
Aelia Lentulla accepted Hilary’s apologies for being unable to stay for dinner, and made her promise that the two of them could get to know one another better someday... which Hilary agreed to, although it seemed unlikely.  It was both a relief and an annoyance to have to leave.  A relief because she could stop worrying that every little thing she did might well be bad Roman manners, and an annoyance because she wasn’t likely to get to another dinner party while she was here.  She’d wanted to see what the food was like, what the entertainment was, what would be talked about... and wanted to try to eat while reclining, to see what that was like, and she hated to lie to Julia Caesaris, who’d gone out of her way to be kind.


It didn’t matter, she reminded herself.  She wasn’t staying.  Julia was an historical figure, not a new friend.


The other annoyance was that damned litter.


Aelia Lentulla was kind enough to call the slaves and have them ready for when Hilary came to the front door.  Half a dozen women were still right behind her, wishing her a speedy recovery – she certainly couldn’t fault the Romans for being unfriendly – while in front of her were the slaves with that awful, awful box.  Hilary gulped.  With Marcus, that was one thing... as his guest, she could make herself ride in that thing.  Could she do it alone?


But she could hardly say, “no, I’ll walk” with Julia and Aelia and the others right there... especially after insisting that she wasn’t well.  So she climbed in, said the last few goodbyes, and let the slaves lift her up.  The Romans themselves had done this for well over a thousand years, she told herself firmly.  She could take two weeks of it.  She wasn’t staying.


Some two or so blocks away, she heard a pained cry, and the litter lurched.


Hilary pushed the curtains aside.  “What was that?” she asked.


“Beg pardon, lady,” said one of the slaves, and the litter settled to the ground.  Hilary watched the men gather around one of their number.


“Hey, information, please!”  Hilary climbed out.  “What happened?”


“Telemakhos has stepped on something,” said one.


Telemakhos was the largest of the slaves, a burly, auburn-haired fellow whom Hilary suspected had entered slavery as a Gallic prisoner of war... he might even have been a retired gladiator.  He was over six feet tall and absolutely crawling with muscles – and he was also sweating and whimpering, holding his left foot with both hands.


“There’s glass on the road!” another slave announced.  “Some fool’s thrown a jug out a window.”


“Probably some fool’s angry wife,” a third said cynically.


“Hold still, Telemakhos.”  The man who seemed to serve as the leader, an almost literally black man with close-cropped hair and a scarified forehead, knelt down and grabbed the foot.  “Gotta get that out, or it’ll fester.”


Hilary turned away.  She felt she’d seen enough gore during her year and a half in medical school to justify her subsequent squeamishness.  She could tell when the piece of glass came out by the howl of pain from Telemakhos – when she looked back, the big man was in tears while the leader bandaged the foot with strips torn from his tunic, which seemed to be soaking up blood as quicly as he could layer them on.
“Not to worry,” he said.  “We’ll get you home to the physician and he’ll sew you back up.  Lean on Clitus and myself... let’s let Hilaria Quinta get back in the litter...”


“Oh, he can’t walk back!” Hilary protested.  “Put him in the litter.”


The slaves stared at her.  “Ma’am,” said the leader.  “Er... Master said things were different in your country, but in Rome it would be very improper to...”


“For me to ride with a slave?” asked Hilary.  “Of course.  Don’t worry, I’ll walk.”


If she’d said the sea had turned green, they probably couldn’t have looked more surprised.


“Don’t stare at me like that!” she ordered.  “You – what’s your name?”


“Hallex,” he said.


“Hallex,” said Hilary, “I’ve got good legs – I can walk.  Telemakhos can’t.  You,” she pointed at the auburn-haired slave.  “In the litter.  The rest of you, carry him.  He needs it more than me.  You lead the way, and I’ll follow.”


It was fortunate, though frankly also a bit disgusting, that the slaves were so well-trained to respond to an authoritative tone of voice.  They looked rather unsure about what Hilary had just told them, but they did stop arguing with her and do as she said.  With Hallex in the lead, Telemakhos in the litter, and Hilary bringing up the rear, they continued up the torchlit street at a brist trot.  Telemakhos’ injury made everybody want to hurry.


As they turned a corner, Hilary’s scalp prickled at the sound of barking dogs.  She told herself to calm down – a lot of Roman families had kept guard dogs.  She was probably just hearing somebody’s pets, safely chained up in their yard.  There was nothing to worry about.


But that was before the dogs themselves came barrelling around the corner.


Hilary couldn’t identify the breed – she’d never studied ancient dogs, and these didn’t resemble any modern type in particular.  They were big, black animals with the cropped ears of a Rottweiler and the faces of bull terriers, barking and slavering as they ran towards the startled slaves.


Hallex shouted and pulled a knife out of somewhere in the skirt of his tunic.  Telemakhos cried out as the others dropped the litter and prepared to defend themselves.  And four men in black cloaks, carrying swords and knives, ran out of a building to confront the group.


Hilary had already decided on her reaction the moment the dogs appeared – she screamed, then ran through a nearby open gate and slammed it shut behind her.  Was there a lock?  Yes, there was – a sliding one not unlike what could be found on a backyard gate anywhere in the 21st century.  Hilary slid the latch into place and closed it, then put her eye up to a space between the boards to watch.


There wasn’t much to see besides confusion – the litter had rolled right up against the gate and was blocking her view, and beyond it all she could see were men and dogs running around.  Somebody let out an unholy shriek... and that must have been Telemakhos, because a man with a deep voice demanded, “what in Hades are you doing in there?  Where’s the woman?”


“A decoy!” said another voice.  “Where is she?”


“Don’t!” Telemakhos pleaded.  “I hurt my foot, so she said I could ride.  She was right behind us a moment ago...”


“Spread out and find her,” the deep-voiced man ordered his companions.  “And you,” he said... but Hilary couldn’t tell who he was speaking to... and didn’t want to find out what was going to happen next.


She backed up.  Those men were looking for her?  Pomponius Albanus or one of the other conspirators must have sent them.  Why hadn’t she stuck to her guns and stayed at the party with Marcus?  She hadn’t wanted to leave... deep down, she’d worried something like this would happen.


Her back came up against a gate, and something breathed on her shoulder.  It was all Hilary could do not to scream... but when she turned around, she found it was only a horse.  This was a stable; there were two stalls in it, but one was currently empty.


Hilary let out a breath.  That was a relief... but she still couldn’t stay here.  It was a tiny, enclosed space, and she had to get out before those men or their dogs tracked her.  Somewhere about there had to be a door...


She felt her way along the wall, past wood, plaster, and horse, and then... aha!  An opening!  Hilary gingerly made her way through – it was almost completely dark in the stable, and she couldn’t tell what she might be about to step into – or on.  A square of moonlight, however, appeared in front of her.  She headed towards that, and the hallway opened out into a very small paved courtyard with little vegetable garden in the corner.  Beyond that was the back door of a house.


If she knocked, would the men looking for her hear?  Probably not – she’d come some distance from the street.  But her heart was in her ears like kettledrums as she gently rapped on the door.  Please, please let whoever answered be friendly.


The door opened immediately, much to her surprise, revealing a thoroughly wizened old woman with no teeth whatsoever.  She blinked at Hilary a moment, then asked, “how’d you get in here?”


“Through the stables,” said Hilary.


“If you’re looking for Plautius,” said the woman, “I’ll have you know I’m his mother and I don’t approve.”  She looked Hilary over.  “Though you seem a bit classier than his normal assortment.”


“I’m not,” Hilary began angrily, then remembered to lower her voice.  “I’m not a whore!” she hissed.  “I need help – can I come in?”


The woman cocked her head.  “Who are you?” she asked.


“Hilaria Quinta,” said Hilary.  “Who are you?”


“Somebody who isn’t standing in somebody else’s yard,” the woman said sourly.  “I don’t have to tell you anything.  You, on the other hand, had better tell me plenty, and I hope it’s a damned good story, or I’m calling the watch on you, do you understand?”


“Yes, ma’am,” said Hilary.


“Good.  Come in.”


They went inside, and the woman lit a lamp.  The house was small and plain, with tile floors and geometric paintings on the walls.  The furniture was wood, undecorated.  Hilary sat down on a bench while the old woman gave her another appraisal, and seemed surprised by what she saw.  “Well, go on,” she said.  “Say your piece.”


Hilary supposed she might have told this woman the entire story, but that seemed like a bit much for anyone to swallow on a first acquaintance, no matter how much a world took magic for granted.  So she stuck to the most recent parts – she and Marcus were attempting to foil a conspiracy, and the conspiracy had set out to foil them.


“I don’t know what happened to the slaves,” she said.  God, she hoped they were still alive!  Poor Telemakhos – the others could at least run away!  “But I ducked into your stables and latched the gate, and then came looking for help.  I’m sure you don’t believe me,” she added, looking at the floor.  Even the events of the past few days were really not very plausible.


The old woman didn’t speak at first.  “Well, Plautius won’t be very happy about the gate,” she said finally.  “Better go open it again, or he’ll have nowhere to put the horse away.  And I’m Camilla.”


“What?” asked Hilary.


“My name,” the old woman said.  “It’s Camilla.  You asked it, and there it is.”


“Oh,” said Hilary.  Did that mean she’d just stopped being a trespasser and became a guest?  Or... what?


“So what are you asking of me, then, Hilaria Quinta?” Camilla wanted to know.  “What am I supposed to do about this problem of yours?”


“I don’t know,” Hilary admitted.  “I’ll take whatever I can get.”


Camilla thought about it.  “Well, if there’re men following you,” she said. “let’s just wait here until Plautius does get back with the wagon.  He probably really is meeting some girl,” she added, disgusted, “and that’ll be what’s taking him so long.  Insatiable little lout takes after his father.”  She sneered.  “When he gets back, we’ll take you to asylum.”


Hilary was momentarily shocked, but then remembered that the word ‘asylum’ in the ancient world didn’t mean what it did – would? – in the present.  “Where?” she asked.


“Where do you think?” Camilla asked, as if Hilary were an idiot.


“Um...” said Hilary.


She was interrupted by a clatter of wheels and hooves out back.  Horses whinnied, and she heard a voice soothing them.


“Ah, good – perfect timing!” said Camilla.  “Come on, then, Hilaria Quinta.  Let’s open the gate for him.”


Petronius was having an experience with perfect timing, himself, only not in his favour.  He went up with the entire intention of telling Scaevola that Calpurnius Africanus – another conspirator – wished to speak with him... but before he got halfway across the garden, a gong rang and a slave announced that dinner was served.


The meal was laid out on the two long tables in the trinculum.  Hilaria would probably have had the time of her life, embarrassing both of them with bizarre questions.  No doubt she’d have wanted to know how every dish was made and who’d done the cooking, and then she’d demand further details from all the gossipping women and get herself a reputation as the worst sort of scandalmonger – the thought made Petronius smile to herself.  Hilaria had such an insatiable curiosity that she never stopped to think what others might take from her questions.


But he couldn’t smile for long.  Albanus and Scaevola positioned themselves at the table on either side of Marius and Julia, leaving Petronius to take a place far down the end where he could not possibly speak to any of them.  Appuleia Gemella was conspicuously absent.


“Wasn’t feeling well,” said Aelia Lentulla, when Petronius asked where Appuleia had gone.  “Just like your Hilaria.  There seems to be a touch of foul air going around.  Marius mentioned wanting to leave early, too.”


Petronius glanced across the table at the lion-like man, who was laughing at some joke Pomponius had told.  It seemed so odd that this man had no idea that the friends he was sitting with were planning to destroy him.


Dinner itself was interminable.  Petronius enjoyed good food, and Galba’s cooks were the best that Rome’s slave markets could offer.  But course upon course, dish upon dish, all while Marius hung just barely out of reach, threatened to drive him mad.  He barely tasted a mouthful.


The conversation was worse than the food.  The women chattered about who’s wife was slepeing with who’s gladiators, while the men debated land reform, the extension of citizenship, and the war in Numdia.  Pomponius thundered that if Metellus were capable of defeating the Usurper, he would have done so by now, while Marius laughed and promised that he had a trick up his sleeve.


Petronius took an interest at that point.  Was he referring to the curse, and if so... no, when Petronius thought about it, the Usurper must not have revealed the curse to the conspirators.  If he had, they would have ‘removed’ Marius simply by either humiliating or blackmailing him out of the running – both much tidier and easier than killing the man.  The Usurper must have wished to save himself the embarrassment of admitting he’d fallen prey to such a thing.


Well, then, Petronius wouldn’t be the one to give them that alternate weapon.  But other than that, no useful information at all came out of the men’s discussion, and Petronius in fact found himself talking more to the women.  Many of them had once hoped to be his wife themselves, and they were all curious about Hilaria, wanted to know about her family and how he’d met her.


He had little enough to say on this point.  He quietly agreed with the take Hilaria had apparently told herself, telling them only that a dog had frightened her and he’d stopped it attacking her.  He also affirmed that yes, he did mean to marry her, which sent the ladies into peals of delighted giggles.  It seemed that Hilaria herself had told them she would do no such thing.


She was the one who was right, though, wasn’t she?  After what she’d said about the risk of changing time, she could not possibly stay.  He and she must be forever parted by the centuries, no matter what either of them wanted.


Finally, the last apple was eaten, the last peach pit tossed aside, and wine was brought around for the toasts.  Dancers and jugglers came out to entertain the diners as they continued to nibble, sip, and gossip, but at a slower pace.  A few people got up to go back out into the garden, and Petronius saw his chance – he just had to ask Marius for a word alone.


But Marius stood up, and called for slaves to come drape his toga again.  “Thank you for a magnificent dinner, Galba, Aelia,” he said, “but I fear we must be moving along.  Early start at the Forum tomorrow.”


“Indeed!” laughed Galba.  “Tireless, aren’t you Marius?”


Out of time – damn it!  Petronius picked himself up and, to preserve appearances, snagged one more candy-coated apple off a tray.  “I think I have to be going, as well,” he said.  “But Marius, if you wouldn’t mind, may I have a word?”


“This moment?” asked Marius.


“Yes, please,” said Marcus.  “It’s important.  I have a message from Metellus.”


“Oh.”  Marius rolled his eyes.  “Well, do make it quick.”


“I shall, don’t worry.”  Marcus rounded the table, meaning to take him into the cubiculum where he and Rusticus had spoken earlier – but as he passed, Titus Octavius Bellus, another of the conspirators, stuck out a foot like a thug in a tavern and tripped him.


“Oh, my!”  Bellus, as if he hadn’t done a thing, got up and helped Petronius to his feet.  “Are you all right, there?”


“Yes,” said Petronius through his teeth.  What had the purpose of that been?”


“Here, let me help you.”  Bellus brushed dust off Petronius’ tunic.  “There – no harm done!  Pretty girlfriend you’ve found yourself, by the way, Petronius.  Magnificent hair!  Is that her real colour?”


“Yes, in fact, it is,” said Petronius.


“In a position to know, are you?”  Bellus winked.  “I do hope she got home all right.”


Petronius froze.  Dipping him in ice could not possibly have made him feel colder than the tone of exaggerated concern Bellus had just used.  “What are you implying?” he asked.


“Nothing at all,” said Bellus.  “Rome can be very dangerous at night, after all, and a woman from out in the provinces might not know what precautions to take.  I hope nothing has happened to her.  Afraid of dogs, didn’t she say she was?”


Petronius glanced at Marius.  His former superior was standing there waiting for him.  He ought to go and speak to the man first, to warn him of the plot.  That was certainly what Hilaria herself would have wanted him to do – she would have insisted on it.  History, she would have told him, was far more important than she was.


But Petronius couldn’t do that.  If Hilaria might be in danger... he found himself physically incapable of doing anything else before helping her.  “Excuse me,” he said to Marius.  “I will be back at once.”


The assembled guests were staring at him as he made his way out of the room.  Aelia Lentulla was in the garden, chatting with somet of the female guests.  Petronius hurried up to her.


“Aelia!” he said.  “I’m sorry to interrupt, but did Hilaria Quinta send the litter back to me?”  That was the surest way to tell if she’d made it home or not.


“I’m not sure,” said Aelia.  “Let’s ask, why don’t we.”


Rising read was making Petronius shake as Aelia called to her slaves and told them to check.  And they confirmed – no, the litter had not returned.  They hadn’t known they ought to be expecting it, one explained apologetically, or they would have made a note of its absence earlier.


The whole matter began to cause some commotion among the slaves, as they checked and double-checked and speculated.  Aelia, sensing that something was amiss, had somebody bring Petronius a cup of wine, but he could not drink it.  His insides seemed to be tying themselves in knots.  What had they done to her?  What if they’d killed her?


This was his fault.  He never should have brought her here... she did not belong in his world, any more than he had ever belonged in hers.  If she were dead, it was as good as if he’d murdered her himself.


“Petronius?”  Galba looked in, Scaevola at his side.  Petronius was sitting on a bench in the front hall.  “What’s going on?”


“I need to borrow a horse,” said Petronius.  “I think something has happened to Hilaria.”


“Oh?  Oh, dear,” said Galba.  “Yes, of course – take Agrippina.  She’s my fastest!  Boys!”  He motioned to the slaves.  “Get Agrippina ready for Marcus Petronius!”  The slaves ran off.  “Just be sure to return her when you’re done.”


“Of course,” Petronius promised.  “Thank you!”  He kissed Galba, and did not look at Scaevola as he ran for the stables.


Petronius didn’t much like riding horses.  They were such terribly uncomfortable beasts.  Some tribes north of the Alps, he was told, strapped a cushioned seat called a ‘saddle’ to the horse’s back before riding it, which sounded like a fine idea to Petronius.  But in Rome, where horses were more often raced or used to pull wagons than they were ridden for any distance, men still rode in the manner of Alexander the Great, with only a blanket or hide between their own backsides and those of their horses.  It was a wonderful way to take the skin off one’s rump – but Petronius barely noticed it as he urged Agrippina at a gallop out of Galba’s stables and up the street.


He found the scene of the attack less than ten blocks away, between rows of shops in one of the older districts.  The smashed remains of the litter were piled around a stable gate, some of them having been moved aside as if the stable owner had wanted to get his horse in without actually bothering to clean up.  Petronius reigned Agrippin in sharply and looked around, but the dark street – the torches had been put out hours ago – seemed deserted.


“Hilaria!” he called.  “Hilaria Quinta!”


There was no answer.


“Hilary!  Hilary Quincy, can you hear me?”  He tried the corrupted version of her name, the one she used for herself in her own time.


The street was silent.


Petronius swung himself down from the horse and poked at the wreckage in the rather desperate hope of finding her alive and hiding underneath it.  There was no sign of her – but he did find Telemakhos, the Gallic giant, curled beneath a curtain somebody had thrown over him.  His eyes were wide and staring, and peeling back the curtain further, Petronius discovered that the man’s throat had been cut.


He closed Telemakhos’ eyes and put the curtain back in place.  Somebody was going to owe him the price of a slave, he thought grimly... one who was not only strong enough to almost carry a litter on his own, but an excellent chess player, besides.  He would have to call the watch to bring the body home for proper cremation – there was nothing he could do right now.  But Petronius vowed that Telemakhos would get a funeral befitting a man who’d died defending the woman his master loved.


Somehow, the discovery had actually acted to calm Petronius.  He now realized, as he climbed back onto Galba’s horse, that Hilaria had probably not suffered the same fate as Telemakhos.  She would be useful to the conpsirators only as a living hostage – there was nothing more they could do to a corpse.  He could probably expect them to contact him soon.  Knowing Albanus, however, they’d probably wait a few days, letting him grow desperate with worry until he was ready to do anything to retrieve her.


They probably needn’t have bothered.  He would have rolled in hot coals.


Was it possible, even for a moment, that she’d escaped?  Petronius’ heart jumped in his ribs – she could have.  He’d always gotten the idea from her that she was capable of anything... she might well just be hiding somewhere.  He’d escaped from the Praetorian Guard of Algeria, hadn’t he?  So why could she not escape from a few hired thugs?  It was a small enough hope, but he could look for her... to do that, however, he first had to get home.


Though Galba had called Agrippina the fastest horse he owned, it was clear that she was not bred for racing – she had no endurance.  By the time Petronius reached his own house, she was foaming and blowing, and was more than happy to be turned over to the grooms.  He gave them a few words of instruction to look after the consul’s best horse, then ran inside.


“Kassander!” he called out.  “Where are you?”


“Master!”  Kassander met Petronius in the hallway from Peristyle to Atrium.  “You’re earlier than I thought you’d be...”


“Yes,” panted Petronius.  “Listen, I need as many of the household as you can spare.  We have to...”


“You’ve a guest,” said Kassander.


“A guest?” asked Petronius.


“Yes, he’s waiting in the Atrium,” Kassander affirmed.  “Says he has news of Hilaria Quinta.”


Petronius felt as if his guts had fallen out and splattered on the floor.  “Is it Albanus?” he asked.  It seemed uncharacteristic of the man to speak to him about this so quickly...


“No,” said Kassander.  “It’s Helvetius Rusticus.”


Rusticus was indeed awaiting Petronius in the Atrium, in the company of two unfriendly-looking slaves that were almost certainly not his, loitering nervously as he pretended to study a vase.  He must have left the party at the same time as Petronius... or had he gone before?  Now that Petronius thought of it, he couldn’t recall seeing Rusticus during the meal.  He’d been too busy watching Albanus, Marius, and Scaevola.  Rusticus could earsily have been waiting here for hours.


Petronius crossed the room to his former friend and dragged him to his feet with both hands.  “You unspeakable bastard,” he said calmly, though he was shaking with fury.  “With you as my friend, I have no need of enemies!”


“Don’t hurt me!” said Rusticus.  “I’m only a messenger!  My grandfather, the freeman, he’d belonged to Albanus’ great-grandmother!  I’m bound to the family, Petronius!”


“Well, that makes more sense than your being stupid enough to swallow Albanus’ absurd notions about peace!” snapped Petronius.  “What have they done with Hilaria Quinta?”


“She’s fine,” said Rusticus.  “She’s alive.”


“I figured that,” Petronius said, rapidly losing what shreds of his temper remained to him.  “Where have you taken her?”


“I can’t tell you.”


“Yes, you can!”


“No, I can’t,” Rusticus insisted, “because I don’t know!”


“Then what do you know?” asked Petronius.


“Albanus says you have to meet him at the baths the day after tomorrow at noon,” said Rusticus.  “He’s rented the Licinian Baths, and he and the others are meeting there.  You have to come.  And you can’t tell a soul – not Marius, not the consuls, not your sister, not anyone!  You’ll get Hilaria back when Marius is dead.”


“And that’s your message?” asked Petronius.


“Yes,” said Rusticus.  “That’s it.”


“Then get out,” Petronius told him.  “Get out and never darken my door again – out!”


“I’m going!” Rusticus said.  “Goodbye!”  He ran for the front door as if afraid Petronius would follow him with an axe.  His two companions followed, and one of Petronius’ slaves wordlessly shut the door behind them.  Petronius and Kassander were left in the Atrium with a single lit lamp.


“He said to tell you he left his toga,” said Kassander.


“Huh?”  Petronius asked.


“His toga,” said Kassander.  “He told me that once he left, I shold mention that he draped his toga over the couch in the trinculum, and it’s still there.”


That was a strange thing to mention.  Petronius went into the office and sure enough, there were the yards of fabric that made up a Roman toga, lying haphazardly over the couch.  He picked a piece up... and beneath it, a word had been written on the fabric.  It was blurred where the ink had run along the threads of the weave, but still readable.


Fugit.

‘She fled’.


Petronius stopped breathing.  Rusticus hadn’t known where Hilaria was... because nobody did.  She’d escaped after all, and now Albanus was trying to bluff him!  No wonder he hadn’t wanted to wait... in two or three days, Petronius might find Hilaria first.


But Albanus was no doubt searching for her himself.  Before he could act, Petronius would have to find her – if the conspirators got to her first, they could turn Albanus’ bluff into reality.


“Kassander?” said Petronius.


“Yes, Master?”


“Burn this.”  He dropped the corner of the toga – he would buy Rusticus a new one.  This had to be destroyed.  “And then get everybody together except for the absolutely essential staff – only the people the house would fall down without!  We need to find Hilaria.  She’s somewhere in the city, and we can’t let Albanus find her first.”


“Yes, Master,” said Kassander.


Petronius let him leave.  Now, he decided, he could not let on to Albanus that he knew – if he found Hilaria, he would hide her, and then turn up at the baths on schedule.  Perhaps he could find some material evidence of this conspiracy, or at least learn when they were planning to do away with Marius.  Once he knew that, and once Hilaria was safely back in his own keeping, he could do something about this.


If they found her first... Rusticus’ implication had been clear – if Petronius breathed a word of this to anyone, Hilaria would be hurt or killed.  It was her life or that of Marius... the latter was terribly important to history, but the former was terribly important to him.  If forced to choose... he would have to choose Hilaria


He was the one who’d brought her here.  He was the one who had to see that she got safely home.

