
When he got home, Petronius sat down and had Theophanes write a very short letter.  It was the type of letter his mother told him he ought to write more often – a brief, piolite note to his sister, letting her known that he was in town and hoped to call on her before he left again.  He said that he’d stayed a night with their mother and she was well, and that he was hoping to introduce Petronia to his fiancee, Hilaria Quinta, a chaming and well-educated daughter of a Gallic merchant who had magnificent red hair.


He did not mention that Hilaria was at the temple.  His sister would find that odd and want to investigate, and once Hilaria told her what had happened, hopefully help to bring her home.  Petronius could not suppress a bitter laugh as he folded and sealed the paper.   Here he was, once again, depending on the women when he was powerless himself.  He hoped it wouldn’t go on too long – Petronius rather preferred being in control of his own destiny.


Getting it to Petronia without arousing suspicion was a bit of a puzzle, but Petronius realized he had a ready solution in the continued presence of Agrippina the horse.  He sent a slave off with letter and horse both, with instructions to return the latter to Galba, and to pay one of the consul’s slaves to take the letter the rest of the way to the House of the Vestals.  The people watching him would be far less likely to notice and intercept it that way... and if they did, there would be nothing in it to draw suspicion.


Now – to wait.  And waiting was agony.  With so much to worry over, Petronius could not possibly sleep that night.  He would have liked to sit down and get drunk again, but did not fancy another hangover and anyway had no-one to drink with.  Kassander was out paying a visit to one of his married girlfriends, whose husband had apparently thrown her out of the house.  Theophanes was much too young, Telemakhos was dead, and if any of the other litter-bearers had survived the attack, they were either lost or had made a most ungrateful break for freedom.


He thought he would never be able to shut his eyes, but he must have managed it eventually.  Kassander came and woke him in the middle of the night.  The marble bench he’d been sleeping on was icy-cold, and the cypress trees in the peristyle were heavy with dew.


“Sorry, Master,” said Kassander.  “I thought you might like to sleep on a proper couch.”


“Yes, please,” said Petronius.  He heaved his sore body off the bench.  “How is your friend?”


“Her mother said she’d gone to the House of the Vestals,” Kassander sighed.  “I thought it would be a bad idea to call in on her there – didn’t want anyone to get the wrong idea about who I was looking for.  But I did take a look around the place.  They’ve got big slaves with dogs at all the exits.  It’s as if they’re guarding a prison.”


“Hilaria is afraid of dogs,” said Petronius.


“Is she?” asked Kassander.


“Yes,” Petronius said.  “They must have found out somehow.”  That settled it, then... Hilaria was definitely in there.  All he had to do now was hope that his sister was able to do something about it.  “Now... bed.  Gods, I feel I could sleep for a month!”


Back in bed, however, sleep was once again elusive despite his overwhelming exhaustion.  Tossing and turning, he began to wonder anew if there might be some way that Hilaria could stay with him and not interrupt the proper course of history.  Once they were done with this whole affair with Marius... surely, the presence of a single extra person would not create a completely different future.  They could even avoid having children and simply adopt.  That ought to leave the future as it was meant to be...


But if this was what life without her was like, then he didn’t want to contemplate it.  Losing a woman he had not loved had been difficult... losing one he did might leave him nothing but his wine.


Hilary liked to think of herself as a strong, capable person.  She was not a weepy damsel in distress who needed some man to come to her rescue.  She was, after all, the one who’d rescued Marcus and helped him get home.  But maybe there was something in the air or water of ancient Italy, or maybe this situation was simply too much... because after three days in the House of the Vestals, Hilary was an absolute emotional wreck.


A big part of the problem was that nothing happened there.  The Virgins could be seen coming and going to the temple for their dutues – Hilary caught a few of their names.  There was a Cornelia and a Palpellia, Petronia Longina of course and an eight-year-old girl named Mummia.  But she couldn’t tell which ones were which, and the only one who spoke to the guests was Vespasia.


The guests themselves did some coming and going of their own.  Terentia, the teenager with the black eye, left with a grandfather the day after Hilary arrived.  The woman with the divorce left to marry the lawyer who’d arranged it for her – a situation none of the others batted an eye at.  Others wandered off for various reasons, and a few new ones arrived, including a very pregnant girl who couldn’t have been older than thirteen.  But Tadia Amanda stayed, despite hearing that her husband was outside demanding her.  She seemed to have taken a liking to Hilary, and the two of them sat for long, achingly slow hours playing checkers – with proper red and white stones – a few feet from Appuleia Gemella’s watchful eyes.


But other than that, the days came and went so changelessly that Hilary found herself unable to remember if she’d been here three days or only two.  Either way, she realized, she’d been in this time a week.  That was a strange idea... it seemed like she’d only just arrived.  But then, the longer she stayed, the more it also seemed like she’d been here forever.  Sitting in the garden listening to the fountains and watching Tadia playing with her sons, the twenty-first century took on a quality of a ridiculous dream.  This world made things like cars and malls and cell phones seem too silly to be real.


This was all wrong.  She ought to have been exploring the city, learning about the culture, and sharing meals, conversations, and beds with the man she loved, not sitting on her butt in this boring garden while the wife of a would-be murderer watched her like a hawk.  And with her trapped here and Marcus... God, who knew what Marcus was doing... what was going to happen to Gaius Marius?


Maybe she really was never supposed to have come here.  Maybe if not for her and Marcus, history would have worked itself out properly.  Now here they were, messing everything up.


At lunchtime, Hilary realized this must be the third day.  There was cold chicken on the table, which she’d had here once before but not yesterday, so that must have been two previous lunches in this house.  And also at lunchtime, Vespasia brought one of the other virgins with her.


“Ah, Hilaria Quinta,” she said.  “This is Petronia Longina.  She wanted to meet you.”


Petronia Longina!  Hilary nearly cried with relief – finally!  She’d given up on her name-dropping having any effect.  Petronia was younger than she’d expected, maybe as much as ten years younger than Marcus, with dark curls pinned back from a pretty face, and big brown eyes.  Seeing Hilary, her face widened into a dimpled grin, a twin of her brother’s, and then she ran up to give this complete stranger a hug.


“Hilaria!” she said.  “So this is the woman my brother is finally going to marry!  It’s such an honour to meet you!”


“Thank you,” said Hilary nervously.  “It’s a great pleasure to meet you, as well.”


“Whatever are you doing in sanctuary?” Petronia wanted to know.


“I...” said Hilary... and then remembered that Appuleia Gemella was only a few feet away.  Hilary was finally talking to Marcus’ sister, and she couldn’t say a damned thing!  “I’d rather not talk about it,” she said.


“It was nothing Marcus did, was it?” asked Petronia, concerned.


“No, no, Marcus is wonderful,” Hilary promsied her.  “I love him to pieces, I just...” she’d never told Marcus that she loved him, now had she?  Why in the world not?


“Oh, good,” said Petronia.  “Flavia Candidia never loved him... she told me once that she found him incomprehensible, as if they could talk to each other and somehow be speaking completely different languages though both were Latin.  And I was never very fond of her, either.  She was so stiff.  Marcus needs a woman who will let him enjoy himself.”


It was clear enough that Petronia, who was very girlish and enthusiastic, absolutely adored her big brother... and Hilary imagined that he must have been much like her in his younger, wilder days.  She was happy to talk about nothing else as they ate, telling stories about her childhood and about Marcus’ love of racing... which had apparently manifested itself in an early attempt to get one of the family’s dogs to pull a toy chariot for him.  Then she wanted to know how Hilary had met him, and expressed the hope that once married, they would visit her often.


“I know I’ll never be a mother myself,” she said, “but I would love to be an aunt.  I’ll spoil your little ones shamelessly – especially the girls.”


“I think Marcus will spoil them plenty enough,” said Hilary, but talk about these wonderful things that would never happen made her want to choke.


At the end of the meal, Petronia hugged Hilary again and kissed her on both cheeks, hoped they’d see more of each other, and then had to run off to whatever it was Vestal Virgins did all day.  That left Hilary still a prisoner in this impossibly dull garden, having accomplished not a thing.


By the morning of the fourth day, Hilary was beginning to really think she was going crazy.  Not the rather pleasant sort of crazy that was making her think she was in ancient Rome – in fact, the longer she stayed her, the more overwhelmingly real this place seemed until she simply decided that if there was a difference, she didn’t care – but a scary sort that made her want to run out into the street and scream.  She was restless and irritable, snapping at everyone, including Vespasia and Tadia.  This situation was everything she hated most – she was hemmed in with nothing to do and no information, walking in circles on the lawns and wishing she could wake up at the Hyatt in Constantine and find out this had all been some sort of horrible nightmare.


She wondered if Petronia would reappear at lunch.  She didn’t – but Vespasia came back, and, in a manner strongly reminiscent of a kindergarten teacher about to hand out lollipops, announced that she had a treat for everybody.


“The owner of the Julian Baths has donated their use to us for a day,” she said.  “How would you all like a swim?”


Everyone was amenable to that, but Hilary barely heard their assents... they were leaving the House?  Maybe, if she could just catch a moment when Appuleia wasn’t looking at her... but no, that wouldn’t work.  There were still those men with the dogs, and Hilary didn’t doubt for a moment they’d follow the group all the way to the baths.


Which they did.  The women set off in single-file, with the Vestals, covered in long white veils that didn’t show their faces, in the lead and a group of bodyguard slaves bringing up the rear.  And Appuleia managed to get in line right behind Hilary, literally breathing down her neck the entire walk.  No chance for escape there.  And she was entirely correct about the men with the dogs.  They were quite discreet – at times Hilary would have trouble spotting them.  But they were always there.


At least, she thought, they couldn’t follow her into the baths.


The baths.  Escape or not, Hilary had liked the idea of a bath.  Washing water was available in the House of the Vestals, but it didn’t need to be too terribly warm and there certainly wasn’t enough of it to fill a bathtub.  Between that and having worn the same clothes for four days now, Hilary definitely felt grubby.  Even with Appuleia there, a bath would be nice.


But bathing in Roman times had been communal.  This was something Hilary had never thought would bother her... bathhouses were sex-specific, after all.  But now, facing the idea of basically going skinnydipping with a buch of utter strangers, while slaves did all the washing and she didn’t have a single as to tip them with, all the charm melted right out of the whole idea.  She shut her eyes in embarrassment while two female slaves helped her out of her dress, and kept her head down as they all trooped into the hot room to bathe.


None of the others seemed self-conscious, she noted... even the one called Calventia, who was very much overweight.  The women all slid happily into the water, commenting on how lovely it was and shutting their eyes in bliss as they submerged themselves to the chin... or leaned on the edges of the pool and happily talked as though they were in a coffee shop, completley oblivious, or so it seemed, to the fact that everybody was naked.  Hilary was the only one with the urge to keep her arms crossed over her chest as she stepped into the warm water.


Tadia Amanda noticed.  “Are you all right, Hilaria?” she asked.


“Yes,” said Hilary.  “I just...”


“Gnaeus!  Don’t splash your brother!”  Tadia pulled one son off the other.  “Sorry – what was that?”


“We don’t do this where I come from,” Hilary explained.  “Bathing is private back home.”


“Well, where’s the fun in that?” asked Tadia, laughing.  “Who wants to be all alone in the... Gnaeus, don’t do that!”  She intervened in another argument, and this time, Hilary’s help was needed to separate the two squirming, naked little boys.


“By the way,” said Tadia, shooing her sons into the shallowest part of the pool.  “Those nasty-looking men with the dogs.  They’re watching you, aren’t they?”


“Yes,” Hilary admitted.  She looked around.  Where was...


“Hilaria, darling!”  Appuleia Gemella announced herself, climbing into the water with them.  Her nipples were pierced, Hilary realized, and shuddered.  She’d always found the idea of punching holes in anything but her ears repulsive.  “Whatever is the matter?” Appuleia asked.


“Nothing,” said Hilary, hugging her shoulders.  “Absolutely nothing at all.”


Appuleia smiled.  “Don’t worry, darling, we’ve all seen far worse than you,” she said, managing to imply all the same that Hilary ought to be ashamed of her body.  “So – what were we discussing here?”


“Nothing you’d be interested in,” said Tadia.  Hilary knew by now that most of the women who were frequent guests at the House of the Vestals knew Appuleia and didn’t like her.  They thought she considered them beneath her – they were probably right – and muttered amongst themselves that a rich lady like that ought to have somewhere better to go than to the Vestals at public expense.  “Don’t you have a manicure or something to be getting?”


“Hilaria is my friend,” said Appuleia.  “Of course I’m interested.  Do tell, darling – you were saying somethinga bout how you’re afraid of dogs?


“No,” said Hilary rudely.  “I wasn’t.”


Appuleia looked surprised – but Hilary was sick of being polite.  Polite was not a part of her genetic makeup.  “Oh... well, have it your way.  I’ll be right here if you want me,” Appuleia said, flashing a beaming smile.


And right there, she remained – only a few feet away the entire time the group was in the bathhouse.  Hilary was beginning to see what Roman women liked about poison.  Fast, effective, and pretty much untraceable in an era before modern forensics.


Tadia tried hard to find out what the men with the dogs wanted from Hilary, but Hilary couldn’t tell her with Appuleia so close – all she could do was mutter that she did not know.  And Appuleia kept inserting herself into the conversation, making annoying comments about how Hilary could surely find better company than a butcher’s wife, until Tadia became so offended that she took her sons and went to talk to somebody else.  By the time Vespasia announced that they should head back to the House for supper, Hilary was through thinking about poisoning Appuleia, and was ready to quite simply strangle the bitch.


Back at the palace, everyone settle back down to further boredom.  Tadia insisted that her sons take a nap, Hilary sat and dabbled her feet in one of the pools, and Appuleia stood nearby, watching.  Hilary bit her lip and clenched her fists to keep herself from jumping up and punching her watchdog... but just as it seemed she wasn’t going to be able to control herself a moment longer, Vespasia came in and called Appuleia to talk to her.  Maybe they’d found out she was there on false pretenses, Hilary thought, and were going to throw her out.  That really wouldn’t help Hilary... the men with dogs would still be there, and the conspirators would probably just send somebody else... but it would serve Appuleia right.


“Hilaria,” Tadia came and touched her shoulder.


“Hello,” said Hilary despondently.  “I’m sorry about Appuleia.  I don’t like her, either, I just...”


“Sssh,” said Tadia, and motioned for Hilary to get up.  “Come with me.”


“Huh?”  Hilary looked around at the quiet gardens, then stood.  “Where?” she asked.


“To the temple,” said Tadia.  “Don’t worry about Appuleia Gemella.  Vespasia’s serving her wine and she’s added stuff to it that ought to knock Appuleia out a few hours.  Come on.”


Hilary followed her across the lawn.  “Wait – how did you know Appuleia was watching me?”


“Honey, it’s the most ridiculously obvious thing in the world,” said Tadia.  “Couldn’t be more so if she had spy written across her forehead.  Now hurry – Petronia Longina wants to talk to you.”


The actual temple of Vesta was a two-storey circular building, like a tile-roofed igloo, tucked into a tiny corner of the palace.  The floor had an interlaced mosaic pattern that looked almost Celtic, but the rest of the temple was very plain and unadorned, except for a few statues of women around the columns and on the roof.  All attention was meant to focus on the tremendous bonfire burning in the central pit.  The heat of the sacred fire was intense – it was if the air thickened as Hilary stepped into the temple, and she began sweating at once.


“Over there,” said Tadia.


Petronia was waiting for her beside a pillar, with a slave on either side of her.  Hilary approached nervously... something in her thought this was all too good to be true.  “Petronia Longina?” she said.  “Here I am.”


“Good,” said Petronia.  “Now, for heaven’s sake, what’s going on?”


Hilary took a deep breath.  “Tiberius Pomponius Albanus is planning to kill Gaius Marius, and Marcus and I are the only ones who know about it.  They’ve been watching me here so that I can’t tell anybody.  I don’t know what they’re doing to Marcus.”


Petronia clearly hadn’t been expecting to hear that.  “You’re serious?” she asked.


“Very serious,” said Hilary.  Her heart started to beat faster.  Maybe Petronia did believe her!


Petronia looked at her slaves.  “Go tell Vespasia,” she said.  “And get Octavia Messalina and the Pontifex Maximus.”


“Yes, ma’am,” the slaves chorused.


“We’ll meet in Octavia’s office,” Petronia decided.  “It’s much too hot to talk for long in here.  I hope whatever Vespasia gave Appuleia Gemella is effective stuff.”


A few minutes later, they were all gathered in a much cooler, airier room, high up on the outside of the palace, facing the temple.  This was a combination office and library, with a wide desk and stacks of scrolls and paperwork on tables and shelves between potted fig trees.  The slaves had returned with Vespasia Olympica and two strangers – a middle-aged woman and a plump man in his thirties with a receding hairline that he was desperately trying to cover with a laurel wreath.  Petronia stood up and introduced them to Hilary.


“Octavia Messalina is currently the eldest of the Vestals,” she said.  “And this is Gaius Licinius Melus, the Pontifex Maximus.  Octavia, Pontifex, this is Hilaria Quinta, who has been our guest for some days now.”


Hilary swallowed as she once again ran smack up against her lack of knowledge about Roman ettiquette.  Here she was, faced by the two highest spiritual authorities in the city, and she had no idea how to greet them.  She’d stood up because Petronia had... but beyond that?  Did she bow?  Kneel?  Kiss a hand?  None of those options quite seemed to ‘fit’ into ancient Rome.


Fortunately, the Pontifex himself came to her rescue.  “No formalities, please,” he said.  “Petronia gave the impression this was far too urgent.  Sit,” he gestured to a couch.”


“Thank you, Pontifex,” said Hilary, hoping that was the correct response and form of address.  She sat down.


“I can’t place the Hilarii Quinti,” said Octavia Messalina.


“You won’t have heard of us.  We’re from Gaul,” said Hilary quickly.


“That’s hardly important right now,” the Pontifex said to Octavia.  “Hilaria, tell us what you know.”


“Well,” said Hilary.  “About three weeks ago, I met Marcus Petronius Longinus.  He told me... he told me he’d escaped from Ju... from the Usurper in Cirta, and had to get back to Rome with some important information...” she ran over the story as fast as she could, leaving out all the improbable bits.  This left giant holes which she hoped the Pontifex and Octavia wouldn’t notice... but she saw them keep frowning as she spoke.


“I’d been trying to get Petronia’s attention by talking about her brother and hoping somebody would say something to her,” Hilary finished.  “But instead, it seems that he wrote to her, and she noticed me then.  So Tadia and Vespasia got together to get Appuleia out of the way so I could talk to somebody, and here I am.”


“And that’s the whole story?” asked the Pontifex.


“Yes,” Hilary nodded.


Octavia Messalina sat back a moment, rubbing her chin as she thought.  “If the Usurper discovered that your Petronius knew all this,” she said, “why was he not simply killed?”


“I couldn’t tell you,” said Hilary, tyring to give the impression that the phrase meant ‘I don’t know’ rather than ‘you wouldn’t believe me’.


“How did he escape the Usurper’s dungeons?” was the next question.  “And come to that, how did you cross the Internum Mare?  The Octavius Messala family has significant interest in shipping,” she added darkly, “and there’s been no vessel from Numidia in months.  And what business did you have in that country, Hilaria Quinta?”


Hilary couldn’t answer any of those questions.  She could only sit, staring, like a deer in the headlights.  Everything was crumbling and shattering all around her – she could almost hear the tinkle of the pieces falling.  This was going to come to nothing.  They weren’t going to believe her.  And she couldn’t tell the truth, because on a scale of relative believability, the truth was infinitely worse.


“Young lady,” said Octavia, making for the first time anyone had called Hilary that in years, “these are serious charges you are bringing against citizens of high status.  Pomponius Albanus is a personal friend.”  Hilary’s heart sank further.  “You admit you have no evidence, so please – why should we believe a word of this?”


“I don’t see why we should,” said the Pontifex slowly, “but then, I also don’t see why we shouldn’t.  Charges of conspiracy need to be investigated.”


“Proper charges, sure,” said Octavia.  “But this is absurd.  How in the world did she...”


“I would say,” said the Pontifex, “that the hows and whys have absolutely nothing to do with the charges against Pomponius Albanus.  “Does it matter how she got to the city?  I would say not.”


“I will speak up for her honesty,” said Petronia Longina.


Octavia Messalina rolled her eyes.  “Petronia, you barely know this woman.”


“No, but I imagine my brother does,” said Petronia.  “And I can’t imagine him wanting to marry a woman who would like about such a thing for any reason.  I will give my word as a Vestal Virgin that she is telling the truth.”


The word of a Vestal Virgin was considered important evidence in court, Hilary remembered.  But there’d also been rather awful punishments for a Vestal lying.  Petronia was staking her entire reputation on a story told by a stranger.


“From where we stand it would be your word in court against that of Pomponius Albanus,” said the Pontifex.  “We need to investigate further – we need some proper evidence.  This story as it stands... anyone in their right senses would agree with Octavia Messalina.”


“Then contact my brother,” said Petronia.  “He’ll corroborate her story, and he may have evidence.”


“If he does,” said Octavia, “then why hasn’t he shared it yet?”


“Because he’s afraid of what they might do to me,” said Hilary.


Octavia made a face like she was sucking on a lemon.  “Then there’s absolutely no way we can check a word of this,” she said.  “A fine grudge tale, if I do say so myself!”


This must be what hell felt like, Hilary thought.  All that was needed to complete the picture was the fires... too bad they’d decided to talk in Octavia’s office, it had quite ruined the effect.  What did they do to you, she wondered, if you lied to Vestal Virgins and the Pontifex Maximus?  She couldn’t remember ever reading anything about it, but the Romans were a people who’d gone in for execution and torture in all kinds of wonderful ways.  This was the culture who crucified two common thieves on either side of Christ.


She should have stayed at that damn party.  She and Marcus together should have been telling them this.  Marcus would have told them...


Marcus would have told them the truth.


Hilary swallowed.  She couldn’t quite bring herself to tell them the whole truth.  Marcus’ mother had believed it, but only because it was coming from a source that she trusted.  But she could tell them parts of it.  “The Usurper couldn’t kill Marcus,” she said, “because Marius put a curse on him.  Marcus didn’t want to tell anybody, because he didn’t want to ruin Marius’ reputation.”


“And is that how you got back to Rome, too?” asked Octavia.  “By magic?  You flew, perhaps?”


Hilary looked at her feet.  So much for that idea.


“All right, all right.”  The Pontifex stood up.  “It’s clear enough that we cannot bring anyone to trial on the simple strength of what Hilaria Quinta has told us – however, nor can we afford to simply ignore charges of conspiracy where they appear.  You should know that, Octavia,” he said reproachfully.  “Our predecessors ignored charges of conspiracy and allowed two very good men to be murdered.”


He was talking about the Gracchi, Hilary thought.  Gaius and Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus had been assassinated for undermining the authority of the senate in their attempts to help the poor.


“It seems the only person who might be of some help to us,” he went on, “is Marcus Petronius Longinus.  If we cannot go to him, perhaps we ought to summon him here...”


“No,” said Petronia, “if they’re watching him, they’ll still know he told.  He was very cagey in the letter he sent to me... I thought it was weird at the time.  Maybe he was worried it would be opened.”


“I think I have an idea,” said Vespasia.


“Yes?” the Pontifex asked her.


“Petronia,” Vespasia said.  “If your brother is in town, then it would be perfectly natural for you to want to go and pay him a visit.  And I’m pretty sure they don’t have spies actually inside his house.  I seem to recall that your family has always commanded excellent loyalty from its slaves.  So there’d be nothing to stop you from going to visit him, and you’d naturally take a couple of slaves along.”


“Yes,” said Petronia, “but in that case, only I could go.”


“She couldn’t take me,” said Hilary.  “My hair stands out like a...”


“Not under a veil, it wouldn’t!” said Vespasia.  “Vestal Virgins must be veiled when they go out in public... and nobody stops for a second look at a slave!”


“Oh!” said Hilary, sudenly ‘getting’ it.  It would be her under the veil... and the ‘slaves’ would be whoever else they decided she’d better take along.  “What bout coming back?” she asked.  “They’ll notice if somebody’s missing.”


“So we’ll swap you out for one of the household slaves,” said Vespasia.  “Petronia, Octavia, and the Pontifex can go with you, and I’ll say here and see about Appuleia Gemella.”


“I’m not going to go out dressed in a slave’s tunic!” snapped Octavia.  “And might I remind you both, ladies, that a Vestal who goes out without her veil is to be beaten.”


“Then I’ll go,” said Petronia, “and when I get back, I’ll take the beating quietly.”


“Under the circumstances,” said the pontifex, “I will waive the beatings – if Petronius Longinus can give us some evidence to corrorborate Hilaria’s story.”


“I will not go,” said Octavia.


“I will,” Petronia repeated stanchly.


“And I,” Vespasia said.  “Let’s hurry, thought – we don’t have much daylight left.  I’d better take care of Appuleia.”


Hilary gulped and looked at the Pontifex.  What did he think of the idea of wandering around dressed like a slave?  But to her surprise, he was smiling.


“What’s funny, Pontifex?” asked Petronia.


He chuckled.  “I’ve always rather wanted to wander around the city in disguise.  Let’s go, then.”


‘Taking care’ of Appuleia Gemella turned out to involve locking her in a room without windows and setting two enormous male slaves to keep an eye on her, feed her if she asked, but not to let her out under any circumstances whatsoever.  Vespasia, Petronia, and the Pontifex met in the palace Atrium dressed in the plain tunics of slaves, while Mummia and the other younger Virgin, Palpellia, dressed Hilary in the white palla and veil of a Vestal, under Octavia Messalina’s disapproving glare.  Like other Roman clothing, the garments of the Vestals were made of wool.  The veil was thick enough that nobody outside could see into it, but allowed Hilary some visibility through the weave of the cloth.  And it hid her hair quite effectively.


“Do you know the way?” Petronia whispered in Hilary’s ear as they headed for the Palace doors.  Hilary, of course, was in the lead, with the others trooping behind her.  The Pontifex was grinning like a little boy with a new toy.


“No,” she said.


“Don’t worry – I do,” Petronia told her.


The giant bronze doors of the Palace creaked open, revealing the sunset sky and the crowded Forum, and Hilary thought with a sinking feeling that this was not going to work.  Surely, among all those hundreds of people were a few who knew, if not Petronia or Vespasia, then the Pontifex.  Somebody was going to recognize him, and their cover would be blown at once.  Or somebody would try to talk to Hilary and realize that her voice was wrong, her accent off, her Latin strange, something...


Two steps down, she recalled an even worse threat to their cover, but it was too late to do anything about it now.  It was already staring her in the face.  There, at the bottom of the steps, was a man with a dog.


Hilary stiffened.  But no, she told herself, she could not react.  The minute the dog’s handler saw that she was frightened, he’d see through the disguises.  She had to remain calm.


The man didn’t seem to have seen her yet.  He was leaning boredly on the base of a statue, snacking on pistachios while his dog sat obediently at his feet.  It was well-trained... it probably wouldn’t attack unless he told it to.


Hilary took a deep breath and continued down the steps.  Her legs seemed to have turned to rubber – what if she slipped and fell, and her veil came off?  Everyone would see her hair, and... but the dog probably didn’t need to see her to know who she was.  It might know her scent, if it had been one of the dogs in the attack on the litter.  Maybe it didn’t even need that.  People liked to say that dogs could smell fear...


And maybe it could..  She stepped onto the pavement at the bottom of the stairs, only twenty feet from the dog... and it got up and growled.  She couldn’t keep herself from whimpering.


“Ferox!” the man put a hand on the dog’s head.  “Be a good boy – sit!  My apologies, Vestal,” he said to Hilary.


Hilary nodded to him.  She wanted to run, but if she did, the dog would chase her and its owner would know.  So she looked straight ahead, taking shaking step after shaking step across the wide paved expanse of the Forum.  People politely moved aside to let her through.  Icy sweat trickled down her back.  They passed the Senate, passed the towering temple of Saturn, turned onto a side street... and that was it.  They’d made it.


Hilary almost collapsed.  She had to stop and lean on the wall of a building to keep herself from falling over – her knees were threatning to simply fall out from under her.


But she’d done it.  She was out of the House of the Vestals and Appuleia Gemella was imprisoned where she could not tell anyone to threaten Marcus.  She was free!


“Hilaria?” Petronia put her hands on Hilary’s shoulders.  “Are you ill?”


Hilary shook her head.  “I hate dogs.  Hate them!”


The wall she was leaning on was part of a shop.  The owner, hearing voices, poked his head out and made a shocked face at what he saw.  “Vestal!” he exclaimed.  “Are you all right?  Would you like some water?”


“Um... no.  I have to be going,” said Hilary.  She stood up straight and remembered her role.  “Hurry now,” she said, motioning to the others.


If Octavia Messalina had come with them, there would have been an argument – but the others were into the part.  “Coming, Vestal!” they chorused – not quite in the excellent unison real slaves seemed to manage, but it was good enough.  The shopkeeper stood and respectfully watched them go, and hilarys heart felt as if it started beating again.  Maybe, just maybe, this really was going to work!

