do to convince you that I am anything but a madman?”


Was there?  “I don’t know,” she said.


“You sounded as if you knew a moment ago!” he was angry now.


“Well, I don’t!” shouted Hilary.  She took a deep breath.  “Okay, let’s pretend I do for a moment...”


“I don’t want you to pretend,” he said.  “I want you to believe it, or not!”


“Just say I do for a moment, then,” said Hilary.  She didn’t know what she was trying to accomplish with this line of thought, but then, she didn’t feel sure of very much at the moment at all.  Once again, she tried for a moment to make herself believe it, but found that she couldn’t – what had happened last time was far too scary.


“This is not a game, Hilaria,” he said, angry.  “I refuse to play it like one!”


“I am trying to help you!” she shouted back, standing on her tiptoes to get closer to looking him in the eye.


“Well, you are not doing a very good job!” he informed her.


Her face was very close to his... and suddenly Hilary knew that if she stayed where she was, she was going to end up kissing him.  And she still couldn’t do that – not yet.  She took a deep breath and settled back down.  She shouldn’t be angry with him; she might not believe he was from ancient Rome, but knowing that he did, she couldn’t blame him for his reaction.  He’d been trying to get her to do something for him for two weeks now, and she’d just blithely gone on believing he was insane.  But he was, wasn’t he?


“Hilaria,” he began.


“Let’s go to the theatre,” she blurted out.


That seemed to surprise him almost as much as it surprised her.  Where had that come from?  Oh, right... she’d told the others they were going to a movie, hadn’t she?


“The theatre?” he asked.  “You said you didn’t like the theatre.”


“And you said you wanted to see Caesar,” Hilary reminded him.  “So let’s go see it, and we can talk about this when I’ve had a little more time to think, okay?  I...” she thought hard; what was she trying to accomplish here?  What did she believe, and what was she going to do about it?  For now, she settled on, “I want to help you, Marcus,” which was true.  She really, truly did.  “I just... let’s go see the movie, okay?”


She wouldn’t have been surprised if he refused, and he looked at first like he was going to, but then he appeared to relax.  “If you really believe that there is no such thing as magic,” he said, “then I suppose it is no wonder you think I’m mad.  Arkadios says himself that the line between magic and madness is slim.”


“Who is Arkadios?” asked Hilary.  The name was Greek.  “A writer?”


“He compiled an encyclopedia of magic,” said Marcus.  “It is considered the definitive work.”


Hilary hadn’t thought to ask Marcus what the Romans thought about magic.  Somehow, the topic just hadn’t occurred to her... and why should it?  Something that didn’t exist clearly wouldn’t be worth studying.


“You’ll have to tell me about it after the movie,” said Hilary.  “Do you still want to see it?”


Marcus sighed, but then smiled.  “Yes,” he said.  “I do.”

