
Petronius was becoming desperate.


He’d attended the dinner at Pomponius’ house, and it had been much like the excursion to the baths – a largely social occasion broken for a brief bit of planning.  Rusticus either had nothing new to tell him, or Petronius could not work out the way he’d encoded it... but he now knew exactly how Marius was going to die.  During the night, contractors were going to remove a statue of an archer from the roof of the Senate.  A real archer would be substituted, and would put an arrow in Marius’ back as he orated.  Nobody would notice the figure on the roof, hidden in plain sight amongst dozens of others.  The arrow would seem to have fallen from heaven.  And if it didn’t finish Marius off, he would doubtless be taken to the temple of Aesclepius, where a conspirator among the priests had instructions to dose him with quicksilver.


Everything was in place.  The only way Petronius could stop the plot now was to either go to the authorities or to Marius himself that very night.  But they were still watching him, men loitering all around his house, and he still did not have Hilaria.  There’d been no response to his letter to his siter.  Perhaps she’d never received it.  Hilaria was still in Appuleia Gemella’s custody, and if Petronius acted tonight, she could well be killed.


But if he didn’t, she might never be born.


What would happen in that latter case?  Would she simply vanish, like smoke on the wind?  Would he believe he’d never met her... or would she remain, only to find when she tried to return to her own time that nobody there had ever heard of her.  Something selfish in Petronius almost liked that idea.  In such a case she would have no choice but to stay with him.  But how horrible would that be for her?  And besides, it did not seem the likeliest option.  How could she still be here, if she’d never been born at all?


No, he had to do something, even if it meant her death.  He would rather have had her and lost her than never have had her at all... but it was a terrible, terrible choice to have to make.


Having made it, however, he had to do something with it.  He borrowed a set of Kassander’s clothes and black cloak that had belonged to Telemakhos.  He hung a sword off his belt and hid a knife under his tunic.  And he stuffed a sack with cloth so that anyone who saw him would think he was simply a slave making a delivery.  He would try going out the back, first... if that didn’t work, he knew of another way out, but that was for desperation only.


Still, he wanted to wait until it was truly dark, so that a man in black would be all the more difficult to follow.  The torches didn’t go out until nearly midnight.  So he sat on the bench in the peristyle, and waited while the sun slowly sank.  The sky turned from blue to gold to purple, and the first stars began to flare to life.


“Master?”  Kassander looked into the peristyle.  Kassander had shaved his beard and was wearing Petronius’ tunic and toga, hoping to fool anyone who looked in through the windows into thinking the master of the house was still at home.  A slave wearing a toga was punishable by death, but Kassander was willing to risk it.


“Yes?” asked Petronius.


“There are people at the door,” said Kassander.  “I can’t answer myself, dressed this way, but I think it’s your sister.”


“Oh?  At last!”  Petronius stood up, then remembered what he was wearing.  He unpinned his cloak – in the tunic alone, he wouldn’t look too disreputable, and she might think he was merely reverting to older, sloppier ways.


He ran and answered the door, and there indeed was a Vestal Virgin with three slaves.  Thank the gods – she must have news.  “Petronia?” he asked eagerly.


“Right here!”  But the one who stepped forward was one of the slaves.  Petronius stared – yes, that was definitely his sister, dressed not in her white gown and veil but in the pal blue palla female slaves wore at the House of the Vestals.  And upon a second look, the other woman with her was Vespasia Olympica, also a Vestal... and the man bringing up the rear was no less than the Pontifex Maximus himself!  But if that were the case, who was...


The apparent Vestal was already lifting her veil – and as she did, curls of red hair came tumbling out.


“Hilaria?” Petronius asked her in disbelief.


“Hello, friend,” she said.


Petronius had to stare a moment before he could be sure she was real, sure he wasn’t imposing her face on someone else in his desperation to see her again.  He reached out and touched her cheek... she felt solid enough.  And there were tears in her blue eyes as she raised a hand to touch his.


And then, Petronius forgot all about his important guests, and all about manners and self-control and all the other things he’d worked so long and hard teaching himself, and siezed her and kissed her on the spot.  And she, having absolutely none of those attributes herself, flung her arms around his neck and kissed him right back.  She was thunder and lightning, shaking earth and stormy sea, seething energy boiling over every edge of her.  She was everything Flavia had never been, everything he’d had to give up when his brother died, everything he never again wanted to be without.


They parted only when they could no longer breathe, and even then, did not let go of each other.  She might change her mind later, Petronius thought, but he was sure that if he’d asked her right then, she would have agreed with him that history could go hang.


“I would have called you,” he said quietly, stroking her hair, “but I could not remember your telephone number.”


She laughed out loud, burst into tears, and then hugged him.  He, in turn, held her slender body as tightly as he could, as if determined to break her.  In Venus’ name, how he’d missed having her in his arms!


“Well, well,” said the Pontifex.  “After seeing that, I’m going to have to insist upon performing the marriage myself!  I’d like to know that one couple I unite won’t part in angry divorce a few years later!”


Petronius straightened up sharply.  Of course – he had three very important visitors!  The gods knew what they would think of that display... he let go of Hilaria and tried to behave with decorum – but it was really tremendously difficult when all he actually wanted was to carry Hilaria off to the nearest couch, bench, or floor if that was all that was available, and show her exactly how badly he’d missed her.


“Pontifex, Vestals,” he said.  “You have my most sincere apologies.  I completely forgot myself.  Won’t you come inside?”  Perhaps a little hospitality might go a ways towards making that scene forgiveable...


But the Pontifex was laughing.  “My dear boy,” he said, “no need!  No need.  I’m not about to fault a man for being in love!  And I fear there’s no time, either.”  His expression sobered.  “We have a great deal to talk about.”


“Yes,” Petronius realized.  “Of course, we do.  And very little time to talk in, indeed.  I’m afraid the conspirators mean to have Marius killed tomorrow morning.”


“You see?” asked Petronia.  “Before she’s said so much as a word about it – I call that corroboration right there!” she said triumphantly.


“I agree,” said the Pontifex.  “But tomorrow morning, you say?  We’d better be fast, then.”


Petronius called to his slaves.  “Felix!  Ganymede!  Fetch wine and some snacks for our guests.  Arsinoe and Agape, see to Hilaria, and...”


“Oh, no, you don’t!” Hilaria interrupted.  “After what happened the last time you sent me away, I’m not standing for it a second time!  I’m not going anywhere!”


“My love,” said Petronius, “if I have my way you will never be out of my sight again unless I should go blind.  I meant, girls, that you should find her a change of clothing.  Speaking of which,” he raised his head.  “Kassander!” he called.  “Change your clothes before you get us all in trouble!”


“Yes, master!” floated back up the hall.


“Disguises?” Hilaria asked, and laughed.  “Great minds think alike!”


Petronius waited long enough to give Kassander time to get into one of the cubicula, then escorted his guests into the Atrium.  The boys he’d sent to the kitchen were waiting there already, with pitcher and platter.


“I see your family’s excellent hospitality is not at all diminished by arriving unannounced,” said the Pontifex, taking his cup.  “I should hope you and Hilaria are planning on throwing at least one party before you have to return to Numidia.”  He settled down on a couch.  “Now – what can you tell us about this conspiracy?”


“A great deal,” Petronius replied.  “They’re in league with the Numidian Usurper, Jugurtha, who is paying quite a few of their expenses.  I heard what they were planning from their own lips over the course of meetings the last few days...”


He described the plot, which the Pontifex had to admit was audacious... nobody would suspect such a thing because nobody would believe that grown men would try to pull it off.  “But have you any evidence that could be presented in court?” he asked, clearly worried by this detail – which had been bothering Petronius, too.  “Any letters?  Defectors willing to testify?”


“I lost the letter,” said Petronius.  “And have no defectors unless I count, myself.  Albanus demanded that I donate some money to the scheme.”


“As an unwilling participant, I would say you don’t quite make the cut,” said Albanus.  “But I fear that without evidence, it will be hard to go to the Senate.”


Hilaria frowned.  “What about the senate building?” she asked.  “There will be that guy on the roof.  They’re probably putting him up there right now... if you could catch him.”


“Yes,” said Petronius.  “How would a man get up onto the roof of the Senate?  There must be a way, because slaves have to get up there to repair the tiles  now and then – I remember my father paying for one such effort.”


“One would imagine,” said the Pontifex.  “But I don’t know, myself.  It’s not something I’ve ever had to think about.  Somebody must know, however...”


“Well, find out,” said Hilaria, shocking the vestal virgins by using a tone no Roman woman would have dared speak to the Pontifex Maximus in.  She sounded as if she were giving orders to a slave, not making a request of the city’s chief priest.  “Once the guy’s up there, he can probably only get down the same way.  Find out how he got up, and then have some people watch the spot.  You’ll catch him when he comes down, and that will prove we’re right!”


“But what about Marius?” asked Petronius’ sister.  “You can’t mean to let him die!”


“Of course not,” said Hilaria.  “Marius won’t be there, because Marcus and I will go and warn him not to be.  Right now, tonight, while the conspirators are hopefully busy still getting things ready.  The guy on the roof will have to wait around all day and then come down in the evening – he can’t sleep up there.”


“I think you missed your calling, Hilaria,” said Petronius.  “You should have been a general!  With you to plan, the Usurper would be in Roman custody within a week!”


The Pontifex stood.  “Well, this has been a night full of adventure, now hasn’t it?  I will go have the watch find the senate roof entrance, and put some guards there, starting at sunrise.  And you two had better head along to Marius...”


“Actually, I think we should wait for sunrise, too,” she said.  “We can blend in with all the clients and deliverymen.”


“Another excellent idea,” said the Pontifex.  “My congratulations, Petronius Longinus, on having snared yourself such a woman!  Remember, I insist upon marrying the two of you myself.  Won’t hear of anyone else doing the job!”


“I will remember,” Petronius promised, squeezing Hilaria’s hand.


“Sometime when this is all over,” Petronius’ sister said, “you really have to tell me the whole story.  I’ve got a feeling there’s an awful lot more of it!”  She kissed first him and then Hilaria, and then she and the others re-donned their disguises.  They dressed Berenike in the Vestal’s gown Hilaria had been wearing, and anyone watching the house would have seen a Vestal and three slaves set off to return to the temple after their visit.


When they were gone, Hilaria slumped onto a couch and lay there panting as if she’d been holding her breath for hours.  “Jesus Christ,” she said.  “And I used to think that living in this time would have been less stressful!”


Petronius sat down beside her and took her hand.  “A few hours, and it will all be over,” he said.  “It’ll be... let’s seen, now.  We can start the day after tomororw, there’ll be two days back to the country house, and that will leave... all of another two days for us to enjoy ourselves before your two weeks are up.”


Hilaria groaned.  “Two weeks already?  Geeze, they just vanished, didn’t they?  Time is supposedto fly when you’re having fun.”


“Time passes the fastest when you need it the most,” said Petronius.  “But under the circumstances...” he tweaked one of her toes, then let a hand slide up her leg, under the hem of her gown.  “Perhaps you could extend your stay.”


“Stop that,” she told him, twitching her leg as his touch tickled her.  “Extend it... maybe four days, to make up for spending four wandering around in the House of the Vestals?”


Petronius did not stop.  He slid his hand up to her buttocks as he lay down next to her, drawing her close to him.  “As long as you like, Hilaria.  As long as you like.”  With his other hand, he teased the neck of her gown down over one beautiful white shoulder.  “Since time is flying anyway, and we have the rest of the night to wait – why don’t we have a little fun while the chance presents itself?”


She giggled, reaching to untie his belt.  “You know what the first thing I thought about the clothes here was?  That you wouldn’t even have to take them off to make love.”


She was right, though Petronius had never thought of it that way.  “So you’re saying that perhaps being sweaty and dishevilled will help us to pass as slaves making deliveries?”


“Can’t hurt.”  She grinned.


“Well,” said Petronius.  “I suppose it’s worth a try.”


The next morning was one that made Hilary think of Homer – dawn was fresh and rosy-fingered in the sky as she and Marcus put their clothes back on – in the end, they’d taken them off anyway, agreeing that sex was much more fun without yards of cloth getting in the way of all the touching – and crept towards the back gate, laden with sacks.  They peeked over the top of the door, and found an unpleasant surprise.  The man with the dog was there waiting for them.


“Fuck,” Hilary swore, breaking a private promise to herself never to use that particular word to mean anything besides its dictionary definition.  “They followed me!”


“He’s been here all week,” said Marcus.


“No, he hasn’t,” said Hilary.  “I saw him outside the temple last night.  Damn, damn, damn.  I thought I’d fooled him!  Why didn’t he stop me at the time!”  He’d said ‘sorry, vestal,’ hadn’t he?  Now that she thought of it... had those polite words carried a mocking edge?


“Probably because doing so would have meant apparently accosting a Vestal Virgin in front of everyone in the Forum,” said Marcus.


“Now what?” Hilary groaned.  So far, her disguise had carried her along admirably – but if it was no longer any good, she was out of ideas.  If that man had known who she was under the veil, he’d definitely recognize her in only a cloak.  They’d be stopped, maybe even killed, long before they got near Marius’ house.


But Marcus didn’t look discouraged.  “We aren’t beaten yet,” he assured her.  “I have an idea.”


They went back inside the house, and up to the second floor, where Marcus chose the last bedroom on the left back side, and began climbing out the window.  “This way,” he said.  “This will get us onto the roof.  It was your wondering about the Senate roof that made me think of it... from here we can see where the guards are.”


He helped her out onto the roof of one of the single-storey shops, and they took a look at their situation.  The man with the dog must have followed Hilary, because from up here she could see guards at every corner of the house.  They were loitering, looking innocent, blending in... but the presence of the dogs gave them away.  How could her silly little phobia had turned out to be such a roadblock?  “How are we going to get down?” she asked.  No matter where they climbed down, somebody was going to see them.


“From somebody else’s roof,” Marcus replied, as if this were quite reasonable.  There was a twisted cypress tree growing in the yard below the window, and one of its thick branches hung out over the street.  Hilary crossed it like a tightrope and hopped to the roof of the neighbours’ house, then stood and waited while Marcus followed her, breathing heavily on his hands and knees.


“Still don’t like heights,” she smiled.


“That is not a height,” he replied shortly.  “I simply didn’t want to attract attention by falling.


“Whatever you say, love,” said Hilary.  The endearment slipped out before she realized she’d used it – but Marcus didn’t comment, and so Hilary didn’t draw attention to it.  She didn’t know, anymore, what she was going to do about any of this... bu she did have a few more days to sort it out.  And right now, there were far more pressing problems than her doomed little love affair.


They climbed from roof to roof for two or three blocks, making slow, slippery progress over the red clay tiles.  Then, finally, they found themselves on a flight of rotting wooden stairs that probably served the same purpose as an apartment building fire escape, and climbed down to the street.


“Okay, and I am officially lost,” said Hilary.


Marcus looked around.  It was a terribly narrow little alleyway – from what she’d seen of the place so far, Hilary couldn’t understand how anybody found anything in Rome.  “I think it’s that way,” he said.


“You think?” Hilary asked.  She didn’t like relying on ‘I think’ when somebody’s life – and two thousand years of history – was on the line.


“We’re not in such a hurry as all that,” Marcus reminded her.  “He won’t go to the Forum until he’s through with his clients.  We’ve got a few hours.”


Hilary breathed out.  “Well, try not to get too lost,” she said.


She’d been picturing them skulking from alley to alley like a pair of cat burglars, but that of course wasn’t right, as she would have relaized if she’d stopped to think about it a little.  In Rome, as in any society lit only by fire, the working masses’ day started prompt at sunrise.  The streets were already filling – shopkeepers were opening their doors, deliverymen were running around with sacks and crates and wagons, chickens were scratching in the streets, children were shouting, and all sorts of people were sweeping, scrubbing, hanging up laundry and tossing out dishwater.  It was an odd thought to realize that this sort of morning routine would be typical of cities for the next nineteen hundred years.  The average person’s morning wouldn’t change much until the invention of the light builb.


Gaius Marius was remembered by history as a country boy who’d made it big – Hilary was expecting therefore a humbler house than Marcus’ or Galba’s.  Instead, however, it was grander than either.  There were three storeys faced in white marble, with gardens in front and in back.  Galba and Marcus had bronze statues – Marius’ were covered in gold leaf.  There were frescoes and mosaics in bright, clashing colours everywhere, and where flowers were out of season they’d been supplemented with artificial blooms made of cloth or paper.  Marius had earned every as of the one million sesterces required of a patrician, and he was going to make sure people knew he had it.


Hilary and Marcus went around the back to the slaves’ entrance.  A portly slave with a bushy grey beard was there, busy scrubbing away a line of graffiti questioning his master’s sexual preferences.  Hilary noted that if she’d seen the phrase on an assignment, she’d have awarded it a five for vocabulary, but a two for grammar and spelling.


“Morning!” the man said cheerfully.  “Deliveries go to the third door!”


“Thank you,” said Marcus, “but we have things we were supposed to deliver to the master of the house personally.”


“Oh?” asked the slave.  “Then you’ve missed him – he went out early this morning.”


“What?” Hilary pushed past Marcus to speak to the man herself.  “Where’d he go?”


The slave was startled.  “Uh... I don’t know, miss,” he said.  “I’m just a janitor...”


Marcus put a gentle but firm hand on Hilary’s shoulder.  “Perhaps in that case, we could speak to the lady of the house?” he asked.


“Sure,” said the slave.  “I’ll take you in.”


They were shown into a boot room, where they took off their cloaks while the janitor returned to his scrubbing and other slaves went to find Julia Caesaris.  She was clearly not expecting visitors – her palla was unbelted and her hair still down as she hurried in.


“What’s happened?” she asked, panting.  “Crispinus said it was urgent, and... oh, Hilaria!” she exclaimed, recognizing Hilary’s red hair.  “And Petronius Longinus!  What...” she looked at their clothes, and stopped speaking, perhaps unable to think of a polite way to ask what she wanted to know.


“Julia,” said Hilary, “where’s your husband?”


“He left early,” said Julia.


“Yes, but where?” Hilary insisted.  “Where did he go?”  They had to find him!


“I don’t know!” Julia replied again.  “He got a message.  One of his clients is dying and wanted Gaius to witness a change to his will.”


“When will he be back?” Hilary asked next.


“I don’t know!” Julia repeated, increasingly desperate.  “Maybe not until suppertime... the family will probably offer him breakfast and from there he’ll go straight to the Forum.  Please, whatever is the matter?  You’re frightening me!”


“Tiberius Pomponius Albanus,” said Marcus grimly, “is planning to have your husband killed this morning.”


Julia was shocked.  “Albanus is a friend!” she exclaimed.


“I intercepted a letter to the Numidian Usurper,” Marcus explained.  “Albanus and seventeen others had been planning this for months.  I’ve spoken to them about it, personally and at length.  You must trust us.”


Julia stood there stunned for a moment.  “I... I don’t...”


“The Pontifex Maximus is trying to apprehend the assassin,” said Marcus, “but in case he cannot, we must warn Marius to stay away from the Forum today.  He may pretend he is ill, or anything he likes, but he must not go to campaign.  Not until we’ve founded up the conspirators.”


“I...” Julia repeated, then took refuge in what was apparently the only place she knew – hospitality.  “Won’t you come in?” she asked.  “We have honey and cold tuna for breakfast.”


The Marii apparently shared with the Petronii Longini a liking of eating breakfast outdoors.  The table was long enough to seat twenty for a banquet, and Hilary felt rather silly with just her, Marcus, and Julia crowded around one end of it.  Not to mention that Julia was only half-dressed, and she and Marcus were in old, patched slaves’ clothing.  Not a formal meal, she noted – everybody sat up straight.


“Tuna, Hilaria?” asked Julia.


“Oh, I’d...” Hilary began, but then, feeling rather silly, changed her mind.  “Of course, I’d love some,” she said, and took a slice.  She’d been about to refuse out of concern for both dolphins and mercury, her usual reasons for not eating tuna... but that was ridiculous.  It would be centuries before fishing endangered dolphins or there were appreciable levels of mercury in the water.


Julia smiled weakly and motioned for the slave to bring the dish over to her side of the table.  “Gaius’ popularity is very important to him, you know,” she said distractedly.  “He’s worked so hard at making friends.  Albanus kept sniffing at him, and then suddenly changed his mind... it wasn’t all that long ago.”  She paused, staring at a piece of fish in her hand as if not sure what to do with it.  “I remember thinking at the time that it was odd... but I was happy for Gaius.  I brushed it aside...”


“Mistress?” a slave entered the garden.  “If I may...”


“Nugax!”  Julia jumped to her feet.  “Is Gaius back, then?” she asked eagerly.


“No, Mistress,” said the slave named Nugax.  “He sent me home to tell  you that he won’t be back for breakfast.”


Julia wilted.  “Where is he, then?” she asked.


“He met Tiberius Albanus,” the slave replied, “and was invited to join him.”


Julia turned so white that Hilary ran to catch her in case she fainted.  “Sit down,” she said, remembering years old first aid lessons.  “Put your head between your knees and...”


“No, no, I’m fine, I...” Julia pushed Hilary away.  “I... dear Jupiter!  I have to go and get him!  He might already be dead!”  She turned towards the house.


“No, you can’t!” Hilary grabbed her.  “They’ll be watching this house!  They’ve been watching me and Marcus both for days.  If they find out that you know, they will do something!”


“But I can’t just leave it!” Julia wailed.


“Julia, please, be calm!” said Marcus.  “Albanus isn’t going to poison him at breakfast.  Trust me, he will not.  There would be an investigation if Marius died at Albanus’ table, and Albanus will not risk drawing suspicion to himself.  They only wished to avoid the possibility of Hilaria and I getting a message to him.  Please, sit down.”


Julia crossed back to the bench as if in a daze and did so, head in hands.  “Things were going so well...” she said helplessly.


Hilary turned to Marcus.  “What do we do now?” she asked.  If Julia couldn’t go to Pomponius Albanus’ house, then they certainly couldn’t.


“We will have to catch him in the Forum,” sighed Marcus.


Just as they’d thought would be impossible the first day they’d tried.  “We’ll never get through the crowds,” said Hilary.  It would be like trying to get to the front of a mosh pit... those who were closest to their idols guarded their places jealously.


“If we even get that far,” said Marcus.  “We’re more likely to be stopped on the way!  But we have to try.  Maybe if we take some big slaves...”


Julia suddenly sat up.  “They’ll let me through,” she announced.  “I’m his wife.  Gaius knows I wouldn’t come and see him in the Forum if it wasn’t an emergency.  And anyone who tries to stop us, they’ll have Milo to deal with!  You two,” she pointed at Hilary and Marcus.  “Stay here and let me get properly dressed, and I’ll... no, you’d better change, also.  Boys!”  She snapped her fingers, and three slaves jumped to attention.  “Washing water and proper clothes for Petronius Longinus and Hilaria Quinta!” she ordered.  “And I will be right back.”


“Who is Milo?” Hilary asked out loud, once Julia had vanished inside.  She obviously wasn’t talking about Betty’s collaborator.


“I don’t know,” said Marcus.  “Probably one of their slaves.”


This turned out to be correct – Milo was not just a slave but a gladiator, and one who, Hilary thought, was more than worthy of his namesake.  He couldn’t have been more unlike Dr. Milo Pappas – he was an enormous blond Macedonian, at least seven feet tall with the face of a gorilla.  An ox over his shoulder would have been easy for him – he could probably have carried one under each arm.  Hilary was never going to be able to think of the name was belonging to a small skinny man again.


Julia had dolled herself up in layers of yellow and lavender, with an enormous mother-of-pearl clip in her hair and ropes of matching beads around her neck.  She carried herself like an empress as she stepped into the litter, and graciously invited Hilary and Marcus to join her.  No wonder Caesar had turned out like he had, Hilary thought.  Apparently, a proclination to act like royalty ran in his family.


Eight slaves lifted the litter and, with the titanic Milo in the lead, they manouvered out the back gate.  An elderly man had been standing there chatting with the Janitor – this fellow looked up, smiled a snaggletoothed smile, and asked then where they were off to so early.


“None of your damned business!” bellowed Milo, who had a voice to match his stature.


The old man jumped and hid behind the janitor.


Hilary kept her eyes glued to a crack in the litter curtains the entire way to the Forum.  Several times, people – some of them suspicious, others quite innocent-looking, trinket-sellers or beggars – tried to approach them, but Julia had given Milo orders to rebuff anyone and everyone, and he made no exceptions.  Hilary suspected that Galba himself could have tried to say hello, and Milo would have been just as brusque and rude as he was to the panhandlers.


With only weeks left until the elections, the Forum was even more packed than it had been when Hilary first saw it.  Marius was on the steps of a temple, and he and Lucius Secundinus Calvinus were debating, shouting to be heard over the roar of the crowd.


“Let us off here,” Julia ordered.  The slaves set the litter down at the edge of the crowd, and the passengers climbed out.  Hilary scanned the statues on the roof of the Senate building... which one was not a statue?  But all of them looked the same from this angle – black shapes against the bright morning sky.


The litter slaves oved out of the way, and Milo, in his usual brute fashion, began simply ploughing through the crowd like an icebreaker in the arctic.  “Everybody out of the way!  Julia Caesaris wants to see her husband!”


Marius himself didn’t seem to have noticed this disturbance.  He was still hollering at his opponent.  “Metellus is a good friend!” Hilary heard him shout, nearly drowned out by the manic thumping of her heart.  It was amazing she could hear him at all... somebody must have designed the Forum with acoustics in mind.  “I will not deny that he is a fine man!  But after these years of fighting, this war surely calls for fresh tactics!”


The crowd cheered.  People shouted Marius’ name.


“You mean,” Calvinus replied, “that you will snatch this ‘old friend’ of yours from the very doorstep of victory, and simply finish his campaign for him, to claim as your own a war won by Metellus!”


The rabble did not agree.  A chorus of boos and jeers rose up.  Part of Hilary was fascinated.  She’d known that campaign speeches were an audience participatory event, but had never managed to get a visceral sense of what that was like.  The rest of her, however, was overwhelmed by the horrible knowledge that tat any moment now, this man could be murdered.


“Gaius!” Julia shrieked.  “Down here!  Gaius!”  But it was like trying to be heard over a rock concert.  Her voice was lost in the crowd, as were Marcus’ and Hilary’s.


But Milo’s wasn’t.  “Master!” he boomed.


“Milo?” Marius looked up.


And then, horribly, Hilary saw something move.  The low morning light was casting long, black shadows... and the roof of the senate, all bestatued, was thrown in perfect silhouette on the wall behind Marius and Calvinus.  Up until that moment, the statues had been as still as only statues could be... but then, one stone archer drew his bow.


“Up there!” Hilary shouted, pointing.


A thousand heads turned.  They saw the shadow, and then the saw the man on the roof.  Milo burst out of the crowd and ran up the steps towards his master, with Julia, Hilary, and Marcus right behind him.  Everybody was shouting, and columns and walls threw the echoes back.  The entire world seemed to descend into a moving cacophany so confused that Hilary’s brain couldn’t handle it.  The sound drained away, and people began moving in slow motion.  She felt as if she were watching all this on a movie screen.


Tiny and far away, Marcus was shouting at Marius, shaking him by the shoulders in his urgent desire to convince him of the danger.  Julia was in tears, pleading.  Milo was hollering something at the crowd.  And the shadow-man loosed his shadow-arrow.  Hilary felt a breeze as something passed by, and then everything came to a horrible grinding halt.


The entire Forum fell suddenly and awfully silent, staring at the man with the arrow in his back.  He gasped, made a small choking noise that seemed thunderously loud in the vast quiet, and the toppled forwards into Hilary’s arms.


She was so shocked that it was a long moment before she even realized that it was Marcus.

