
Hilary knew he was going to kiss her.  She could see it in his face, feel it in his touch.  She leaned forward a bit and let her eyelids droop.  A little voice in the back of her head was screaming that she could not possibly do this, could not take advantage of a man’s delusion... but she was no longer in a mood to listen to little voices.  Self-control had never come easily to her, and she was sick of having to pretend.  Somewhere under her skin, and often not very far down, was the department store princess who was used to getting everything she wanted.  And she wanted Marcus – now.


But he didn’t move.  He just sat there, with her face between his hands and his dark eyes burning with suppressed desire – and did nothing.


“What are you waiting for?” Hilary asked him.


“I am waiting for you,” he replied.


Of course he was.  After she’d spent the last two weeks – was that all?  Had she really not known this man forever? – slapping him down every time he tried to so much as touch her... of course he was.  “You can stop waiting now,” she whispered.


Last time he’d kissed her, he’d been a bit hesitant, worried that she’d suddenly push him away like she had at the hospital, or on the day they’d visited Hassan’s house.  He was not hesitant now.  He started off gentle, then quickly firmed, opening his mouth to let her taste him, letting her twist in his arms to press her body against his.  Wine couldn’t possibly have been half as intoxicating as his warm, probing tongue.  Her skin prickled with arousal, and the little voice of doubt faded away.


On the TV screen, Lucille Ball was stamping in a vat of grapes.  Hilary decided not to bother turning it off.


Marcus’ infinite patience seemed to be finally at an end.  He kissed her again, fiercely, possessively, his fingers biting into her arms, and it was only with obvious reluctance that he stopped long enough to peel her out of her hoodie and tank top.  He kissed her neck and her collarbone as he slipped the straps of her bra down over her shoulders... but then, he seemed to find himself stumped.  Women in Rome hadn’t worn underclothes.


Hilary laughed.  “Like this,” she said, demonstrating the front hook.


“Ah,” he said, and watched with an unashamed grin as she slipped out of the garment.  “I shall have to remember that.”  His gaze alone was enough to make her nipples tighten – what was his touch going to feel like?


“Tell me,” he added, hooking a finger into the waistband of her panties, “why do you wear the colour that suits you best in a place where nobody can see it?”


Her underwear that day was cobalt blue – the only thing Hilary had really had in mind when she bought the set was that it was on sale.  “It does?” she asked.


“It matches your eyes,” he said, running a rough-tipped finger under her left eye.  “I was thinking the other day that if I had you in Rome, I would take you to a jeweler and cover you in lapis lazuli.”  He raised one of her hands to his mouth.  “Bracelets,” he said, kissing the inside of the wrist. “Necklaces.”  He leaned in to kiss her shoulder, then made his way up the side of her neck to her earlobes.  “Earrings,” he whispered.  She giggled at the tickle of his breath on the sensitive skin.


Under his blue and white shirt, Marcus’ chest was just as gorgeous as she remembered.  She ran her hands over his muscular shoulders and through the curling black hair on his chest, then down over his firm abdomen to unzip his trousers.  Petronius Longinus was right, she thought, pushing the trousers down over his hips.  If she’d still had any doubts that he wanted her, they would have vanished right there.  He was as hard as steel, throbbing with lust.


He kissed her again – lips, throat, collarbone, breasts.  Hilary grunted in half-pained pleasure as he caressed her, his touch seeming to linger deliciously, just as his kisses did.  Sparks seemed to jump from his hands to her skin, and the tingling electricity flowed over her body and pooled deep inside her.  She was wide and wet and waiting for him.


She didn’t have any condoms, she thought.  Dear lord, she about to have unprotected sex with a lunatic, and even that did not for a moment make her want to stop.


“Have I hurt you?” he asked, feeling her stiffen at the realization.


“No,” she panted.  “For God’s sake, don’t stop!  Just... one thing, Marcus.”  She propped herself up on her elbows.  “I need to know one thing?”


“What’s that?” he asked, concerned.


Hilary grinned.  “I don’t remember – what’s the Latin word for what we’re about to do?”


His eyebrows rose.  “The nice one, or the naughty?”


“Naughty,” she said, as if it should have been blindingly obvious.


“Futuere,” he said.


“Oh, yes,” said Hilary.  “Futuo, futuere, futui, fututum,” she recited the principle parts.  “So the first person plural present subjunctive would be... futuamus.”  According to the rules for subjunctives Hilary taught to her Latin students, the word would translate as ‘let’s fuck.’


“Yes,” said Marcus, smiling like a satyr.  “Let’s.”


He ran his sandpaper cheeks down her stomach.  “Do you know what this is called?” he asked, planting a kiss next to her navel.


“Basiare,” she said – to kiss.


“No, on the lips is basiare,” said Marcus.  “With the mouth open, is it osculari.  And elsewhere, it is saviari.”  He gently parted her legs.  “And this, we call cerasum vorens.” Cherry-eating.  He bent his head, and if he continued his language lesson Hilary didn’t hear a word of it – the sudden roar in her ears drowned out all other sound.

She gasped, both at the rush of ecstasy and in surprise – the Romans hadn’t done oral sex, had they?  The only references to it she could remember reading were insulting, implying that those on the giving end were the lowest possible form of human life.  Although, those texts had all been talking about one man performing fellatio on another...


Her back arched involuntarily as a second rush of hot bliss surged through her, and she had just enough time to wonder why she was thinking about texts right now before losing her train of thought entirely.  Marcus ran his hands around the curves of her hips and buttocks as he continued his ministrations, with her panting and squirming helplessly under his tongue.  Her heart pounded in her ears as the sheer pressure of sexual euphoria built up until Hilary felt like a kettle about to boil.


And then she heard the merry beeping of Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring.


It was amazing, actually, how quickly and thoroughly a few electronic notes could kill the mood.  The steam rushed out of Hilary as if somebody had taken the lid off the kettle before it could reach the whistling point.  “Bloody hell,” she grunted, raising her head from the sweat-soaked pillow to grab her cell phone.  “Whoever called this thing a ‘convenience’ ought to be shot!”


“Leave it.”  Marcus reached to take the phone away from her.


She should, she thought fiercely.  With her luck, it was probably her mother.  Sorry, Mom, can’t talk right now – I’m trying to have sex with a madman.  But Jazira, Ibn Sayid, and the police had all promised to call as soon as they had answers for her, and on the off chance it was one of them, she didn’t want to miss it.  “Thirty seconds,” she told Marcus, willing her heart to stop racing and her skin to stop sizzling as she put the phone to her ear.  “Hello?”


“Hilary!”  It was Betty’s voice.  “Where are you?”


“Oh!”  Hilary smacked her forehead.  She’d completely forgotten about her promise to call the others when she got back to the hotel.  “I’m in my room,” she said, crossing her legs tightly in the attempt to dampen her frustrated libido.  “Why?  Did something happen?”


“What about Milo?  Is he with you?”


“Yes, he’s right here,” she said.  “Betty, we’re kind of... having an important discussion here.  “Could you call back later?”


“No,” said Betty.  “You have to get down to the lobby right away.  Jazira’s here!  Hassan is finally going to talk to us.”


“What?” asked Hilary.  “You mean right right away?”


“Yes!” Betty said breathlessly.  “Jazira said something about cars waiting for us.”


Hilary glanced at Marcus.  He was sitting at the end of the bed, not bothering to do anything about his arousal, and for the first time displaying open impatience with her.  For half a minute Hilary was really tempted to just hang up and let Betty think whatever she wanted... but then sanity once again reared its unwelcome head.  It was too late anyway; continuing from here just wouldn’t be the same.


“All right,” she said, resigned.  “We’ll be right down.”  She disconnected and got up to retrieve her discarded underwear, stumbling on legs that still felt like jelly from Marcus’ attentions.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “We have to get dressed.”


“Is the hotel burning down?” he asked, sarcastic.


“No,” said Hilary, turning away from him to put her bra back on.


“Then I think that whatever it is, it can wait.”  He got up and put his hands over hers, to stop her from doing up the clasp.  The touch was cool and tingly on her hot, bothered skin.


She almost submitted... but then stepped away.  “No, it can’t,” she said, grabbing her shirt.  Her hair was soaking wet, and stuck to her neck as she dressed.  She ought to take a shower before she went anywhere, but Betty had implied that there wasn’t time for anything like that.  “Betty says that Hassan has agreed to meet us.  We have to go downstairs.  We might not get another chance.”


Marcus sighed.  “Do you always tease your lovers so, Hilaria?” he asked.  “It’s no wonder they wander off.”


Was he teasing?  Hilary couldn’t tell, but she didn’t find it funny.  “Fine,” she said, “you can sit here naked by yourself all night, but I have to be there.”  She turned her back to straighten her shirt, then looked around for her jeans.  Where had she left them?  They’d been in such a hurry to undress each other that they really hadn’t worried about where they were putting things...


“Here are your trousers.”  Marcus scooped them up and held them out to her.  “The athlete,” he said, “he simply tired of waiting for you, didn’t he?”


Hilary snatched the jeans.  “For your information,” she said, “I knew Brad for two months before I slept with him. You should count yourself lucky to almost get into my pants after only two weeks!”


She almost hoped she made him angry – then they could fight, and she would feel justified in having changed her mind.  But he just picked up his own shirt and started putting it on.  “A man who is unwilling to wait for a woman does not deserve her,” he said.  “Keep me waiting if you wish.  I will.”


Hilary turned away.  The first time she’d gone to bed with Brad, she hadn’t felt ready; her previous relationship had ended badly and she’d wanted to be absolutely sure... but he’d kept on about it until Hilary gave in.  Why, she wondered suddenly, hadn’t she gone through that same questioning with Marcus?  It had never even occurred to her.


“Sex can wait,” she said.  “This can’t.  Let’s hurry.  If we’re late, they might leave without us.”


It wasn’t until they were in the elevator, both still pink-cheeked and flustered, that Marcus broke the awkward silence with, “no tie tonight?”


“Tie... oh!”  Hilary grimaced – she’d forgotten completely!  She was wearing her tank top – a white one, with purple and yellow pansies on it – and patched jeans.  Marcus was in a navy button-down and khakis, and both were tousled and sweaty.  It was probably going to be perfectly obvious what they’d just been doing, but it was too late to go back and change.  The elevator doors were opening, and there were Jazira and the others, waiting for them.


Hilary took some comfort from the fact that her colleagues, except for the eternally tidy Edouard, looked pretty slovenly, too... but the flash of optimism dimmed quickly when she noticed the triumphantly nasty smile on Jazira’s face.  It seemed so unlike the harried, ever-apologizing Jazira she’d seen before.  What did that mean?


“And here are Dr. Quincy and Dr. Pappas!” said Jazira.  “I have excellent news!”


“Oh?” asked Hilary warily.


The smile got toothier.  “After our talk the other day, I looked into some things, and I have finally persuaded the ministry to do something!  Ibn Sayid has issued a court order – Mr. Hassan must meet with you tonight, or face an inquiry into possible land fraud!”


“Oh, wonderful!” said Betty, while the others echoed Hilary’s own sigh of relief.


“The cars are outside,” said Jazira.  “We can leave immediately.”


If anyone else had cared that they were all underdressed, they were too excited to mention it as they all climbed into the sleek black government cars for the drive to Hassan’s house.  Hilary knew she was smiling like a loon and didn’t care – finally, she’d have something to work with!  Finally, she could do what she’d come here to do!


She explained what Jazira had said to Marcus, who looked no less overjoyed than she.  “At last!” he said, echoing her sentiments exactly.


“At last,” she agreed.  “I’ll tell you what,” she said.  “When this is over, you and I are going to celebrate by having some of that wine.”  The thought of drinking with Marcus was somehow scarier than the idea of sleeping with him... but he was quite right when he said that her worries about alcohol were overwrought.  Her fear of drinking was probably just as irrational as her fear of dogs – and this seemed like a great occasion to try to overcome it.  Right now, she felt like she could get away with anything.


“Yes?”  He reached over and ran his thumb over her lips and chin.  “And then what?”


So this was the Marcus who had raced his chariot in the Circus Maximus and embarrassed father and brother with bad behavior.  Hilary liked him.  “And then we’ll take care of some unfinished business,” she promised.


“Naked?” he asked innocently.


“Naked,” she agreed.


He blew in her ear and she giggled, then felt her face heat up as she suddenly remembered that there was something else in the car.  Edouard, sitting across from them, rolled his eyes.  “Now, children,” he said.


“Sorry,” said Hilary, attempting to calm herself.  But it was difficult to do, what with the answers finally before her... and Marcus sitting beside her, his hand resting heavy and warm on her thigh.


Hassan’s house looked quite different from the last time they’d seen it.  By daylight, it was an imposing but not unattractive colonial mansion... but at night it was lit by powerful ground lights, casting all the wrong shadows and giving the place a creepy, off-kilter appearance, like a haunted house at a theme park.  And to make the scene all the more surreal, a dozen police cars were parked around it, flashing red and blue lights.


“What are those?” asked Marcus.


“That’s the Praetorian guard,” Hilary replied.  “I wonder what’s going on.”


“Looks like your conspiracy has been successfully thwarted,” said Marcus.


“Mmm,” agreed Hilary.  But what kind of conspiracy had it been in the first place?


The cars pulled to a stop in front of the house, and a bearded man in his forties came pushing through the policemen to greet the historians.  “My friends!” he called to them.  “It is my pleasure at last to meet you!  I am so terribly sorry about all of this,” he added, babbling distractedly.  “I really had hoped to get it all under control before you became involved, but I had no idea...” he shook his head.  “Tarik Ibn Sayid,” he held out a hand to the nearest historian.  “You must be Dr. Moruboshi?”


“The same,” said Donald.


“An honour,” said Ibn Sayid.  “And may I introduce Walid Yassin, the Constantine Chief of Police?”


Yassin was a tall, broad man with a bushy mustache and a deep, rumbling voice.  “Nice to meet you all,” he said.  His tone was pleasant enough, but with an undercurrent of urgency.


“The pleasure is all ours,” replied Edouard.  “I’m Dr. Edouard Garnier, of Avignon.”  The historians all introduced themselves and shook hands with Ibn Sayid and Yassin in turn.  Hilary, of course, had to give the men Marcus’ name... she tried not to make eye contact with him as she called him Dr. Pappas... was he still worried about that?  “And I’m Hilary Quincy,” she finished.


“Gentlemen,” said Edouard, “Your promptness is...”


But Hilary wasn’t in any mood for tact.  “What is going on?” she interrupted.


Ibn Sayid grimaced.  “Quite a bit,” he sighed.  “This way, please.”


The interior of the house was just as unfriendly as Hilary remembered, and no less so now that it was full of policeman.  If Hassan were at home, he wasn’t in evidence – but Cardellini was there, arguing calmly with two officers who appeared to be trying to handcuff him.  He looked totally unfazed by all the commotion surrounding him, and in fact looked up and smiled as the new group entered.


“Ah!” he said.  “Walid!  Oh, and Tarik also,” he nodded to Yassin and Ibn Sayid, rather pointedly addressing both by their given names.  “It’s about time somebody of intelligence showed up.  Perhaps one of you can explain to me why these gentlemen seem to think they’re here to arrest me?  I’ve been trying to get a straight answer out of them, but even they don’t seem to know what it is I’m supposed to have done.”


“Of course,” said Yassin.  He stepped forward and directed one of the underlings to give him the handcuffs.  “Wrists, please,” he said to Cardellini.


The lawyer hung back.  “Oh, really, now, Walid...”


“Enough,” said Yassin.  “Wrists!”


“Oh, very well.”  Cardellini, looking beleaguered, stepped forward to be handcuffed.  “In civilized countries, I would at least be told what I’m accused of, you know.”


“Brutus Cardellini,” the chief of police replied formally, “you are under arrest for the murder of Abdullah Hassan.”


The temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees right there.


Hilary couldn’t react at first.  It took a few seconds before she could even think properly about what Yassin had just said.  Yes, she’d wondered whether Hassan were dead... but she hadn’t meant it. And Cardellini seemed a little slimy, but he hadn’t come across as a murderer.  She instinctively moved closer to Marcus, seeking the reassurance of his presence, and felt his big, warm hand close around hers.  He didn’t know what had just been said, but he could tell that it horrified her.


The others were no less shocked.  Betty’s mouth hung open in dismay, and Donald and Edouard stared.  A righteous little fire flared up in Hilary’s chest – she’d been right!  Not in the specifics, of course, but there had very, very much been something that Cardellini wasn’t telling them!  How long had Ibn Sayid suspected this... was this the reason he hadn’t been returning their calls?  Because he wanted to keep them from getting closely involved with a murderer?


Cardellini didn’t even blink.  “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said.  “What would I possibly have to gain from the murder of my employer?”


“I was hoping you could tell me,” Yassin replied.


“Well, if you don’t have a motive, then I hope you at least have some evidence,” said Cardellini.  “I am a lawyer and I do know my rights, even in a police state.  What makes you so very certain he’s dead?”


“We have his body,” said Yassin.  “It was found buried on the contested property outside the city.  Forensics says it’s been there nearly three months.”


“Contested... you mean the site?” asked Betty, aghast.  In her frazzled state of mine, it took Hilary a moment to work out why this was bad... but of course, what had made the place valuable was that nobody had dug there before.  Between Cardellini burying a body and the police digging it up, who knew what kind of damage had been done to the artifacts...


“I certainly hope he doesn’t, Dr. Hughes!” said Cardellini.  “The ownership of that property has not been properly settled, and...”


“If my grandfather is dead, then that property belongs to me!” snapped Ibn Sayid.  “And if you didn’t kill him, then maybe you’d like to explain why his body was buried there!”


“I believe if you do an autopsy, Tarik, you’ll find that your grandfather died of a heart attack,” said Cardellini.  “Nothing more sinister than that.”


“And you did not see fit to report the death to the authorities?” asked Yassin.


“What is everybody saying?” Marcus whispered in Hilary’s ear.


“They think Cardellini killed Hassan,” Hilary whispered back.  “Apparently they found his body buried on that spot where we were supposed to be digging.  Cardellini says Hassan died when his heart stopped.”


“If you must know,” said Cardellini, “I was hoping to locate Mr. Hassan’s will before I reported the death.  It seems to have gone missing, and that would make things terribly difficult for Tarik, now wouldn’t it?”  There was a definite threat in both his face and voice as he looked at Ibn Sayid.


“Indeed,” said Ibn Sayid dryly.  “Just as it would make things very difficult for all of us were you to be, for example, kidnapped by local terrorists and left in the desert to feed the vultures – now wouldn’t it?”  He looked Cardellini in the eye, making it clear that he could equal any threat the lawyer had to offer.


Yassin cleared his throat, and the other two reluctantly surrendered their staring contest to look at him.  “Mr. Cardellini,” the police chief said, “if you are telling the truth, then you will not face major charges and the worst that will happen to you is deportation.  It’ll be much less difficult for all of us if you cooperate.”


“Oh, of course, of course,” said Cardellini.  “The sooner this is all sorted out, the better!  But honestly,” he turned back to Ibn Sayid.  “Where did you get the absurd idea that I’d murdered him?  As if I...”

“Actually, Mr. Cardellini,” Jazira spoke up, “That was Dr. Quincy’s idea.”


Hilary stared at her.  “What?” she asked.  “I never...”


“At the coffee shop,” Jazira reminded her.  “You said you were beginning to wonder if Mr. Hassan even existed.”


“I didn’t say that,” said Hilary.  “I was just translating...”


“That is what made me begin to wonder,” said Jazira.  “I mentioned it to Ibn Sayid, and he thought we had best investigate the...”


“Oh, her,” Cardellini interrupted.  “My friends, I regret to tell you that I’d place very little trust in anything Dr. Quincy says – or in any of her companions, for that matter.”  He gave the historians a nasty grin.  “They’ve spent two weeks passing some imposter off as their missing friend Dr. Pappas.”


No statement made in that room could have been a verbal thunderbolt to rival Yassin’s announcement that Cardellini was under arrest for murder, but that one came close.  Another wave of cold seemed to wash through the place as all eyes turned now to Hilary and Marcus.  Hilary’s legs went suddenly weak, and for a moment she really worried they were about to collapse out from under her.  Marcus himself, not understanding, just gave her hand another squeeze – but she, utterly frozen, was not able to return it.  She’d almost forgotten that Cardellini knew about that... why had he waited for now to bring it up?


“Now you are being silly, Mr. Cardellini,” said Jazira impatiently.  “Dr. Pappas has been in an accident, and is suffering from amnesia.”


“Er...” said Betty.  “Actually, not quite amnesia...”


“Close enough,” Edouard said.  “The important thing is that he is not well and does not know who he is.  We tried to take him to the psychiatric ward at the Laveran, but the department head was understandably reluctant to admit him without some identification, so...”


“Do I look like a fool, Dr. Garnier?” asked Cardellini.  “Miss Arif – do I look like a fool?”


Jazira bit her lip and rolled her eyes.


“Certainly not,” said Edouard.  “I assure you, Mr. Cardellini...”


Hilary felt suddenly sick – they didn’t know.  Edouard and Betty didn’t know that Marcus wasn’t Milo, because Hilary hadn’t told them!  Forget Cardellini, why hadn’t she said anything?  Lord knew she hated it when people didn’t tell her what was happening... why had she gone and done the exact same thing to her colleagues?  They could have sorted this out days ago if she’d only had the sense to say something!


“And I assure you, Dr.,” Cardellini said, “I went and looked all of you up when I found out you were coming.  I knew what you all look like, and that man is not Dr. Pappas.”


“Well, where is Milo, then?” asked Betty.  “If this isn’t him, then where’s the real one?”


“Syracusa, according to yesterday’s newspaper,” said Cardellini.  “It’s over there on the side table somewhere... the Giornale de Sicilia.  You people really need to keep up on such things,” he added, condescending.  “Information is key.”


The table he’d indicated was piled with literally dozens of newspapers in several languages.  Betty went over to begin digging through them at a furious pace, tossing the ones that weren’t relevant on the floor.  Hilary just stood still.  Sooner or later she was going to have to say something.  Sooner or later, somebody was going to ask her what was going on... and she had no idea how she was going to answer.  Maybe if she wished hard enough, she and Marcus could simply vanish back to ancient Rome before the time came.


“Here!  Here we go!” Betty pulled out a paper.  “Storico Perso è Stato Trovato Nell'Ospedale di Syracusa,” she read aloud.  “L'uomo di mistero... oh, my goodness.  The mystery man found beaten and robbed in an alleyway two weeks ago has been identified as missing classicist Dr. Milo Pappas of Athens.”  She scanned the lines of text.  “Mugged and left by assailants looking for money to buy cocaine... did not arrive in Algeria… how did we not hear about this?” she asked.  “The police here in Algeria have been looking for him for two weeks!”


“They were looking in Skikda,” Hilary heard her own voice say.  “They were assuming he’d at least made it that far.”  Because she hadn’t told even the police that Marcus wasn’t Milo.


“May I see that?”  Donald reached for the paper.


“Sure.”  Betty handed it over.  “Mr. Cardellini,” she said, “if you knew that... that this man isn’t Dr. Pappas, why didn’t you say anything the day you met him?”


“I assumed you had your reasons,” Cardellini said casually.  “Now I must admit I’m wondering – what was this supposed to accomplish?”


Donald passed the newspaper on to Edouard, who glanced down at it, then gave it to Hilary.  The article was on page four – a brief block of text next to a photograph that looked like a university yearbook shot.  The man in the picture, grinning self-consciously at the camera, actually looked very much like what Hilary might have imagined, asked to picture a man named Milo Pappas.  He had a thin face and a prominent Adam’s apple, rimless eyeglasses and a prematurely receding hairline, and could hardly have looked less like handsome, vigorous Marcus.  So that was Dr. Pappas.  Hilary felt a sudden rush of relief... failing all else, at least she didn’t have to worry about Marcus turning out to be gay. 


“Gentlemen,” said Edouard, addressing not Cardellini but Ibn Sayid and Yassin.  “I think there must have been some sort of misunderstanding.  I do not know who the man in that photograph is, but let me promise you, we are as sure as we can be that this man is Dr. Pappas, and he is simply...”


But Hilary couldn’t take this anymore.  “No, he’s not,” she said out loud.  “Marcus isn’t Milo.”


There.  She’d said it.  She crumpled the newspaper in her hands, lowered her head, and waited for the end of the world.


“He’s not?” asked Edouard.


“No,” said Hilary.


“And you know this for a fact?”


“I... yes.  I do.”  Hilary had to shut her eyes as all the stupid things she’d done in the past fortnight flooded through her head.  She’d known perfectly well that she was falling in love with his little fantasy, and she hadn’t gone to the slightest effort to stop herself.  Only an hour ago she’d been all ready to sleep with him, for heaven’s sake.  How could she possibly have been so stupid?  “Marcus isn’t Milo,” she repeated.  “Milo’s clothes don’t fit him.”


“What?” asked Betty.  “Hilary, why didn’t you say something?”


“Well, I thought I could figure out who he was,” Hilary said, which was a stupid excuse, and somewhere deep down, she’d known it all along.  “I’m sorry,” she added helplessly.  “That was dumb, but I figured he had to be either an historian or a writer, and I thought if his name was similar to ‘Marcus Petronius’, I might be able to find him.  You’re right, I should have said something.”


Betty gaped like a fish, too shocked to speak.


“Well,” said Edouard, looking flustered for the first time since Hilary had met him.  “Ah... I suppose the hospital is still unable to admit him without identification, but some arrangement might be made, at least, so that...”


“He could still stay with us,” Hilary offered.  “He’s been here two weeks and he hasn’t caused much trouble.  I can look after him.”  Perhaps she could somehow atone for her mistakes by... but no, that was another stupid excuse.  She just couldn’t take the idea of having him snatched away.  “This is all my fault.  I should be the one who has to...”


“No,” Ibn Sayid said, “Dr. Quincy, this is my fault.  If I had dealt with it when you first brought the situation to my attention, none of this would have happened.  I will take charge of Dr... um... of our friend here, and make sure he receives proper care at once.”


“Thank you,” said Edouard.


So that was that – they were taking him away.  It probably served Hilary right after all the mistakes she’d made.


Two of the policemen escorted Cardellini, still handcuffed and still quite calm, into a waiting car.  Ibn Sayid and Yassin held a short conversation in Arabic, and then Yassin called for another set of guards and handcuffs.  These, quite clearly, were for Marcus.


But Hilary couldn’t possibly let that happen.  If they put handcuffs on Marcus... the phrase ‘led away in chains’ flashed through her head.  That was exactly how he’d see it, and he wouldn’t stand for it.  This would end in somebody getting hurt.


“Hey, no!” she said, grabbing Yassin’s sleeve.  “You don’t need to do that.  I speak his language – if I tell him to, he’ll go with you.  Please?” she added desperately.


“All right.”  Yassin gave a stiff nod.  “Go ahead.”


Hilary turned around.  Marcus had been standing behind her this entire time, and she, with her own mental state in turmoil, had been clinging to his calm like a life raft... but now that she looked at his face, she saw that he was troubled.  He couldn’t have understood anything that had just happened.  What was he thinking about all of this?


“What is happening?” he asked.  “Are we to be taken away, also?”


“No,” said Hilary.  “Well, not quite.  I... oh, boy.”  She took a deep breath.  For a moment she had no idea what she was going to tell him – then she decided that the only thing she could tell him was the truth.  “Cardellini told everybody that you aren’t Milo Pappas, so you can’t stay with us anymore.  Mr. Yassin is going to take you to... take you to see some people who can help you.”


That was right – in the end, Marcus really was just a madman.  How had she ever let herself even come close to believing he could be anything else?  No matter what she would have liked to believe, there was no such thing as magic.  This man couldn’t possibly be from ancient Rome.  If Hilary really wanted to help him, she would let these people take him away.  The Laveran was one of the best hospitals in Africa and if Dr. Faroud were the head of its psychiatric ward, he must know what he was doing.  Marcus would be fine there.  The doctors would help him get well.


“Sorcerers?” asked Marcus.  “You said there weren’t any.”


“I know,” said Hilary.  “But they... think there might be another way.  They’re going to want to ask you some questions, and then they’ll see what they can do for you.  They’ll be a lot more help than I’ve been,” she added sadly.


He touched her cheek.  “Hilaria, do not think for a moment that you have been no help to me.  Most people would not even look at a ragged stranger on the street.”


“I only did because I thought you were somebody I knew,” she reminded him.


“Yes, but you kept me after you realized I wasn’t,” said Marcus.  “You needn’t have, and I will always be grateful.”  He leaned closer.  Hilary began to shut her eyes and rise to meet his lips.


But then, in a moment of nightmare clarity, she realized that everybody else was still present and watching.  Quickly, she stepped back, holding up a hand to stop him.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I think... I think you’d better just go.”


After their earlier intimacy, her refusal seemed to crush him.  “You said you wanted to come with me,” he tried.


After Hilary had maintained some measure of calm through everything else that had just been said, there was no reason why that should have made her cry – but it did.  Hot tears suddenly welled up in the corners of her eyes, and she had to push them away before she could reply.  “I can’t.  I’m... not allowed.  But... here!”  She suddenly had an idea: “I’ll give you my phone number again.”  She scribbled it on a piece of paper and tucked it into his breast pocket.  “There.  You can call me.”  Would he remember to, once he was cured?  Would he remember any of this?


He patted the pocket, making the paper crunch.  “I will be sure to,” he said.  “I am going to miss you terribly, Hilaria.”


“Uh-huh,” was the only response she could muster – and then the tears overflowed as she realized she was still lying to him!  Even if everything she’d just said was technically true, it meant something quite different to him than it did to her; and yet there was nothing else she could say!  God, what a mess she was.  Even after all the stupid, ridiculous, embarrassing things she’d done, the thing she was most upset about was that she was probably never going to see Marcus again, and she couldn’t even kiss him goodbye...


“Hilaria?” he asked.  “Are you...”


“I’m fine!” she interrupted.


“No, you’re not,” he said, and reached for her.  She almost allowed it... there was nothing she would have liked better than that little moment of utter calm he’d been able to give her, when she was in his arms and nothing could touch her.  No wonder she hated modernity – the twenty-first century was so frantic, everybody running around with their loud, obnoxious machines.  Everything was forever getting faster and never seemed fast enough.  Marcus, patient and polite, was an island of tranquility in that cacophony...

But she was still surrounded by people who must already think she was making a scene.  She couldn’t afford to make things any worse.  “No, please don’t,” she said.  “I’m sorry.  Just... go with the Praetorian Guard, please?  Amabo te.”  I will love you.  The literal meaning of the phrase felt like a lead weight in her chest.


“All right,” he said solemnly.  “I will see you again, Hilaria – I promise.”  He pulled the signet ring off his finger and pressed it into her hand.


“Thank you,” she said quietly.


As she’d promised, Marcus didn’t need the handcuffs.  He nodded to her, and then quietly followed the policemen out the door.  He did not say goodbye and neither did she, but the door closing behind him seemed horribly, horribly final.


Ibn Sayid sighed loudly.  “I am so sorry, once again,” he said.  “To be honest, I’d suspected Cardellini of embezzling for some time now.  I’d been trying for weeks to get in touch with Grandfather... Jazira told you he was my grandfather?”


Betty nodded, but this was news to Edouard and Donald.


“I’d been trying to contact him and warn him,” Ibn Sayid went on, “but he’d been quite sick and had become reclusive.  I thought the lawyers were just putting ideas in his head – when Cardellini said he didn’t want you on the site because you were foreigners, I thought that sounded out of character for him.  But if Jazira hadn’t mentioned her conversation with you, it might never have occurred to me that he had actually died.”


“What all happened, exactly?”  Betty wanted to know.


“Come and have a drink.”  Ibn Sayid opened the sleek metal doors of a cupboard and started taking out glasses.  “As far as the police have been able to work out, grandfather died about three months ago, and Cardellini set about pretending he was still alive.  I suppose he thought he’d take the opportunity to move more of the family’s money out of the country... we’re going to have a terrible time tracing it all.”


He offered a glass of something – she hadn’t seen what, exactly, it was – to Hilary, but she shook her head and pushed it back with a mouthed merci, mais non.  Ibn Sayid gave it to Edouard instead.


“Thank you,” Edouard said, accepting it.


“It seems,” Ibn Sayid added, “he didn’t know we were going to let you dig on that land.  He thought it was still up for development, and therefore there’d be a good chance that... uh... the body would never be found.  When he found out, he must have panicked.  I suppose his stalling was intended to give him a chance to move the evidence, but I sent some police officers to watch the land in case of vandalism, what with the case being in the newspapers and all, so he never got the opportunity.”


“What happens now?” asked Betty.


“I don’t know,” Ibn Sayid admitted.  “We’re not quite sure yet exactly of the scope of Cardellini’s embezzling.  Now that we have access to the house, we ought to be able to start piecing things together.  But this complicates matters enormously.  It may be months before we can sort out all the legalities, and until that happens...” he looked at them apologetically.  “I doubt we’ll be able to let you on the site in the foreseeable future.  At the moment, it’s a crime scene.  After that... I don’t know.”


“We understand,” said Edouard calmly.  In the end, they really had come here for nothing.


“I am so sorry,” Ibn Sayid said – Hilary had lost count by now of how many times he’d apologized.  “I shall arrange for you to return to your institutions as quickly as possible.  I apologize once again for wasting the valuable time of professionals such as yourselves.”


Maybe it was coincidence, but he glanced at Hilary as he said this, and she got a sudden feeling that he wasn’t including her in that category.  And why should he, after she’d withheld information and made a scene with her tearful goodbye to the lunatic?


“Thank you.”  Edouard nodded.


“I have to call Nicky,” said Betty.  “And Milo’s family... how often do flights go out to Sicily?” she wanted to know.  “I want to go see them as soon as possible.”


“What’s going to happen to the museum collection we’ve been working with?” Donald wanted to know.


Hilary didn’t join in as the others showered Ibn Sayid with questions.  She wanted to sit down and cry.  She almost wished she’d accepted the offer of a drink, but changed her mind quickly – she did not drink, not even recreationally and certainly not for comfort.  What she needed right now was not alcohol but ice cream. But having ice cream would only make her wish Marcus were still there to share it.


She found herself playing with the ring he’d given her, and glanced down to look at it.  Surprisingly, it was the new one – the one he habitually wore, not the battered version he claimed to have found at the museum that morning, which was still in her purse.  Hilary frowned.  He’d kept saying he was going to take that ring back with him, so that it could become the old one.  Why would he give it to her when he thought he was going home now?


“Hilary?” asked Betty.


“Huh?”  Hilary looked up at her friend.  “What?”


“Let’s go,” Betty said.  “We’re leaving now.”

