
Hilary had read about Roman dinner parties, and had always gotten some vague idea that they were the red-carpet galas of their day.  There’d been a thriving culture of celebrity gossip in the ancient world, but it had focussed itself on politicians and philosophers rather than actors and athletes – the latter were popular and often objects of lust, but they were generally slaves, and the actions of people who were scum anyway couldn’t be considered scandalous.  The Hollywood of the Empire had been the Roman Senate.


So it probably shouldn’t have surprised her at all that the preparations for the consul’s party – obviously a particularly special affair – were far more elaborate than any faculty party she’d ever attended at McGill – even the really fancy ones for people the university hoped would donate money.  She definitely felt as if she were preparing to go to the Oscars as half a dozen slaves – all adequately tipped – fussed over her clothing, jewelry, and hair.


Marcus had more than made good on his promise to cover her in lapis lazuli – he’d bought a necklace of gold and lapis beads, with matching belt and earrings, brooches and bangles in gold, and a huge blue enamel clip for her hair, patterned like a peacock feather.  The dress that went with all this was the deep blue he liked on her, with a lot of gold thread woven into the heavy, rustly fabric.  Looking at her reflection suddenly became a rather surreal experience – the Roman lady looking back ought to have been on a coin or in a fresco, not in a mirror.


Marcus was just as thoroughly, but rather less elaborately, dolled up, in his white and purple senator’s tunic and his new, carefully draped toga.  The garment managed to be at once highly formal while also reminding her strongly that he had nothing on underneath it.  Only two layers of cloth lay, if she so choose, beween Marcus and her hands.  And she noticed that, as he’d told her way back on that day when they’d gone shopping, a properly draped toga did not touch the ground.


He was standing up perfectly straight when she entered the Atrium, as was necessary to keep his toga from sliding off his shoulders... but there was something especially uncomfortable-looking about his posture, and he wasn’t smiling.  He looked like a man who didn’t want to give bad news.


“Hilaria,” he said, very formal.  “I am running out of ways to tell you how lovely you are.”


“What’s wrong?” she asked.


“Wrong?” he said.


“You look like you’re about to give me bad news,” said Hilary.  Actually, he looked much like she probably had the morning she’d taken him the tie.  Expecting an argument, and unhappy about it.


“Not bad news,” he said.  “But it has occurred to me that you may not like riding in a litter.”


Gestamen.  The word was usually translated ‘chair’ or ‘litter’, but it was really more of a portable room, surrounded by curtains and carried on the shoulders of several slaves.  It was certainly a romantic image if you were one of the passengers – not so much for the men who had to carry the thing.  “Can’t we take the carriage?” she asked.


“I’m afraid not,” said Marcus.  “It would be... bad taste.”


“Oh,” said Hilary.  “Like showing up for the Oscars in a Honda, huh?”  He, of course, had no idea how to answer that.  “Well... we’re going to tip them, right?”  A tip did not seem satisfactory recompense for actually having to carry two people on one’s shoulders, but she really didn’t want an argument.  He’d worn the tie, hadn’t he?  She could ride in the litter.  It wasn’t as if she were going to make a habit of this.


“Of course,” said Marcus.  “I’m going to need to look out – you’ll make my slaves richer than me, Hilaria.”


Hilary didn’t find it funny.


The litter was a long box with a peaked roof and thick, heavy curtains.  The inside was full of cusions, with ample room for two people sit sit down.  Hilary and Marcus climbed in while it was on the ground, and then six burly slaves lifted it up.  Hilary yelped as the litter wobbled – it didn’t feel like the most stable form of transportation.


“They won’t drop us,” Marcus promised her.


“You sure?”


“Quite sure,” he said.  “I do this often, you know.”


Of course he did.  He was a Roman patrician.  He didn’t understand what was wrong with subjecting slaves to such indignities.

--

Make-out scene in litter.  Arrive at party stuff.

--


“Marcus Petronius!”  A young man with auburn hair, quite striking among all the dark Italians in the room, elbowed his way out of the crowd.  “Welcome home!”


“Rusticus!” Marcus grinned.  “Where is Lollia Tertula?  Don’t tell me she’s with child again?”


“Our fourth!” Rusticus replied proudly.  “The astrologer says it’s twins!”


This must have been some kind of private joke, because Marcus laughed out loud.  “It’s a wonder you two find time to do anything else!  Hilaria,” he said, “this is my friend, Lucius Helvetius Rusticus.  His grandfather was a Gallic Freedman, which is why his hair.  He and I were married on the same day, which we both consider to be an excellent argument against astrology!”


“I see,” said Hilary.  “Nice to meet you.”


“Charmed!” said Rusticus.  “Marcus, this is a bit exotic for you, isn’t it?  And here I thought you’d quieted down to liking proper Roman ladies.”


“They bore me to tears,” said Marcus.  “As they always have.”


“So what brings you back to Rome?” asked Rusticus.  “Tiberius Pomponius said something about news from Metellus.”


“You’ve spoken to him?” Marcus frowned.


“Yesterday evening,” said Rusticus.  “He said you’d be here tonight.”


“Yes, I promised him I would,” said Marcus.  “I had some people I wanted to speak to while I was here.”

“I thought you might,” said Rusticus.


Marcus looked troubled.  “Hilaria,” he said, “would you excuse me a moment?  I would like to speak with my friend.”


“Of course,” said Hilary.


“I’ll be right back,” he promised.  He kissed the backs of both her hands, then Rusticus put an arm around his shoulders and the two men went to go let a slave fill their wine glasses.


Hilary suddenly wanted to run after them.  She didn’t mind parties... but that was when there were people she knew at them.  Now she was in a room full of strangers, in a time about which she still knew practically nothing.  What was she going to do with herself?


The only thing she could think of was to go get something to eat.  That’s what she’d always done at those dozens of awful parties the unversity gave for benefactors – stuffed a bunch of recently published professors in a room, dressed them up, and make them eat snails and drink cocktails for a couple of hours where nobody knew anything else or had anything to talk about except their own, desperately boring research.  Swallowing her panic, she chose an oyster off a tray carried by another slave and gave him a copper coin as a tip, then stood around nibbling and looking at the mosaic floor – a depiction of the labyrinth, with Theseus fighting the Minotaur at the centre.  She was following the pathways with her eyes, trying to figure out how to get to the centre, when Julia Caesaris found her.


“Ran off, did he?” the matron asked.  


“He wanted to talk to a friend,” said Hilary.  “And... um...” what did one say to the aunt of Julius Caesar.


“And completely forgot that you don’t know anybody here,” said Julia.  “Naturally – how like a man!  Well, there’s a remedy for that!”  She took Hilary’s arm in a firm but friendly way, one that said this was for Hilary’s own good and there would be no argument.  “Come and meet the girls!  And don’t you worry – I’ll make sure none of them try to poison you!”


Hilary stopped short.  “What?”


“Oh, I’m joking, dear, I’m joking!” said Julia.  “But you ought to know you’re already the talk of Rome.  After poor Petronius’ wife died, half the Senate descended on him like vultures, pushing their daughters and sisters on the man.  It’s no wonder he preferred the army!”


No wonder indeed, thought Hilary.  After Flavia died the way she had, a dozen people trying to force him into another loveless marriage must have been unbearable.


“Myself,” Julia went on, “I’m happy he’s found a girl for himself.  The Gods know, my parents never understood what I saw in Gaius, but I’d rather be married to a farmer’s son I love than the richest man in Rome!”


“Oh, I’m not going to marry him,” said Hilary quickly.


“You’re not?” asked Julia.  She laughed.  “Could have fooled me!  Ah, Octavia!” she called out.  “Come and meet Hilaria Quinta!”

--
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--


All the faces seemed to blur together – and then one jumped out rather violently.  It belonged to a tall, slender woman who couldn’t have been more than twenty and wouldn’t have been out of place on the cover of a trashy supermarket magazine.  She had bottle-blonde hair that did not at all match her dark eyes and eyebrows, and she was wearing far too much markup.  The neckline of her palla had been pinned a bit too wide, allowing it to slip artfully down over one shoulder – though not quite far enough to show nipples.  Enormous gold earrings that made her earlobes droop like some African tribeswoman’s and dozens of jangling bangles completed the overall effect – which was somewhat desperately cheap.


“Oh,” said Julia, forcing a smile.  “And this is Appuleia Gemella.”


“Hello,” said Hilary.  Appuleia Gemella – where had she heard that name?


“Hilaria Quinta,” said Appuleia.  “Tiberius mentioned you.”


“Tib... oh!” said Hilary, remembering.  “You’re Pomponius Albanus’ wife, right?”  Good lord, the woman was young enough to be Albanus’ granddaughter.  Such matches hadn’t been uncommon in Rome, and usually the wives had a stable of favourite actors, athletes, and gladiators whose beds they frequented.  She doubted Appuleia Gemella was an exception.


“That’s right,” said Appuleia, smiling with her mouth but not her eyes.  She probably would have been pretty if she hadn’t been so over-adorned.  “He said you were from Gaul?”


“It used to be part of Gaul,” said Hilary.


“Really?” asked Appuleia.  “How did a girl from Gaul manage to meet Marcus Petronius in Numidia?”


“Er...” said Hilary.  Marcus might have no qualms about telling the whole story, but Hilary had grown up in a world where times like time travel did not happen.  And Appuleia Gemella would not have been somebody Hilary would have wanted to spill secrets to, even if she hadn’t been married to a man Hilary knew to be a criminal.  “He... uh... I was being chased by a dog,” she said.  “And he... um... saved me.  I don’t like dogs,” she explained.


“Really?” asked Appuleia.  “I adore them – I have nine.  It’s cats I can’t stand.  Nasty, demanding creatures.  What news brings your husband home from Numidia?”


“He’s not my husband,” said Hilary, getting tired of repeating it.


“Yet,” laughed Julia, not tired of it at all.


“Still,” said Appuleia, “to leave the army during wartime there must be an excellent reason.  Better than a sudden desire to run for politics, at least,” she added, shooting a glare at Julia.


“Oh, I wouldn’t know,” said Hilary innocently.  “I’m only here because I’d never seen Rome.  He promised to show me the city.  It’s beautiful,” she added.


“Particularly the parts of it visible from his bedroom, I’m sure!” said Appuleia, laughing as if this were a perfectly acceptable thing to say to an unmarried woman in polite company.


Julia, however, had frozen – either the barb at her husband or the insinuation about Hilary was too much for her decorum.  “Hilaria,” she said, “why don’t we...”


“But really,” Appuleia interrupted her.  “What brings him back?  I have a guess, and I’m curious if I’m right.”


“What’s your guess?” asked Hilary.


“It’s only a suspicion,” said Appuleia, but her tone was not quite natural.  “My husband had a bit of a falling-out with Metellus a while back, over some points of strategy.  I’m guessing Metellus has sent Petronius in hopes of a reconciliation, seeing how this war is dragging itself out without end.”


Hilary swallowed.  Metellus was Marius’ superior in the army.  Once Marius became consul, Metellus would have no chance of defeating Jugurtha himself.  And Poppaes Albanus’ ‘strategy’ – the murder of Marius – would change that.  Metellus had every reason to want to ally himself with these people.  Why had Marcus never mentioned that?


“Like I said,” she told Appuleia, “I’m sure I wouldn’t know.”


“Oh,” said Appuleia, disappointed.  “Pity.  Although I suppose he has no reason to tell you such things, if you’re not going to be married.”  She gave Hilary a distasteful look that made her hackles rise – being called a whore, even sideways, by this woman was like being called a spoiled bimbo by Paris Hilton.


“I’m sure what goes on in the army is none of my business and probably beyond the understanding of a mere woman,” said Hilary coldly.  She was doing well... it never had taken her long to start making enemies.


“Hilaria,” Julia said, “come and meet my sister, Julilla.  Sorry to snatch her away, Appuleia...”


“Not a problem,” said Appuleia Gemella sweetly.  “Hilaria Quinta does need to know the social circles she’ll be moving in.”  The way she said this, coupled with her previous snide remark, made it sound like she was implying something thoroughly unsavoury about Julilla Caesaris.


Julia nodded stiffly, ticked Hilary’s hand under her arm, and all but dragged her across the room.  “So sorry about that!” she said.  “I can’t stand Appuleia Gemella.  Her father spoiled her, her brothers spoiled her, and now her husband and boyfriends do that same.  She thinks she’s the Queen of Egypt, I swear.  But she was right there, and I couldn’t not introduce her.”


“I understand,” said Hilary.  “Did you see where Marcus – Petronius, I mean – and Rusticus went?  I think I need to talk to him.”


“I’m not sure,” said Julia.  “They might be out in the garden.  Let’s go and look, shall we?”


Petronius knew what it was like to be at a party where he knew no-one, but Julia Caesaris had taken a liking to Hilaria – she was a welcoming soul, always happy to make somebody feel like part of the group, as she’d done with her husband for years while he was still looked down upon by most of Rome’s political elite.  She would look after Hilaria.  Rusticus was a possible ally, and Petronius could not turn down a chance to talk to him.


“I’m surprised you came back so suddenly,” said Rusticus, as they made their way out into the pillared and statued formal garden.  Galba was terribly proud of his ponds in particular – they were arranged as a series of bowls at different heights, with a fountain in the highest, so that water would pour down a series of steps before entering the main fish pond at the bottom.  “How long did it take you?”


“Two weeks,” said Petronius.


Rusticus whistled.  “What did you do?  Fly?”


Petronius could only laugh.  “I will have to tell you the entire story one day,” he said.  “It is quite a tale.  But there’s not time now – not with this crowd.”  Even the garden was full of laughing, talking people – and Petronius could spot at least two of the conspirators among them.  “You said Albanus told you I was back?”


“That’s right,” said Rusticus.  “Oh, and here he comes!  Albanus – over here!”


Petronius’ heart sank.  He would not be able to tell Rusticus a thing with Albanus right there – damn the man!  How could a simple thing like passing on a warning suddenly become so very complicated?


“Rusticus!  Petronius!” said Albanus.  “Petronius, I’m so glad you could make it!  How is that charming new wife of yours... is she here?”


“Hilaria is well,” said Petronius.  “She’s inside with the women.  She’s very much enjoying her time in Rome.”


“Excellent, excellent,” said Albanus.  “Now – what’s this news from Metellus, hmm?  I assume it’s about my proposal.”


Petronius blood suddenly ran cold.  Metellus’ name had not been in the letter... there hadn’t even been a hint that Metellus might be interested in this conspiracy.  Could it... no, that was not possible.  Metellus and Marius might bicker, but they were old friends who forgave one another everything in the end.  This running for government was simply another one of Marius’ audacities.  Metellus couldn’t possibly...


But whether he was or not, how was Petronius to get out of this?  “As I told you, Albanus, my message is private.  It does not concern you or any proposal you might have made.”


Rusticus and Albanus both suddenly stood up straight.  “Really?” asked Rusticus.  “We’d thought...”


“Lucius,” said Albanus firmly, which startled Petronius – since when were Albanus and Rusticus on a given-name basis?  “Are you quite sure, Petronius?  We’ve been waiting for news from Metellus, and you seemed the ideal man to bear it.  I sent him a rather important letter... based on the timing, I assumed he sent you back the moment he received it.”


“Quite sure,” said Petronius.  “I shall deliver my message myself, and have no need of help.”


Rusticus and Albanus exchanged a glance that seemed to contain an awful lot of information.  “Of course,” said Albanus.  “I’m terribly sorry – I didn’t mean to pry.  It was simply a misunderstanding.  None of my business, naturally.  Tell me, Petronius, have you tried any of our host’s excellent Caecubine?”   He held up a half-empty glass.


The three men made small talk for a few minutes, discussing the wine and the weather as if nothing at all were wrong.  Petronius needed an excuse to leave... what was Hilaria doing inside?  Was Julia looking out for her?  Perhaps he ought to go check.


But before he could say so, Albanus casually announced that he needed to go find his own wife.  “Appuleia Gemella always gets in trouble if I’m not there!” he laughed.  He finished his wine and gave the cup to a slave, then hurried off to speak with Titus Cornelius Melus – another of the list of names in the letter, Petronius noticed.


“Marcus,” said Rusticus.  “What’s going on?”


“I think I ought to be the one asking you that,” said Petronius.  “What is going on?

“Don’t you know?” asked Rusticus.  “Metellus really didn’t send you?

“Let’s pretend I don’t,” said Petronius.  “Tell me.”


Rusticus looked around, then backed towards one of the cubicula on the side of the garden.  If Petronius recalled correctly, Galba and his wife used it as a library.  “In here,” he said.


Petronius followed him.  The light outside was waning – the garden was lit by torches – and the cubiculum had only two small windows, leaving the inside quite dark.  But Rusticus made no move to light a lamp.


“It’s Marius,” he said.


“What about Marius?” Petronius asked patiently.


“This war with Numidia has dragged on for years,” Rusticus said.  “Metellus isn’t going to beat the Usurper – if he were capable of it, he’d have done it by now.  And if Marius wins the election, he’s just going to send Metellus home and start the whole sorry mess all over again.  Albanus thinks, and many agree, that it’s time tos top fighting and make peace with King Jugurtha.  If Marius were... removed...”


“You mean assassinated,” said Petronius calmly.


“Well, yes,” Rusticus admitted.  “It worked with the Gracchi, you know.”


“Go on.”


“If Marius were removed,” Rusticus repeated, emphasizing the euphemism, “there’s a fairly good chance that Lucius Secundinus Calvinus will win the consulship, and he’s prepared to negotiate with Numidia.  War could drag on years longer – a peace treaty could be over inside of a month.  Wouldn’t it be better to just negotiate peace terms and close the doors of the temple of Janus for once?”


“Peace terms,” said Petronius.  “Did we make peace terms with Hannibal?  Do we make peace terms with the Gauls and the Belgae?”


“No, but they threatened Rome directly,” Rusticus pointed out.  “The Usurper only wants to be King of Numidia, as he believes is his birthright.  And why not?  It was never really Rome’s affair to meddle in.”


“We were invited to meddle by the brothers the Usurper deposed,” Petronius reminded him.  “Back before he murdered them!”


“Petronius, hush!” said Rusticus.  “Someone will hear!”


“Let them hear!” said Petronius.  “Do you really want Rome to be known as a nation that does not keep its promises?  That allies itself with traitors and murderers?”


“Keep your voice down!” Rusticus insisted.  “I’d hope Rome would be known as a nation that solves matters with debate instead of bloodshed!”


“We turn to battle only after debate has failed us,” said Petronius.  “Which it did, I remind you, when the Usurper murdered his half-brothers.”  He remembered something Hilaria had said the previous day.  “Albanus served with the Usurper in Iberia and Mauretania, didn’t he?  I don’t believe he cares about the reputation of Rome.  He cares about having Numidian gold in his purse.”


“I don’t care what his motives are,” said Rusticus staunchly.  “I don’t doubt that half the men he has behind him are interested in money, or in keeping a farmer’s son from having a consulship, but the arguments they use are good ones.”


“They are a fool’s arguments, which only a fool could be convinced by – and I don’t have time to talk to fools!” Petronius snapped.  “Do you really want every nation on the earth lining up to make war on us in the hopes that we will negotiate peace terms?”


“I...” said Rusticus.


“You may sit here and plot the humiliation of Rome,” Petronius told him.  “I have more honourable things to do.”  He turned to leave.


“Petronius!  Marcus!”  Rusticus grabbed his tunic.  “Where are you going?”


“Outside,” said Petronius.


“You’re not going to tell anyone, are you?” Rusticus asked desperately.


“Of course I am!” Petronius said.  “Do you think I’ll sit on the sidelines and let Albanus do as he pleases because you happen to have once been a friend of mine?”


“Just think on it, Petronius...”


“You think on it also, Helvetius,” said Petronius, purposefully using the formal address.  “Tell me if I am wrong.  I will be outside, looking for Galba and Hortensius.”  The threat to go straight to the consuls was probably the more effective one in Rusticus’ mind... but once again, it would be difficult to convince them with no written evidence.  It might, however, distract Rusticus from thinking that he meant to go straight to Marius.  “Good night,” he said.


Rusticus didn’t move.


Petronius stepped back out into the garden and looked around.  Pomponius Albanus was indeed talking to his wife, the absurdly young Appuleia Gemella.  Marius was debating something with Lucius Clovius Lupercus and Servius Octavius Scaevola, two of the other candidates for consulship.  Scaevola’s name had been on the list of conspirators, but Lupercus’ had not... perhaps if he could tell Scaevola he were needed elsewhere, Lupercus could serve as witness to the information he had to impart.


“Marcus!” Hilaria called from the doorway.  “There you are!”


Petronius looked up at her – and out of the corner of his eye, he saw Albanus do the same.  Rusticus, having left the cubiculum, came up and said something quietly in Albanus’ ear.  Appuleia Gemella nodded and added some information of her own.


Oh, no.  Petronius was not going to let them threaten Hilaria.


“Marcus!”  She grabbed his hand and motioned for him to lean in close.  “I’ve been looking for you.  I was talking to Appuleia Gemella...”


“And I’ve been talking to Pomponius Albanus,” said Petronius.  “He says he sent a letter to Metellus and thought I was here bearing a personal reply.  He knows now that we know.”


“Appuleia Gemella implied something about Metellus being involved,” said Hilaria.  “Do you think that’s true?”


“If it is, I’ve heard nothing of it,” said Petronius.  “He has always trusted me.  I would’ve thought I’d be the first he’d tell... but then, it seems that nobody can trust anyone else about this.  My friend Helvetius Rusticus is in on it, as well.”


“What do we do, then?” asked Hilaria.  She looked around.  “There’s Marius...”


“Yes, I’m going to speak to him as soon as I can separate him from Scaevola,” said Petronius.  “But I think you had better go back to the house.  Tell Aelia Lentulla... she’s...”


“Galba’s wife,” said Hilaria.  “Julia introduced me to her.”


“Yes, tell her you aren’t feeling well,” said Petronius.  “And go home.  I’ll meet you there later.”


“Is that a good idea?” she asked.  “Aren’t you just drawing suspicion by making me leave?”


“I don’t think I can draw any more suspicion than I already have,” said Petronius.  “And I don’t want any one of them getting close to you.  You’ll be safe at my house.”


“I can take care of myself,” Hilaria insisted, but her heart wasn’t quite in it.


“I know you can, beloved,” said Petronius.  “I wouldn’t tell you to go if I didn’t believe there was real danger if you stayed.”  He remembered her words at the clothing shop.  “If you will not go for any other reason, will you do it because I asked?”


She hesitated.  “Yes,” she said finally, clutching his hand.  “But when you get back, you’d better tell me everything everybody said!  Every tiny thing!”


“I will,” he promised, and kissed her wrists.  “Please, go.  To set my mind at ease.”


“All right,” she said.  “Let me go find Aelia... should I send the litter back for you?”


“Yes, please,” he said.


“I’ll see you tonight, then,” she said.  She stood on her tiptoes and quickly kissed his lips – a rather shocking breach of social ettiquette that made other partygoers stare.  But she was so obviously foreign that he hoped they’d forgive her for it.  And then she was gone.  Petronius straightened up, squared his shoulders, and went to go distract Scaevola.

