
Petronius knew they were back the moment they arrived.  He couldn’t say how he knew... he could smell it.  This was home.


The world drowned itself in white light and spun madly around the three of them – and then, as before, it ended suddenly, leaving Petronius, Hilaria, and Theophanes all falling over one another in the strawberry patch.  Petronius smiled and shut his eyes, breathing in the smell of the place... yes, it was definitely something in the smell.  The Villa delle Fragole in the future had smelled of people and machines and bad air.  The family house in which Petronius had grown up smelled of earth and wind and crushed grass.  He didn’t even have to look around to know – they were home.


“Oh, my god,” groaned Hilaria.  She’d landed on top of him, and now she was struggling to sit up.  “Oh, my god... was that supposed to happen?”


“I’m afraid so, ma’am,” said Theophanes.


“Yes, that’s what it was like the first time.”  Petronius sat up.  Theophanes was lying on his back, winded, a few feet away, while Hilary was kneeling next to him, rubbing her temples.  “Are you all right?” Petronius asked her, putting a hand on her back.


“Yeah,” she said.  “Just dizzy.”  She shook her head hard and looked around, blinking in the sunlight.  “That was it?” she asked.  “But nothing’s different.”


And it was true – not much was.  They were still sitting in a patch of wild strawberries, on the edge of a grove of trees.  The passage of two millennia really hadn’t made much of a difference to the landscape.  “It should have worked,” Theophanes offered timidly.  Petronius could see him trying to work out the consequences if it hadn’t.


“It did work,” said Petronius, helping Hilaria up.  “We’re back – I can smell it.”  And more than that, there was something ineffably more familiar about the landscape, something that he couldn’t have recognized on a map, but knew in his bones.  “The house is this way.”  He offered Hilaria his arm.


She swallowed and gingerly accepted, as if afraid he would bite her.  Petronius smiled and tucked her hand under his arm.  She’d taken care of him in her time – now it was his turn to care for her in his.  “Don’t worry,” he said.  “There’s nothing here that will hurt you.”


“I know,” she nodded nervously.


Theophanes, who was still unsteady on his feet, grabbed Petronius’ other arm, and they started off down the hill.  The feeling of intense familiarity only reinforced itself as they went – there was the little brook with the stepping stones, where he and Sextus had used to catch frogs.  There was the boulder that for some reason had always represented the city of Troy in theirgames.  Everything was so familiar that Petronius would hardly have been surprised to see his own younger self come running out of the woods with Sextus in persuit, while Petronia screamed at the over whichever of her dolls or bracelets they’d kidnapped this time.


They came over the crest of the hill, and there below them in the hollow was the house.  It wasn’t particularly large or fancy as country houses went – Petronius’ great-grandfather, who had it built, had been a man of simple tastes.  It was one storey only, laid out around three edges of a very practical herb garden with the one frivolous addition of a fountain and pool.  The longest wall faced the road that came up from the nearby town, while the back of the garden was open on the hills and woods behind.  No, not a palace by any means... but it was home.


“Oh!” Hilaria gasped.


“What do you think?” Petronius asked her.


He expected, somehow, that she would comment on the beauty or situation of the house – but no, Hilaria was an historian to the last.  “Their reconstruction at the museum is all wrong!” she exclaimed, delighted.  “They had the gardens all different, and there was another whole wing on the left... of course, they might’ve been working from a different period, and the monks probably added to it when they used it as a cloister during the Middle Ages... and why didn’t I think to bring my camera?”


“Your what?” asked Petronius.  What she’d just said sounded like the Latin word for a room, but that made no sense.


“It’s... no, never mind,” said Hilaria.  “I”ll just have to do without it.”  She laughed.  It wasn’t that something was funny – she was simply so happy she had to laugh.  “We really are there!” she said.  “What’s the inside like?”


“I’ll show you,” Petronius promised her.


From the top of the hill, they could see a gardener working and three women talking by the edge of the fountain.  Closer to, he recognized them.  The gardener was Narcissus, who was nearly eighty years old and had in fact been freed from slavery by Petronius’ grandfather – but had stayed on, continuing to work the villa garden because, so he said, that was the only thing he knew how to do.  Two of the women were his mother’s favourite slaves, a pair of twin girls.  The three years since he’d been back were a long time, he realized suddenly.  He remembered the twins as small children, but now they were nearly young women.  And they were holding a parasol over Claudia Florentia herself.


They had noticed him coming.  Petronius waved to them cheerfully, but it wasn’t until he actually entered the garden, full of its familiar herby and flowery smells, that he saw their uncomprehending expressions and remembered that he, Theophanes, and Hilaria were still wearing the tight, awkward clothing of the future.  What a sight they must look!


“Here now!” Claudia called out to them.  “What is the meaning of this?”


Petronius laughed.  “Good afternoon, Mother!” he replied.  “I’d been hoping for a warmer welcome than that!”


Claudia Florentia did a sharp double-take.  “Marcus?” she asked.


“Yes,” he said.  “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to send word that I was coming.  A great deal has happened.”


His mother stared a moment later, then ran up to give him a hug.  Even that small exertion left her breathless – she was short, plump, and had never been particularly active.  She’d always looked ridiculously tiny and round next to her tall, powerful husband and sons.  Her arms would not even reach all the way around Petronius’ torso.


“Immortal gods, Marcus, don’t scare me like that!” she said, then stepped back to look him over.  “And what in the world are you supposed to be dressed as?  Come on, let’s get you inside and get a proper tunic on before somebody sees you.  Wandering about in trousers like some sort of barbarian... I don’t know!  Oh,” she said, suddenly remembering that he had two other people with him.  “Who are they?”


Petronius stepped back to introduce his companions.  “This is just Theophanes,” he said.  “You remember him.  And this is Hilaria Quinta.  Hilaria, this is my mother, Claudia Florentia.”


Hilaria swallowed.  “Hello,” she offered.  “It’s nice to meet you.”


Petronius mother stared at her for a moment of outright horror, taking in everything from curling red hair to trousered legs, then made a visible effort to compose herself.  “Ah... you also,” she replied, managing a smile.  “I’m... not familiar with the Hilarii Quinti.”


“You won’t have heard of us,” Hilaria said.  “We’re from Canada.”


“Is that in Gaul?”  Claudia frowned.


“It used to belong to Gaul,” said Hilaria.


“I... see.  Well,” Claudia returned to something she knew.  “Why don’t we all go inside and get some respectable clothes on, hmm?”  She forced a smile.  “Agape – Arsinoe,” she called to her slaves, “look after our guest, would you?  You,” she pointed at Theophanes, “know where things are kept, so go make yourself presentable.  And Marcus, dear, do come with me.  You and I need to talk.”


Petronius started to let go of Hilaria’s arm, but she held on to him tightly.  “Wait,” she said.


“It’s all right,” Petronius assured her. “My mother does not bite, though she might look it sometimes.”


“But...” said Hilaria.  “I just don’t know, I...”


“It’s all right,” said Petronius.  “I will see you soon.  I told you,” he said, “nothing here will hurt you.”


She hesitated, then nodded her head.  “All right.”


Petronius kissed the backs of both her hands, and smiled after her as the two slaves escorted her indoors.  Theophanes followed them, already kicking his sneakers off as he went... and then as soon as they were gone, Claudia Florentia siezed her son’s arm and dragged him off to the side, out of earshot of the gardener.


“I suppose you’re planning on marrying that woman?” she asked.


“I am,” said Petronius.  His mother was going to try to talk him out of it – but he would not be budged.  “If she’ll let me.”


“If she’ll let you?”  Claudia Florentia shut her eyes as if she had a headache.  “Don’t be silly, Marcus – you know perfectly well why she’d attatched herself to you.  Gods, her hair’s like copper wire... it’ll be obvious to anybody that she’s not from a respectable family.  You do realize that your father’s shade is trying to claw its way out of Hades right now, so as to be able to personally forbid the match.”


“Well, as I don’t think it’s possible for shades to wander out of the underworld on their own,” said Petronius, “I doubt we need to worry about that.  You are not going to talk me out of it, Mother.  I married one woman you and Father would have approved of, and it made me miserable.”


“So you think marrying some... some carrot-topped barbarian is going to make you happy?” asked Claudia.


“Yes, I do,” Petronius agreed.


“I thought you’d grown out of this, Marcus.”  Claudia sighed.  “Just – just one thing, then.  Just tell me she’s not a freedwoman.  Tell me you’re not marrying somebody’s former slave.”


“I am not,” said Petronius.  “Hilaria is the educated daughter of a merchant.  She tells me her family has fallen on les prosperous times, but they are quite respected.  No-one even owns slaves in her country.”


Claudia clearly found this doubtful, but she conceded defeat.  “I suppose I should just be happy you’re remarrying at all,” she said.


“Please, try to be kind to her, mother,” said Petronius.  “I went to a great deal of trouble to bring her here, and I think I may have more yet in convincing her to stay.”


“I’ll do my best,” said Claudia.  “She’s not one of your intellectuals, is she?”  Claudia Florentia had shared her husband’s low opinion of women who were interested in things outside their sphere.


“She’s an historian of Africa,” Petronius replied.  “And very interested in politics.  Does that make her intellectual?”


It seemed it did.  “Lovely,” Claudia grimaced.  “Well, come and let’s get you out of those horrid trousers.”


Getting out of the trousers wasn’t a prospect Petronius was going to argue with.  After two weeks of wearing them, he was more than ready to go back to a proper loose tunic, with none of the uncomfortable restrictions and heavy layers of the clothes of the future.  A pair of slaves took his shirt and trousers away and brought him a tunic and sandals, then he sat while they shaved him and brushed his hair.  Now he felt like a Roman again.


He wished he could stay here for a few weeks, enjoying the countryside and showing Hilaria around.  He wanted to take her walking on the grounds and show her all the places he’d played as a child, the orchards and the pond.  Perhaps, in a few years, their children would be playing there.  Picturing it made him smile – little boys in their tunics, with Hilaria’s red curls.  He’d take her to the theatre and the races in town... and he’d send his mother to stay with her friends in Herculaneum so that the two of them could properly enjoy this retreat.


But that would all have to wait until they’d dealt with the plot against Marius... which had better be done as quickly as possible.  The elections were getting very close.  Petronius thanked the slaves and got up to go back ouside... and was greeted by a commotion in the garden.


Perhaps it wasn’t a commotion exactly – it was only his mother scolding one of the slaves, but Claudia Florentia was quite capable of being a commotion all on her own.  “I don’t care what she said!” she was shouting at one of the girls – Petronius couldn’t tell if it was Agape or Arsinoe.  He’d never been able to tell them apart, and they were as identical at fourteen as they’d been at eleven.  “This woman is a guest – a guest, and Marcus’ future wife!  We’re not going to just... oh, Marcus,” she said, noticing him.


“What’s the trouble?” he asked.


“Hilaria Quinta, master,” said the girl.  “We did not abandon her.  She said she could dress herself and wouldn’t let us help.  It wasn’t our fault.”


“Of course it wasn’t,” said Petronius.  “Hilaria is a foreigner.  She will need some time to accustom herself to our ways.”


Claudia Florentia snorted – she had a low opinion of anyone who needed to accustom themselves to the basics of civilization.  Petronius might have agreed with her, before he’d met Hilaria himself.


“Let her dress herself today,” Petronius said.  “What clothing did you take her?”


“One of your sister’s old things,” Claudia replied.


“The blue one?” asked Petronius.


His mother stared at him.  “You’re not going to give her that one.  That was your sister’s favourite dress!”


“And she’s no longer using it – she’s probably forgotten about it,” Petronius pointed out.  “If we still have it, I’d like to give it to Hilaria.”


Claudia sighed again.  “You really are serious about this, aren’t you?  Oh, very well, I suppose there’s no point arguing.  Agape, take it to her.  And the gold cord that matches it, and the brooches.”  She glared at Petronius.  “Any other family possessions you’d like to plunder for her?”


“Not at the moment.  Thank you, mother.”


The slave scurried off to do as she was told, and Claudia Florentia tugged her own palla – a plain, peridot-green one – up her shoulder.  “I suppose I’d best go find the priest of Juno, buy a goat, and arrange things, hadn’t I?” she asked .  “Tomorrow, then?  Or are you actually going to wait for an astrologically auspicious day this time?”


Petronius let his eyes roll.  “Lucius Helvetius Rusticus was married the same day I married Flavia,” he said.  “And he is still married and they have two children.”  Twenty other men had probably also gotten married on the ‘inauspicious’ date Claudia blamed everything on, and each of those marriages would have turned out differently.  Astrology was a lovely idea, but given a little thought it quickly revealed itself as absurd.  Petronius did not believe in it.


“Tomorrow it is, then,” said Claudia.


“No, mother,” Petronius said patiently.  “We will be waiting – but not for the stars.  We have to hurry back to Rome.  We need to leave tomorrow morning, if possible.”


“What’s the hurry?” asked Claudia.


“I believe certain persons are going to make an attempt on the life of my former commander.  I need to be there to stop them, and I will be taking Hilaria and Theophanes.”


“Why take her?” asked Claudia, plainly disappointed that she would not be alone with the poor girl and able to make her life as miserable as possible until Petronius came back.  “Women are not even allowed into the Senate building, in case you’ve forgotten.  What help can she be?”


“She knows some of the future,” said Petronius.  And he could not imagine not taking her.


“A new Kassandra, hmm?”  Claudia raised one doubting eyebrow.


“Not quite,” said Petronius.  “I will tell you the whole story over lunch – I am famished.”


“Good thing I thought to have something laid on, then,” said Claudia.  “As soon as your red-headed fiancee reappears, we can eat.”


As if Hilaria had been listening, the door on the other side of the garden creaked open, and she stepped out, wearing Petronia’s blue gown.  It was the colour of lapis lazuli or Adriatic water – the colour of Hilaria’s eyes.  She looked splendid in it.

SAVE THE DRESS FOR CHAPTER NINETEEN


Hilary felt dazed.  Her first impression, after the intense vertigo of... of whatever had just happened... left them all falling off their feet in the strawberries was that nothing had changed at all.  They couldn’t possibly have gone anywhere.  But then they’d climbed over the hill, and there was the house.


It wasn’t the ruins of the Villa delle Fragole that had been made over into a Benedictine monastery until the Black Death killed off all the monks.  It was a perfect Roman country house, not quite like any reconstruction Hilary had ever seen.  That’s when it had dawned on her – crazy or not, she was here.  If this wasn’t real, it was close enough, and she was determined to enjoy it.


And then, once again, reality intruded, this time in the form of Petronius’ mother.  His prediction that his parents wouldn’t like her proved to be dead on – Claudia Florentia was clearly horrified by the very sight of Hilary.  Perhaps, she thought hopefully, it was just her clothes.  Sleeves and trousers were, after all, only worn by people the Romans considered barbaric.  Maybe Claudia would like her better once she’d changed.


But it seemed that changing clothes would involve being helped by slaves.  The two identical blonde girls – Macedonians, if their names were anything to go by – who escorted her into a little dressing room off the garden were all helpful smiles... but they were slaves.  When they brought in a bowl of water with a cloth for washing and a folded yellow gown, Hilary thanked them politely, and then asked them to leave.


“Leave?” one of them echoed.


“Yes, please,” said Hilary.  She didn’t want to offend them, or their owner who’d offered her their services, but the idea of slaves doing anything for her that she could easily do for herself was abhorrent.  It would have been different if they were paid servants – servants chose to do what they did.  Slaves had no such dignity.  “I can wash and dress by myself.”


The other girl gulped.  “Did we do something wrong, ma’am?”


“No, no,” said Hialry, “I’d just rather do this myself, thank you.  I’ll call you if I need you,” she added, thinking that might reassure them.


“Uh... all right,” said the first girl.  Both of them nodded respectfully, and then left the room.


Hilary breathed out.  Well, she’d handled that just fine, it seemed.  But she was honestly starting to worry – she knew nothing about Roman ettiquette.  Marcus had been able to get along in her time because she was there to do all the translating and explaining, but here, he plainly expected her to speak and act for herself.  And she wouldn’t have had it otherwise... but the idea of speaking to and interacting with these people she’d studied for years was a seriously daunting one.  There was just so much that she did not know!


Of course, Marcus had said he’d look after her.  Perhaps she should just trust to that... but she didn’t like the idea.  Hilary wasn’t some helpless damsel.  She was used to doing her own talking, her own work.  The thought of sitting back and letting a man do things for her made her feel as if she’d personally set feminism back by fifty years.


How had Marcus felt, she suddenly wondered, about her having to speak and do for him in her time?  Being from a sulture so preoccupied with masculinity, he couldn’t have liked being forced tod epend on a woman for everything... and it had been everything.  If not for Hilary, he’d probably still be wandering the streets of Constantine.  She’d made sure he got food, clothes, shelter, transportation... all the necessities.  And she’d been so politely grateful that she’d never even stopped to wonder if it might have disliked the situation, but he must have.


Well, she thought with a sigh, yanking the ivory comb the slaves had given her through her windblown curls, if he could suffer through that, she could do the same.  It wasn’t as if she were staying here.  The madness had passed once again, and Hilary was sane enough to know that she had to go back.  She knew enough about Ancient Rome to know that while it was a nice place to visit, she wouldn’t want to live there.


She had washed her face and hands and was unfolding the yellow dress when there was a knock on the door.  “Ma’am?” asked one of the slave girls.


“Yes?” asked Hilary.


The door opened, and the girl peeked in.  “Sorry if I’m bothering you,” she said, “but Master asked that you wear this dress instead.”  She held out a bundle of fabric tied with a gold cord... in the exact same shade of blue as the bra she’d been wearing the other day.  Where had he managed to find that on such short notice?


She laughed and accepted it.  “Thank you very much.”


“You’re welcome.”  The slave shifted her weight, nervous.  “Are you quite sure you don’t need my help, ma’am?”


“I’ll be fine,” Hilary promised her.  “You can go now.”


“Yes, ma’am,” said the girl, and left the room.


Hilary unfolded the blue dress – and understood suddenly why the girl had thought she’d need help with it.  A Roman palla was more or less a tube, four feet across by five feet long.  The neck and sleeves were formed by pinning the top opening gother with a series of buttons or brooches, and a cord tied around the shoulders and breasts served as both belt and brassiere.  Hilary knew all this... and yet, actually confronted with the garment, she understood for the first time that its very simplicity made putting it on a two-person job.


She frowned – she could call the slaves back, but she didn’t want to do that.  There had to be a way to do this herself, because the girl members of the History Students Club back at McGill managed it every year for the annual Christmas toga party.  She thought for a minute, then laid the dress out on the floor and pinned the shoulders and arms with the brooches – little clusters of gold beads no bigger than buttons – then took off her clothing and slipped into the gown.


It was made of wool, though spun and woven so thin she could nearly see through it, and was surprisingly warm.  But to someone used to close-fitting shirts and jeans, this billowing single layer made her feel nearly naked.  Still, a similar one was all Claudia Florentia or her slaves were wearing – anything more would have been unbearable in the Italian sun.  Hilary struggled to remember the proper way to tie the belt and eventually worked it out – she then spent a few minutes tugging on various bits of the dress, trying to even up the sleeves and hem.  Without a mirror, it was difficult to tell if she’d gotten it right... another reason Roman ladies had needed slaves to help them dress.


When she thought she looked as good as she was going to, she stepped back outside.  The slaves were there waiting for her.


“Um... hello,” she said.


“Ma’am,” said one of them.  “Mistress and Master are waiting for you.  Lunch is ready.  If you’ll follow us?”


“Of course,” said Hilary.  She stood there while the girls quietly adjusted her palla – it seemed she’d made a mess of it after all – and then trotted behind them across the garden to the open-air dining table.  It was not really indoors or out, but just a table on a mosaic floor, under an overhang at the far end of the garden.  There were elegant pillars and potted trees at the edges of this space, and it faced east.  It was probably a breakfast nook, then, someplace where people could eat and watch the sunrise.  Hilary found herself thinking it would be a lovely place to sit during a thunderstorm.  If one happened while they were here, she and Marcus would have to do that... sit and count the seconds between the lightning and the thunder.


Marcus and his mother were there waiting for her, and she noticed that, as he’d said, since this was not a formal dinner they were sitting on benches to eat instead of reclining.  Marcus stood up to greet her.


“Ah, Hilaria,” he said, stepping forward to take her hands and escort her to her seat.  “You look lovely.  Did I not say that colour flattered you?”


“Thank you,” she replied awkwardly.  Hilary wasn’t used to receiving compliments like that... and she wanted to be as polite as she could in front of Claudia Florentia.  Marcus himself looked pretty good, too.  He was wearing nothing but a plain white tunic, knee-length, cinched in at the waist with a cloth belt.  It covered everything that needed to be covered while still being cool enough to wear in the summer air... but perhaps it was just that he was such a handsome man, but something about the tunic left Hilary very aware of the fact that he wasn’t wearing anything else under it.  She didn’t have anything on under the palla, either.  If they wanted, it would be terribly easy to slip into some secluded corner and...


Marcus sat down next to her, not at all lessening her tingly appreciation of his lack of clothing, and then, without any sort of ceremony, Claudia Florentia began the meal by plocking a hard-boiled egg out of a bowl.  She started flaking the shells off of it, and pulled a bowl of pepper towards herself.  “So, Marcus,” she said.  “What’s this long story of yours?”


To Hilary’s surprise, Marcus told it.  She would not have wanted to tell her own mother that some sorceress had thrown her two thousand years into the future so that she couldn’t spoil a political plot... but then, unlike Claudia Florentia, Nicola Rue Goldwright didn’t live in a world that took both magic and political chicanery for granted.  Marcus’ mother listened with a cynical expression but admirable patience, and even when she began giving her opinion of the mess, she never seemed to think her son was lying to her.


“Your father or brother,” she observed cynically, “could have come up with much easier ways to win a little fame.”


“Well, the Fates liked Father and Sextus,” said Marcus.  “If I want something of them, I must invariably fight them for it.”


“Not surprising, the way you used to tempt them with your racing,” said Claudia.  “So, then, you two and Theophanes will be off to Rome tomorrow to try to thwart this conspiracy, taking advantage of Hilaria Quinta’s knowledge of the future.”


“Not only try,” Marcus said.  “We will succeed.  History in Hilaria’s future records that Marius was not assassinated.  Someone had to do it, and we certainly seem the most likely people.”


Hilary wasn’t sure she would have that kind of confidence in it.  That the plot failed didn’t mean that they had stopped it – or that if they did, they lived to tell about it.


“I’ve never been able to stop you from doing anything, and it doesn’t seem that’s going to start now,” said Claudia.  “Just try not to be rash, please.”


“Don’t worry, Mother,” said Marcus.  “Hilaria will be there to restrain my wilder impulses.”  He looked at Hilary and winked, and Hilary managed to smile.


Claudia Florentia didn’t look like she found that much comfort.


“Now, Hilaria,” said Marcus, “we canot leave until tomorrow morning.  So how be it if tonight I show you the grounds?”


“Yes, please,” said Hilary.  “That would be lovely.”  She hadn’t spoken much during the meal, except when somebody asked her a direct question.  Claudia so obviously disapproved of her that she was terrified of accidentally causing offense.


“Wonderful.”  He took another bite of his apple, then tossed the core in a bowl.  “When you’re ready, then.”


Hilary quickly finished the last of her grapes, then got up and took the arm Marcus offered to her.  He began to escort her out, but Claudia Florentia called for them to stop.


“Marcus,” she said, “may I speak to our guest alone for a moment, please?”


“That is up to Hilaria,” said Marcus, glancing down at her.


Hilary swallowed.  She didn’t want to be alone with Claudia... but then, Claudia Florentia could not possibly be more terrifying than her encounters with Brutus Cardellini.  “Yes,” she said.  “I think I can do that.”


“I will wait in the garden, then,” said Marcus.  He strode outside and sat down on a stone bench, but Hilary noticed that he stayed where he could see them.


Hilary turned around to look at Claudia Florentia.  Marcus’ mother was shorter than her, and plump, but had a powerful presence.  It was difficult to look her in the eye – she haddark eyes with tiny gold flecks, that she’d passed on to her son.  This woman, Hilary thought, had probably been beautiful when she was young.


“Tell me one thing,” she said.


“Yes?” asked Hilary.


“Marcus said he wasn’t going to marry again until he found a woman who loved him.  So do you?”  Claudia looked as if she found the idea unlikely.


“I...” said Hilary, then seemed to wake up and realize what had just been said.  Marriage?  When had that come up?  She’d only known Marcus two weeks.  She wasn’t staying here... and she didn’t love Marcus, she loved Rome.  “I don’t know,” she said.


“Well, if you decide you don’t,” Claudia tried, “are you going to marry him anyway?”


“No,” said Hilary.  She wasn’t planning on marrying Marcus at all.  “No, definitely not.”


“The Petronii are an important family, you know,” Claudia insisted, probing.  “We’ve plenty of money and a good deal of influence.  You can’t tell me that doesn’t interest you.”


“Actually, it really doesn’t,” said Hilary.  The wealth and power of a family two thousand years old made no difference to her.  “And I didn’t know that about Marcus when I met him.”  She’d thought he was crazy.


“So if you don’t love him, and you don’t want his money,” Claudia folded her arms across her chest.  “What are you doing here, then?”


What, indeed?  “I promised him I’d help him,” said Hialry.  “And I wanted to see Rome.”


She was surprised to see that Claudia actually looked pleased with this answer.  “Well, I can tell you that he loves you,” she said.  “When he was a boy, he had a new dearest love every other week, but it’s been a long time now since I saw him look at a woman like he looks at you.”


Hilary shivered.  There was a sense of implied responsibility in those words that she did not like.  “I’ll... try my best,” she said, not sure what she was promising.  Had Claudia just told her that she should love Marcus?  But after she’d been so unfriendly...


“Good,” said Claudia, apparently satisfied.  “Better go with him and see the place.  He’ll want to raise the childen here.”  And off she went indoors, calling to her slaves.


Hilary was suffering from seriously mixed emotions as Marcus showed her around his childhood haunts.  He had never explicitly mentioned wanting to marry her.  He obviously liked her, maybe even loved her... but marriage was a topic they’d never broached.  It could be that he was just waiting until they knew one another better... but it was equally possible that he’d taken her willingness to sleep with him as a tacit agreemtn.  Or that his male-dominated culture simply didn’t leave the decision up to her – he would come in one day and say, ‘by the way, we’re getting married this morning,’ and she would be expected to reply, ‘whatever you say, darling – what would you like me to wear?’


It was a sharp and rather painful reminder that Hilary and Marcus came from radically different worlds.  He had never been comfortable in her time – and she probably couldn’t ever be in his, either.


There was no question, then.  When he brought the subject up, she would have to turn him down.  If he ordered her to marry him, or suggested that he already thought she’d agreed, that would be easy.  But if he asked... well, Hilary hoped he ordered.  Because if he asked, and looked at her with those smoldering brown eyes, she might not be able to refuse him.


It wasn’t Marcus she loved, she reminded herself.  It was Rome.  She had to keep telling herself that... until she started to believe it.

