
Petronius had been quite ready last night to sing his mother’s praises for ensuring that the house would be ready for them.  After his two weeks in the future, coming home to hot baths and welcoming slaves was the nicest thing he could imagine.  In the morning, however, he found himself cursing her name.  Not only had Demetrios told the slaves that they were coming, but word had somehow leaked out to Petronius’ friends and clients, who, sure enough, were beating a path to his door as he sat down to breakfast.


If his clients knew he was back, then all of Rome also knew, and that might yet be a terrible problem.


“Master,” said Kassander.  “Gnaeus Antestius is here.  He says...”


“Tell him I can’t see him,” said Petronius.  He was busy going through a pile of paperwork that had somehow materialized in the tablinum in honour of his return.  Sure enough, it consisted entirely of things he had neither time nor inclination to deal with at the moment.  It almost made him wish he were back in the army.


“But he says...” said Kassander.


“Tell him I can’t see him,” Petronius repeated irritably.  It was amazing how the relaxation that had seemed to suffuse his bones last night had melted away in the light of day.  It was true what was said – no sooner did a man return from any sort of holiday than it felt like he had never had one.  “I am to be in the city only days, dealing with some urgent business, and then I must be leaving again.  Whatever he’s asking, I have no time for it.”


“Yes, Master,” sighed Kassander.  Antestius was a rodent-faced little man, not at all intimidating but terribly tenacious.  Nobody liked being the one who had to try and make him go away.  “I am also to tell you that Servius Sulpicius Galba has sent a dinner invitation...”


“I can’t be there,” said Petronius.


“For tomorrow night.”


“I can’t be there.”  Claudia Florentia would strangle him when she found out he’d refused a dinner invitation from one of the consuls, but not even for Galba and Hortensius could he stop.  The longer he spent in Rome, the more danger he and Hilaria might be in.  “Kassander, I don’t care who comes to the door today or what they want, the answer is no.  Do you understand?”


“Yes, Master,” Kassander repeated dutifully, and went to tell both Antestius and whoever Galba had sent that they would have to go away.


“Master,” said another voice.


Petronius closed his eyes, suddenly rather longing for that nice, quiet hotel room.  “Yes?” he asked.


The speaker was a woman – Berenike, one of Flavia’s slaves.  Petronius had not sold her after his first wife’s death because she had become quite close to Justus – once freed, the two would probably be married.  “I’m sorry to interrupt your breakfast.”


“You didn’t,” said Petronius – he was still waiting for Hilaria.  “What’s the matter?”


“Your guest, Master,” said Berenike.  “She...”


“Hilaria?  Let me guess.  She would not allow you to wait upon her.”  This was growing truly tiresome.


Berenike looked ashamed.  “She would not even allow me to dress her hair.  She said she preferred privacy.”


“Well, you’ve done nothing wrong,” said Petronius.  “Hilaria comes from a country without slaves, and she prefers to do such things for herself.”  He stood up.  “Take me to her.”


Hilaria was in the room he’d set aside for her, opening onto the garden balcony – she’d spoken of loving the idea of Rome, and complained tirelessly for the world’s inability to live up to her fantasies, hence Petronius was determined that the reality of Rome would be everything she could dream of.  The slaves had found her one of Flavia’s old dresses, this one a robin’s egg blue, and she’d managed to get herself into it and was now sitting with a mirror in one hand and a comb in the other, rather fiercely brushing her hair.


“Good morning,” said Petronius.


“Hi,” said Hilaria.  “There’s no point it you sending those people up over and over.  I’m going to keep sending them away again.”  She glared at him as if she considered the slaves a personal insult.


“I didn’t send anybody.  Berenike considered it her duty,” said Petronius.  “After all, you cannot fix your own hair.”


“Sure, I can,” said Hilaria.  “And if I find I can’t, I’ll leave it down.”


As usual, there seemed to be no arguing with her.  She would rather be taken for a whore than let a slave touch her.  “Would you allow a free person to do it?” Petronius asked tiredly.  Perhaps they could tie her hair up with a scarf and take her to... but no, the hairdressers at the baths were all slaves of the bath house owner.  This was going to be a dreadful problem...


“I’d let the slaves do it if I had any money to pay them with,” said Hilaria.


Ah!  There was the solution – she wanted money for tips!  It was not technically necessary, of course, to tip a household slave when you were a guest, but she must... he decided not to worry about it.  He’d given up on trying to figure this woman out.  It seemed that Hilaria Quinta would be understood only when she allowed it.


“Then I shall see to it that all the slaves who assist you today are given a little money.  How is that?  Berenike!  If you would come back in, please.”  The slave opened the door a crack, then edged in, worried.  “Good,” said Petronius, and handed her a small copper coin.  “Here is an as for you to fix Hilaria’s hair.  Is that acceptable?” he looked back at his guest.


Hilaria looked startled.  “Um.  Thank you,” she said.


“You are most welcome,” Petronius replied.


He left Berenike, who seemed much happier now, with Hilaria and went to see how well Kassander was doing at getting rid of Antestius.  This was only Hilaria’s fourth day here, he reminded himself.  He had still ten days left in which he might convince her to stay.  He would not try to force her.  Nobody could force Hilaria Quinta to do anything – she simply would not allow it.  But he would do his best to persuade her... and the more Petronius thought about it, the more he realized that there was really very little he would not do for Hilaria.  Had she said the word last night, he would have freed every slave he owned to keep her.


The only thing he could not imagine doing for her was returning to her future to stay.  Being in that place had made him feel like a duck trying to roost in a tree with swallows, so ridiculously out of place that every movement was an effort.


What if she felt the same way here?  She’d implied as much yesterday... but the way she’d spoken of her love for Rome before that hd made it seem that she’d be glad to stay.  If she truly felt so wrong here... well, then, as much as he hated the thought of doing so, as much as he could not imagine remarrying if not to Hilaria... Petronius would simply have to let her go.


Then she entered the room, and he thought hemight well follow her back to her own time if she asked him to.  He’d thought she’d look lovely in a palla- and now, even after three days of seeing her wear one, it was an effort not to stare.  The light blue made her eyes look like the sky before sunrise, and the cloth brushed her breasts and hips in a way that made him want to take the brooches out one by one and watch it caress her body as it fell off her – as he’d done last night and had wanted to do since the moment he’d seen her in his sister’s dress at the country house.  Two weeks looking at the tight laryers of clothes people wore in the future had made him appreciate the sensuality of his own’s era’s clothing immeasurably.


Berenike had put up Hilaria’s hair, and no hot tongs were needed to make it hang down in ringlets behind her ears.  No makeup was needed, either – any artificial augmentation would have been an insult to the beautiful colours of which Hilaria Quinta was made.


For a moment, Petronius thought about ordering all the slaves out of the room and seeing if he could convince her to make love on his desk... but if they got to the Forum early, the air would be cooler and the crowds smaller.  He could wait a few hours.  In the afternoon when the Sun was hot, they could swim in the garden pool and scandalize the shopkeepers.


“Good morning,” she said, in the shy tone of a woman who knows she looks lovely.


“Good morning,” he replied.  “You are beautiful.”  After he spoke to Marius, he would have to remember his promise to cover this woman in lazurite.


“Thanks,” she said, her cheeks colouring.  “The last time I got dressed up like this was for a costume party... my palla was made of two bedsheets and I spent the whole night worrying it was going to fall off.”


The mental picture of her palla falling off was one Petronius wanted to thank her for.  “Come and have breakfast,” he said.  “We’re going to the Forum today, and after that’s all taken care of, we can get busy enjoying ourselves.  I’ll take you to see a race,” he suggested.  “Although I fear at this notice I won’t be able to participate in it.”


“That and you promised your mother,” said Hilaria.  She sat down across from him and reached for the food.  For breakfast, he’d tried to select dishes that might be familiar to her – as she’d done for him his first morning at the hotel.  And so there were cheese curds and fruits he’d seen eaten in the future, including a big bowl of terribly expensive strawberries that he’d had to give Demetrios special instructions to order.  He’d also asked the slave to find a baker who could make bread with holes in the middle, the kind Hilaria called bagles.  Demetrios had come through on every request, and Hilaria was clearly delighted with the result.


“I’m afraid we don’t have any wheatgrass for smoothies,” said Petronius wryly.


Hilaria laughed.  “Don’t worry about it,” she said.  She dipped a strawberry in the curds, and took a big bite of bread and butter.  “Mmm,” she said, closing her eyes in bliss and talking through her mothful like a child.  “Oh, yu dun... ‘scuze me.”  She swallowed.  “I’ve missed having real breakfasts... smoothies just aren’t the same.  They say breakfast is important to your mood – maybe that’s why I’ve been so grumpy.”


“Well, if breakfasts are all it takes to make you smile,” said Petronius.  “I shall make sure you feast like a queen.”


She smiled and put another strawberry in her mouth.


Petronius sat and watched her eat for a while, feeling rather better himself.  Perhaps she would come around on her own, as she’d done before.  Maybe she only needed time and persuasion... in which case, he ought to let her take her time, as he’d promised he would, and they needed to think about the task at hand – saving the life of Marius.


So they spent the rest of the meal talking about this and that and then, seeing that Antestius had at last abandoned his post at the front door,  Petronius called for a parasol to shade Hilaria’s white skin and slaves to drape him in his toga – a process Hilaria watched with great interest – before he escorted her outside.


“Shall I call for a chair?” he asked, “or would you prefer to walk?”


“Let’s walk,” she said.  “It’s nice out, and you said you liked walking.”


“Very well,” said Petronius, though he expected she was thinking of the slaves who’d be carrying the chair.  “Walk we shall.”


She carried her own parasol and took his right arm, and he showed her the way throught he winding streets of Rome.  Anyone who saw them would probably thing he’d brought home some girl who’d grown up in a mud hut in Gaul – she gazed at the brick, plaster, and stone buildings without bothering to hide her wonder at everything she saw.  What was it like, he thought, to read about a place that had existed long ago... and then to actually see it?  What did she see when she looked at his world?


In the centre of the city, around the Aventine hill, was the Forum.  Here were temples and markets, and the many steps up to the Curia, the meeting-place of the Seante.  The sun was blinding on the white marble of the grand public buildings, paid for by wealthy praetors and consuls in centuries past.  Hilaria gasped when she saw it.


Petronius nearly gasped, too – but not in delight.  He was shocked by the immensity of the crowd filling the place.  The Senate was not in session today, but with elections drawing near the candidates were out campaigning, and people had turned out in numbers Petronius had never seen the likes of in order to hear them speak.  Usually, the only people who came for the long-winded campaign speeches were those whose patrons were running – the vast majority of the people who lived in Rome were either non-citizens or too busy with their daily lives to worry about who was Praetor for Foreign Affairs next year.  But today the Forum was packed with bodies like grapes in a vat for pressing, all gathered around a man who was haraguing them from the steps of the Curia, cheering at every other word.  The speaker was too far away to be identified by his face, but he was wearing the snow-white toga candida, and his voice, echoing off the walls with a rough country accent that Petornius had always found difficult to listen to, was familiar enough.


“Is that Marius?” asked Hilaria.


“Yes, it is,” said Petronius.  “How did you know?”  Surely she could not have recognized him from so far away, even if she’d known what he looked like.


“This crowd couldn’t be for anyone else,” said Hilaria.  “Marius won his consulship by a landslide.”


The phrase made Petronius picture the forum buried in voters who were tumbling into it down the steps of the Curia, all of them calling out Marius’ name.  “I had no idea he was so popular.”  They stood no chance of getting close to him in such a crush.  It would be like trying to swim in quicksand.  “You could have warned me.”


“I didn’t think of it,” Hilaria confessed.  “What do we do now?”


“I’ve no idea,” said Petronius.  Perhaps he could give a party and invite Marius... but he’d be obliged to invite a great many other people, too, and Marius might not come if he believed Metellus had sent Petronius to chastise him for running off.


“Marcus Petronius!” a voice said.  “That can’t be you!”


Petronius let go of Hilaria’s hand to turn and look, and Rome’s sunshine suddenly ceased to warm him.  The man who’d just greeted him was no less than Tiberius Pomponius Albanus.  Albanus had served his turns in all the public offices and won notable victories in Iberia and Mauretania.  He’d been a powerful man in his prime, but that had now deteriorated into flabby arms and a giant belly hanging over his belt.  Nevertheless, he was extremely wealthy and still a darling of the looser women in Rome’s upper social circles.


And it was his signet ring that had sealed the letter to the Usurper.


Petronius rigidly clamped down on himself, enforcing every ounce of his hard-learned self-control.  Albanus might well have no idea of the significance of his return, he told himself.  It was entirely possible that he was only here to exchange greetings.


“It is you!” Albanus exclaimed.  “I’d heard you were back – wasn’t sure I believed it!”  He smiled, showing off the one feature that had not gone sour with age – his perfect teeth.  “You didn’t abandon poor Metellus, too, did you?”


“Oh, no, not at all,” said Petronius.  “Metellus sent me back himself, on some pressing business.  I’d hoped to exchange greetings with Marius while I was in down, but it doesn’t look as if I’ll have the opportunity.”


“Mad, isn’t it?” Albanus agreed.  “What sort of business has Metellus got you on?”  He glanced at Hilaria, who quickly stepped up and took Petronius’ arm again.  He could not blame her – Albanus had curious light brown eyes that could seem to stare right through a man, and had unnerved braver souls than Hilaria Quinta’s.


“It is not something he wanted me to discuss with anyone,” said Petronius.  “I consider it an honour to have been trusted with it.”


“Then I shall say no more,” said Albanus, but he looked interested.  “I must know one thing, however – who is your charming companion?”


“Hilaria Quinta,” said Petronius.  “Hilaria, this is Tiberius Pomponius Albanus.”


She grinned.  “You were consul... let me see... twelve years ago,” she told the man.  “Your forces fought in Spain... I mean, on the Iberian Penninsula, and in Mauretania, and you were good friends with Jugurtha, weren’t you?”


Albanus stared at her, surprised.  “Why, yes,” he said.  “Are you from that area, yourself, then?”  He looked her over.  “I’m afraid I cannot place the Hilarii Quinti.”


“You won’t have heard of us,” said Hilaria.  “We’re from Canada.  It used to be part of Gaul, and there aren’t any slaves there.”  Petronius wondered how many more salient points would enter that list before she left.


“I see,” said Albanus, rather taken aback by her forthrightness.  “Well, Petronius – will you and Hilaria Quinta be at Galba’s dinner tomorrow?  Appuleia Gemella and myself will be there, along with a great many of our close friends.  And Marius.”  He imbued these statements with disporportionate significance.


“I find my schedule rather full,” said Petronius, “but I shall try.”


“Excellent, excellent,” said Albanus.  “I look forward to seeing you there, then – and to hearing whatever news it is Metellus sends.  A very good day to the both of you.”


“And you,” said Petronius.


“We’ll see you,” said Hilaria.


Albanus walked off into the crowd, limping on his carved cane, but whistling as he went.


“Was he one of the conspirators?” Hilaria asked quietly.


“Yes,” said Petronius.  “He is their leader.”


It made perfect sense to Hilary.  In his youth, before he started getting ambitious, Jugurtha had been an ally of Rome and a good soldier.  He’d served with and had ample time to make friends with Tiberius Pomponius Albanus and the other troops in Spain and Morocco – and so these men, who knew him, were his natural allies.  They were the ones who’d want Marius out of the way so that they could make peace with Numidia and legitimatize its new ruler – who would of course reward them richly.  Hilary knew how ancient politics had worked.


“Who are the others?” she asked.


Marcus recited a number of names, most of them not familiar to her – she knew about Pomponius Albanus because he’d been important in the history of Morocco, an area she studied.  The others were all more minor politicians, men who wouldn’t make any mark on history.


At least, not the history she knew.


“There’s no use staying here,” said marcus.  “We’ll never get close to him.”


“So what do we do instead?” asked Hilary.  “Do you think you can talk to him at the consul’s party?”  Was that safe?  Albanus had implied that the other conspirators would be there, and for all they knew, the consuls themselves were in on this.


“Perhaps,” said Marcus.  “I don’t want to be seen going out of my way to contact Marius, certainly.  But we shouldn’t discuss this where someone might overhear,” he added, looking around at the crowd.  “We’ll want to be in the shade this afternoon... but while it’s cool, shall we take a walk along the Tiber?  You did say you wanted to see the city.”


“Will you show me where the cloaca maxima comes out?” asked Hilary eagerly.


“The...” he stared at her.  “You want to see the sewer?”


“Yes,” said Hilary.  “They’ll still be using parts of it in two thousand years.  That’s a pretty impressive sewer... Antipater really ought to have had it on his list.”


“In the Queen of Cities, you want to see the sewer!”  Marcus laughed.  “Only Hilaria.”


“That’s right,” she agreed.  “Only me.”


The Tiber, as it cut the city more or less in half and was too wide to be built over as many smaller streams had, was of course spanned by many bridges – and if these weren’t quite as picturesque as the bridges of 21st-century Constantine, they were nevertheless quite striking, ranging from the lovely stone arches of the Pons Cestius to dozens of rickety wood and brick constructions thrown up in the poorer parts of the town.  The river itself had a faint but distinctly sewery aroma, like an uncleaned public restroom, that grew stronger as they approached the big dark opening under the Pons Palatinus where Rome’s refuse was dumped into the river.


“There,” said Marcus.  “Impressed.”


“Looks like a sewer to me,” said Hilary.


“Well, it’s good to know that Rome lives up to your expectations.”


Hilary laughed – but this moment, like the one on the Constantine bridge, was fragile.  There was far too much else going on for her to stop and savour it.


“Why do you think Pomponius Albanus wants us at that party?” she asked.  She could think of several reasons that were not strictly social, and didn’t much like any of them.


“Speaking of sewage, hmm?” asked Marcus.  “I couldn’t say.  I don’t think he knows I intercepted that letter... there might have been time for a message if he were communicating with the Usurper through magical means, but I doubt it – if that were the case, he wouldn’t also be writing letters.  He seemed to think I had news from Metellus, but I can’t imagine what.”


“Yeah, he started looking interested after you said you had news from Metellus,” Hilary agreed.


“That worries me,” Marcus said.  “Marius and Metellus parted on bad terms certainly, but Metellus is not the sort of man to throw his lot in with a project such as this.”


Hilary was worried, too – about slightly different things, however.  What was starting to bother her at this point was the idea of the past and the future.  Historians thought a lot about the past – many of them practically lived there, but Hilary didn’t know of any besides herself who had ever really had the opportunity.  When a person went back in time, part of the past then became his future... but what did that actually mean?


What if they hadn’t been supposed to come back?  What if the future in which Marius was not assassinated was a future that assumed she and Marcus had not been there trying to prevent it.  And now that they were here, they were going to mess everything up.


“What are you thinking?” asked Marcus, leaning on the carved stone railing next to her.


“I’m just wondering what happens if this doesn’t work,” said Hilary.


“It will work.  It already has,” Marcus reminded her, putting his hand over hers again.  “You would not have been able to tell me about it if it had not.”


“Yes, but that was when it was in the past,” said Hilary.  “Now it’s the future.”  She frowned at the lapping water of the Tiber.  “What if things turn out differently this time?


“I don’t know,” said Marcus.  “You’re the historian – you tell me.  What will happen?”


“Well...” said Hilary.  “I suppose if Marius can’t defeat Jugurtha, Metellus will.  Or maybe Pomponius Albanus and his friends will just make peace with Numidia and everybody will forget about it.  Either way, the Republic might actually be a bit more stable for a while.”  She bit her lip.  “Marius will serve six consulships, you know.  That kind of messes up the rules afterwards.”


“Yes?” asked Marcus.


“Without Marius...” Hilary pondered it.  “He and Sulla can’t have their rivalry, so Sulla probably wouldn’t be made dictator.  And without that as a precedent, Caesar would probably have a much harder time getting the same office...”


“Yes?” Marcus repeated.  She looked at him, and found him with an odd expression on his face.


“What?” she asked.


“Go on,” he said.  “I’m interested.  Are you saying that by allowing Marius to die, we might save the Republic from Caesar’s son?”


Hilary felt as if she’d been slapped – what an idea!  “I... don’t know,” she said, as she mentally went over the consequences of that.  “Maybe not.  The Republic’s been eroding since the time of the Gracchi.  It might be doomed anyway... if Caesar didn’t take over, Pompey probably would have.  Or maybe not, since he wouldn’t have had Caesar to fight with.  So we might put off the end of it a little, at least... Marcus, are you suggesting that we should just leave him to be murdered?”


Marcus looked away from her.  “I have to admit, I’ve wondered if there might be any way to preserve the Republic.  I don’t like the idea of sitting by and watching it crumble.”


Which was exactly what a Roman of his ear would think.  The Romans had been very attached to their democracy.  “Do you really want to do that, though?” asked Hilary.  “I mean... either way, it’s going to involve killing somebody.  Even if only indirectly.”


“I don’t know,” he said.  “What will happen if I do?”


Hilary shivered.  “Well... I really couldn’t guess.”  Far too much depended on people, and people were terribly unpredictable.  Hilary had always found counterfactual history – what-ifs – made better fiction than academia.  “But what would have happened won’t, at least not in the same way.”


Without Marius and Caesar, the empire – assuming it existed at all – would grow differently and fragment differently.  Different people would rise to and then fall from power.  The Kingdoms of Medieval Europe would be different if they grew out of a different Roman Empire.  The most important people to the history Hilary knew might never be born, for most of them had been products of political marriages that would never take place if there were significantly different politics.


What would happen in a world where there’d been no Caesar, no Constantine, no Charlemagne?  Would Columbus have discovered the New World without Ferdinand and Isabella to send him there?  Would Columbus even have been born?  How much did the minutae of ordinary peoples’ lives depend on who had power over them?  What about a million other historical figures from low backgrounds?  What about Luther or Lenin?  What, indeed, about Mohammad and Christ?


Never mind great historical figures... what about her?


The weight of two thousand years of history was suddenly on Hilary’s shoulders, and it was damned heavy.


“Hilaria?” asked Marcus.


“Everything would be different,” said Hilary.  “We have to make sure he lives.  If we change anything...”


“Yes?  What?”


“Well, we don’t know what things depend on what other things,” said Hilary.  “Great Men, right?  History is made by Great Men, and the rest of us are just along for the ride.  But if you get rid of one Great Man, that’ll affect all the not-great ones.  Say Caesar never goes to Egypt, and therefore Egypt never becomes a province of Rome.  That means that a lot of people who would have gone to Egypt don’t, and there’re a lot of people they don’t meet – some of whom are people they might have married, so some people who should have existed are never born.  If we let Marius die, I might never be born.”


Marcus didn’t seem to have thought of this – he looked shocked.  There was along silence, filled only by the sounds of the river.  “I see,” he said.


Marcus’ mother had taken time travel for granted, Hilary remembered.  It was something remarkable, but something that could happen.  How long had sorcerers been messing with history?  How many histories that could have happened hadn’t, because somebody with a handful of crystals had been where he shouldn’t have been?


“Are you cold?” asked Marcus.  “You’re trembling.”


“I think I’m just a little overwhelmed,” said Hilary.  “It’s a lot to think about.”


Marcus put his hands on her shoulders and ran them over the gooseflesh on her upper arms, both warming and massaging her.  The touch was pleasant and reassuring, but reminded her uncomfortably of another truth that was now totally unavoidable, no matter what she might decide she wanted.


“You understand now why I can’t stay here, right?” she asked.


“Yes,” he replied.  “I don’t like it, but I do understand.”


“Good,” said Hilary.  That was settled, then.


“You did promise me two weeks, though,” he reminded her.  “I don’t think two weeks will be enough to ruin anything.”


“No, probably not,” said Hilary, though she had some misgivings.  “So what are we going to do now about all this?  How are we going to get to Marius?”


“I think we should take the opportunity presented and go to the consul’s dinner party,” said Marcus.  “There we might not only be aple to approach Marius, perhaps we can find out what Albanus thinks Metellus has to tell him.  So as for what we’re going to do now, at this very moment, I should say we’re going shopping.”


This was an unexpected answer, to say the least.  “Shopping?” Hilary echoed, craning her neck back to look up at Marcus.


“I have only two togas, both years old,” he said, “and you have only my wife’s and sister’s old dresses, all out of style by years.  And I did promise you lazurite.”


“Is it a good idea to buy me things?” asked Hilary.  “Those might be supposed to belong to somebody else.”


“You bought me things,” he said.  “Your future is somebody else’s past.”


Hilary wasn’t sure it worked like that, but she supposed a few pieces of clothing and jewelry could hardly change history beyond recognition.  “Isn’t shopping a job for slaves?”


“Among men, often,” he said, “but I understand that women often enjoy doing their own shopping.”


Hilary snorted.  “Some things never do change, do they?”


“So we’ve seen,” Marcus agreed.  “Let’s go – before the day gets too hot.”

