
The entire Forum seemed to hold its breath a moment, and then a million things happened at once.


Julia and Calvinus dragged Marius into the temple.  Milo lifted up Marcus and followed them.  And the crowd, like a single entity, started moving towards the Senate building.  Hilary, still too stunned to move or speak, watched as a thousand people, all shouting and angry, ran up the steps of the Curia like a wave up the beach.  The man on the roof started to step down from his plinth, then stopped, then started again, then stopped again, looking around in a panic.


Somebody must have found the way up, because other figures began popping up on the roof.  Ladders – she couldn’t see where they’d come from – floated out of the crowd to the sides of the building, and angry citizens began swarming up them.  The assassin hesitated, then turned to the edge, put a hand over his eyes, and stepped off.


Hilary couldn’t bear to watch that.  She turned around and ran indoors.


“Hilaria Quinta!” a familiar male voice called.  The Pontifex was there.  Behind him, several priests were helping Milo to lay Marcus down on a mat.  Marius, white and shaking, was sitting on a bench with his toga falling off him, and an arm around Julia, who was holding on to his hand so tight his fingers were purple.


Behind Hilary, temple slaves shut the doors.


“Hilaria,” the Pontifex repeated.  “What happened?”


“The man on the roof killed himself!” said Hilary.  She doubted she would ever get that image of him stepping into midair out of her head.  What must be going through a person’s mind as they make a decision like that?  The picture seemed burned into the backs of her eyelids – every time she blinked, there it was.  “And he tried to shoot Marius, but Marcus was in the way, and... Marcus!”


And that was when it finally sank in.  Marcus had been shot.  He was lying there on the temple floor with an arrow sticking out of his lower back.


Hilary sank to her knees behind him, pushed two priests aside, and gingerly took his pulse.  He was warm, and she could feel the heartbeat – he was alive, then, just unconscious.  He’d probably fainted from shock.  But what had the arrow hit?  Hilary felt bile rise in her throat.  There was no decent medical care at all in this time... if it had pierced his lung or intestines, he would definitely die.  If only she could get him back to...


Maybe she could.  Theophanes knew the magic – he could take them back to the present and Hilary could take Marcus to a hospital!  She would tell them he was her husband, and Italy wasn’t having a civil war the way Algeria was.  They’d let him in... it would be hard explaining the arrow, she thought, gingerly touching the place where it had pierced him.  Maybe she could say they’d been at a Ren Faire...


And then, her fingers found bone.  Blood welled up around the protruding arrow as she pressed, and Marcus, even unconscious, twitched in pain... but Hilary nearly died of relief.  The arrow hadn’t found any vital organs – it was lodged in Marcus’ lowest rib.  The bone itself was probably broken, but it had done the job the rib cage was designed to do.  As long as the injury didn’t get infected, he would live.


Hilary may have dropped out of medical school after only a year, but she did know that you had to keep a wound clean.  The arrow would have to come out, the puncture would have to be washed with clean water and disinfected with something – alcohol would work, and there wouldn’t be any shortage of that – and then bandaged up, with a big pad of folded cloth to provide pressure and keep it from bleeding.  Having a purpose gave Hilary sudden and intense clarity of mind.  Being able to focus on that meant she could do what she had to do.


“I need boiling water,” she announced, “and bandages, and wine.  Straight wine.”  Roman wine had a ridiculously high alcohol content.  It would serve as a disinfectant quite nicely.


The slaves automatically ran to obey, but the priests just stared at you.  “Hilaria Quinta,” said the Pontifex in surprise.  “Petronius said you were a scholar... you’re not a doctor, too, are you?”


“I almost was,” said Hilary.  “Couldn’t stand the blood, though.”  She pointed to a slave.  “You.  Come here.”


Other slaves brought the things she needed, and Hilary washed her hands and gritted her teeth.  She hated blood – the sight of it made her feel ill.  But she doubted she could trust anyone here to provide suitable first aid.  If anyone were going to save Marcus, it would have to be her; so she gritted her teeth and did what she had to.  With help from the slaves, she removed the arrow, washed out the wound, and began binding it.  There, her lack of expertise caught up with her... she had no way to be sure the rib would heal straight.  But crooked was better than not at all, she supposed.


Her efforts almost came to naught when Marcus woke up halfway through the wrapping and yelped in pain.


“Hold him down!” Hilary ordered the slaves.  In an era before effective painkillers, that was about all one could do for a patient in pain.  “Marcus, just stay still,” she said.  “You move too much, you’ll bleed more.”


To his credit, he listened to her – more than most men probably would have done – and settled down, gritting his teeth and gripping the edge of the mat he was lying on.  “What happened?” he asked.


“You got shot,” said Hilary.  “You were in the way of the arrow meant for Marius.  It would have been very heroic if you’d done it on purpose,” she added.


“And you?” Marcus tried to roll over.  The slaves, fortunately, had the sense to stop him.  “Are you all right?”


“Don’t move!” snapped Hilary.  “I’m just fine!  You’re the one with the broken rib and the hole in your back!  Two inches further up and you might have oh my dear god...”


It came over her suddenly.  One moment, she was concentrating on the bandages and mildly annoyed with his lack of concern over his own endangered health.  Then she started shaking, and suddenly all the fear and shock and anger in her poured out in a flood of tears.  “Bloody, bloody damn,” she moaned.


She couldn’t say it.  Those sentimental words were far too unlike strong, cynical, businesslike Hilary Quincy.  She’d never actually said ‘I love you’ to Brad – she’d always just assumed he knew.  Maybe that was why they’d broken up.  Or maybe she’d just never loved him.  But now she couldn’t say it to Marcus because it just sounded so silly.  She was almost ashamed of it... but she loved him.


“Hilaria... Hilaria!”  Marcus grunted in pain as he sat up.


“No, lie down, you’ll hurt yourself worse,” she said.


He didn’t listen.  He just took her in his arms and cradled her like a child, stroking her hair and murmuring Latin reassurances in her ear.  And all her problems – family, career, the aching knowledge that she couldn’s tay here, and her own ridiculous emotions – were still there, but with Marcus holding her, they were for the time being safely at arm’s length.  She leaned against him and sobbed.


By the time she could stop, her eyes felt crusted and puffy, and she had a throbbing headache, but she belatedly made Marcus lie down again and finished bandaging him.  In the mean time, the consuls and several Praetors had arrived, along with Octavia Messalina.  Some had news, others questions that Hilary and Marcus did their best to answer... but all seemed equally dismayed when informed that the chief conspirator was Tiberius Pomponius Albanus.


“The wealthiest man in Rome!” one of the Praetors whistled.  “You may as well accuse the King of Egypt!  We won’t be able to touch him without evidence.”


“Have you got anything?” asked Lucius Hortensius, the other consul.


“Nothing,” sighed Marcus.  The slaves had helped him onto a bench, but he was sitting slightly hunched from the pain in his back.  Hilary was next to him, partly to give him somebody to lean on, and partly because she didn’t want to let go of him, even for a moment, ever again.  She squeezed his hand and glanced at Julia, who was still clinging to her husband, and a spark of absolute understanding passed between them.  “I had the letter to the Usurper,” Marcus added, “but he took that back.”


“Why didn’t he just kill you?” asked the Pontifex.


The hairs stood up on the back of Hilary’s head as a wave of electricity seemed to suffuse the room.  Marius straightened up, worried.


“He said he could not,” said Marcus, looking directly at Marius.  “He must have had a reason.”  And he left it at that.  Marius stared at him, shocked.


“What about the assassin?” asked Octavia Messalina.  “Has he been identified.”


“No,” said Galba curtly, “and he isn’t likely to be.  He fell four stories onto the Curia steps.  Cracked his head like an egg and scrambled it like one, to.  Not enough face left to put a name to.”


Even the mental picture of that was enough to make Hilary’s stomach turn.  She shuddered and moved closer to Marcus.


“Well, in that case...” a Praetor began.


“The assassin’s name,” a new voice announced, “was Gaius Talmudius.  He was one of Scaevola’s freedmen.”


Everyone looked up, and there was Marcus’ friend Lucius Helvetius Rusticus.  With him was a very pregnant woman who must have been his wife, and several children.


“Rusticus?” asked Marcus, surprised.


Rusticus glanced at him in acknowledgement, then turned to the dignitaries.  “With the permission of Octavia Messalina, I would like to commit my wife and children into the care of the Vestals before I speak.  I hope they’ll be safe there.”


“Of course,” said Octavia, confused.


Rusticus held out a roll of papyrus.  “It’s not much, but it’s all I have – this is a note Albanus wrote to me earlier this year, when he was in the early stages of planning the assassination.  It only names five names, but I hope it will lend weight to my testimony – and that of Petronius Longinus and Hilaria Quinta.  I hereby submit myself to the mercy of the Republic, for having conspired to take the life of a citizen.”  He lowered his head.


“Rusticus!”  Marcus stood up, then flinched, gritting his teeth.  Hilary ran to help him before he could fall over.


“I’ve got you... I’ve got you,” she said.  “You’re all right.”


“I know,” he said, pale.  “By Hades, I hate breaking ribs!  Breathing should not have to hurt!”


“You mean you’ve done this before?”  Hilary was aghast.


“There are very few soldiers who haven’t, I’d say,” Marcus replied.


“Then you know you shouldn’t be up and walking yet!” Hilary snapped.  She really wasn’t sure how a broken rib ought to be treated, but she was reasonably confident that exercise wasn’t part of the procedure.  Then she remembered who she was in a room with, and took a deep breath to calm herself.  “Gentlmen, Octavia,” she said, as politely as she could force herself, “I’m sorry, but I think Marcus really ought to go home.”


“I agree,” said the Pontifex.  “I’ll provide my own litter for his comfort – and Octavia, you’d best be escorting Rusticus’ wife and children to the House of the Vestals.  Rusticus, you come with us and we can talk in my office... no, wait, Appuleia Gemella is in there.”  He looked at Octavia.  “What are we going to do with her?”


“We’ll move her,” said Octavia.  “Perhaps to a room without windows!  I can’t believe... and she comes from such a lovely family.”


“Spoiled,” murmured Julia.  “I always said she was spoiled.”


“I’m very sorry for doubting you, Hilaria,” Octavia added.


“No apologies necessary,” Hilary replied.  “I probably wouldn’t have believed it either.”


“We will notify you of any further developments,” the pontifex promised.  “Now before you go, one more thing – when will you two be getting married?”


Hilary glanced at Marcus.  “We’ll let you know,” she said.


The Pontifex provided both the ltiter and bearers and two slaves for Marcus to lean on as he made his slow, painful way towards the temple’s small back exit.  Various dignitaries followed to wish them well, as did Julia and Marius.  Julia hugged and kissed Hilary with rather unsettling enthusiasm.


“I don’t know how I can ever thank you two!” she said.  “You’ll join us for dinner, won’t you?  Say the day after tomorrow?  Petronius might feel more like being up and about by then.  Just a small party,” she added.  “Appuleia will certainly not be there.”


“Of course,” said Hilary.  “We’d love to come.  Right, Marcus?”


“If you’d like,” he agreed.


“Who else will be there?” Hilary asked.


“Is there anyone you’d particularly like?” asked Julia.  “Name them.”


“Marcus’ sister,” Hilary said at once.  “And Vespasia Olympica.”


“Of course,” said Julia.  “I’ll be sure to ask them.”


“And...” Hilary hesitated.  “And Tadia Amanda,” she said.  “She’s staying with the Vestals right now.  You don’t know her, but she was a lot of help.”  That might be pressing her luck.  Hadn’t Appuleia said that Tadia was a blacksmith’s wife?


“Certainly, certainly,” said Julia.  “And why don’t you join me at the baths tomorrow?  My treat.”


“I’d love to,” said Hilary.


“Petronius?” asked Marius.


“Yes?” said Marcus.


“If I may ask...” Marius swallowed.  “Is that why you came back to Rome?  To save my life?”


“It is,” said Marcus stiffly.


“Then I owe you an apology,” Marius told him.  “When I heard you’d escaped the Usurper, I thought...” he lowered his voice.  “I thought you were here to blackmail me.”


“I have no wish to damage your reputation,” Marcus replied.  “And could not, even if I chose to, most likely.  An oracle has told me that the future of the Republic hangs on your success.”


“Really?” Marius stared.


“Yes,” said Marcus pleasantly.  “So you’d best win that election.  It would be a shame if you disappointed the gods.”


And on that thought, Marcus and Hilary said goodbye and climbed into the Pontifex’ litter.


Hilary didn’t enjoy the ride back at all.  The idea of a litter no longer seemed remotely safe – even if she stayed here, she would never feel comfortable riding in one again.


Even if she stayed here?


The next two or three days were quiet.  The city hustled and bustled in very familiar fashion, but inside the gates of Marcus’ house, things happened only slowly.  The days quickly settled themselves into the Roman routine Hilary remembered reading about.  At sunrise, people got up and dressed and ate their breakfast, Marcus insisting despite his injury on dealing with his clients.  Many of the latter came offering best wishes for their patron’s marriage – word certainly did get around.  On a normal day, once he’d finished with them he would have gone out to do whatever government duties were currently his, but in his condition, instead he stayed home and spent the time with Hilary.  They’d sit in the garden and read to each other, or simply talk – about history, or the future, or whatever was on their minds.


Then after lunch, all of Rome settled down for an afternoon nap – the meridiatio, usually translated as ‘siesta’.  This was a habit Hilary had long thought the twenty-first century could have learned from, but now she found it difficult to get used to.  The first day, she curled up on her couch and simply lay there with her eyes shut for an hour, wide awake and mind wandering.  It wasn’t until the third day that she actually managed to sleep, and then she felt horribly groggy upon awakening.  Marcus recommended cold water.


After siesta, people departed for the baths.  As she’d promised, Hilary met Julia there the day after the assassination attempt.  Many of the women she’d met at Galba’s party were there as well, lounging in the hot water or on couches, letting slaves wash or massage them, and gossipping like a quilting bee.  The attempt on Marius’ life was the talk of Rome.  The senate was investigating, the Praetorian Guard were personally watching Marius’ house, and everyone had theories, though there was little publically confirmed yet.  Hilary listened more than she talked, finding that what other people were wondering was much more interesting than what had actually happened.


And besides, the most interesting parts of the real story were the parts she couldn’t tell them.


As on the day Vespasia had taken the Vestals’ guests for a bath, Hilary was the only self-conscious one.  Even a Livia Aemiliana, who was extremely fat, seemed to worry less about her own nudity than Hilary did.  Could she ever make herself act like this was normal?


Shooing away a slave who was offering her a manicure, she realized that she was still testing... only this time, she was testing herself.  She was going very deliberately about the Roman Lady’s day, trying to figure out whether she could actually live like this.  Could she do this part?  Could she put up with that one?  Could she really spend the rest of her life in this time?  The baths weren’t really that much of a problem.  The food was good, the scenery was nice, and without having to worry about threatening any conspiracies, the pace even of the city was much slower than that of the twenty-first century.  The people were friendly when they weren’t trying to kill you.  She’d often imagined living here, and now that she actually tried it, she found that she knew more than she’d always thought.  Given a few more weeks to observe and acclimatize, she could probably fit right in.


The biggest problem, as she could see it from here, was the slaves.  During the past few days, desperate circumstances had allowed her to more or less ignore them... but now, she looked around the bath house in the stomach-churning knowledge that not one of these people helping her or any of the other women were allowed basic human freedoms or had any sort of choice about what they did.  It was a lot easier with Marcus’ slaves – they seemed to like and take pride in their jobs, and she could tell he didn’t force anyone to do anything they really, really weren’t willing to do.  But they were still slaves.  Hilary supposed she could get used to it... but she hated the idea of just ‘getting used to’ something like that.


Julia and her friends wished Hilary an assortment of fond farewells and promised to keep her abreast of what was going on with the conspirators, several of whom had already been arrested.  Hilary happily hugged and kissed all of them – amazing how in what was supposed to be one of the most cynical ancient civilizations, people were still so much friendlier than in modern Europe and America.


Still not trusting litters, she headed back to Marcus’ house on foot, accompanied by three slaves he’d sent along as bodyguards.  Could she do this?  This time wasn’t perfect – but no time was.  In ancient Rome, Hilary would not be permitted to vote or hold public office... but then, politics had never interested her, anyway, and she voted more out of a sense of obligation than because she really felt it made a difference.  If she wanted to affect policy, it was honestly probably much more effective to just ask Marcus to say something here than it would have been to try to lobby parliament back home.


There was no decent medical care, but Hilary had always been pretty healthy and Marcus must be, too, if he could weather more than one broken rib.  She knew enough basics about first aid and proper hygeine to avoid most of the worst of antiquity.


Travel and communication in this time were slow, but this was a society that didn’t need them to be fast... and hadn’t she always hated cars, computers, and cell phones anyway?  ‘Conviniences’ like that were just ways of packing a person’s day with more and more work, until there was no leisure time left at all.  What could you say for a ‘convinence’ that could inject work into the middle of lovemaking?  Without such things, less got done, or at least, the same amount of work was done rather more slowly – but nobody needed it faster, and people had more time.


What about her job, her friends?  Hilary’s job was easy – it was something she did because she couldn’t just go back in time.  Now that she thought of it... would she really want to go back to dry old texts after two weeks actually living and breathing the city of Rome?  Wouldn’t she always regret not staying?  And how many real friends did she have anymore, anyway?  She was no longer very close to Betty, and while she knew more of the history faculty at McGill, she couldn’t name anyone she really thought of as a good friend.  Modernity didn’t leave a lot of time for friendships, and Hilary had always been rather lonely.  She didn’t even really have any family to speak of – all that was left was her mother, who had never understood her and fought with her almost every time they talked.  If Betty actually did pass on Hilary’s message, Nicola Rue Goldwright would be delighted by the idea that her incomprehensible daughter had given up academia to marry an Italian millionaire.


Could she stay here?  So far, the answer seemed to be a resounding yes.  There were things she wouldn’t like, but then there were things she hadn’t liked about her own time, too, and she’d gotten along just find there.  But there was just one more big problem – the problem of time itself.  That was the one that had really been preying on her mind since it first really sank in that she’d arrived... but oddly, it was now the one she was most certain she had a solution to.  What she wasn’t sure of was that it was a solution she liked.


When she arrived back at the house, Marcus was sitting at his desk in the tablinum, going over some papers with Theophanes.  Hilary came and sat down across from him, and Theophanes quickly got up and left... just in case.


“Hello, friend,” she said gently.  The phrase had progressed to something of a private joke between them.


Marcus lifted one of her hands and kissed it.  “How was your afternoon at the baths?” he asked.


“It was nice,” said Hilary.  “I think I need to talk to you, though.”


“About what?” he asked.


“About your ring,” said Hilary.  He was wearing the original... but she still had the duplicate, the one he’d found in the bag at the museum in Constantine.  She hadn’t even realized she’d never put it back until that morning, when she’d decided to go through her purse.  How strange the everyday objects in it looked when removed from their proper setting!  She fished the ring out of a pocket of her palla and held it up, letting the scratched and ancient stone catch the light.


“What about it?” asked Marcus.


“Well...” Hilary took a deep breath.  She still wasn’t quite sure how to articulae this idea, even to herself.  Perhaps a physicist, somebody who studied time instead of what happened in it, would have had better luck.  “You knew you had to go back because you find this ring – the only way it could be there would have been if you’d had it with you when you returned.  Correct?”


“That’s right,” said Marcus, but he didn’t understand what she was talking about yet.


“But doesn’t that imply,” said Hilary, “that you were ‘supposed’ to go back?  That this was... I don’t know, ‘destiny’ really isn’t the right word, but it sort of had to happen because it already did?”


“I suppose,” said Marcus.  “And you think the same about your own presence here?”


“I think so,” said Hilary.  “It made me wonder... there obviously aren’t any records by my time of this attack on Marius.  If there were, I would have known about it.  They teach Marius in every introductory Roman history course I’ve ever attended or taught.  But if there were records like that, what would they have said?  Would we have been in them?”


“I can’t answer that,” Marcus said.


“No, neither can I,” Hilary agreed.  “But when I think about it... I think they would have.  But what would we have done then?  Could we have made things happen any differently?  Or would things still have to happen the way the records said, because they already did, and that can’t be changed?  So if, say, I’d known ahead of time that I was going to end up in the House of the Vestals, could I have avoided the attackers and we might have warned Marius earlier?”


Marcus thought about it.  “Have you been reading Olympiodoros?” he asked.


“No,” said Hilary.  “Who’s he?”


“He wrote on such subjects,” said Marcus.  “He was greatly concerned about the idea of destiny.  If it does, indeed, exist, can it be said that men are free to choose what they do?”


Free will – Hilary had never heard of Olypiodoros, but Free Will was definitely one of the traditional preoccupations of philosophers.  “I don’t know about that,” she said.  She wasn’t sure she liked the idea.  “Out of curiosity, what did he decide?”


“He decided that we could never know,” said Marcus, “but I recall that he actually found the idea quite comforting.  If we have no freedom to choose, he said, but can only obey the will of the gods, then all of our choices are the right ones, and we need never wonder where we went wrong.”


Hilary hadn’t quite thought of it that way.  “So no matter what I decide to do,” she said slowly, “that’s all right, because I can’t ruin anything...” and she did have a choice, because nobody had told her what happened next.  If the records had existed, she would have been faced with something she had to do.  But she wasn’t.


“And what do you choose, Hilaria?” asked Marcus.


She smiled, reached out and took his hand.  “I choose to stay,” she said.


Marcus grinned.  “Shall we inform the Pontifex, then?”


“Why not?” Hilary grinned back.


“Darling Hilaria!”  Marcus kissed her.  “I love you dearly.”


It sounded all right coming from him.  Hilary shut her eyes and psyched herself up.  “I love you, too,” she said.  The words flowed out – and so, it seemed, did the last little bits of pent up worry and stress inside her.  It wasn’t that she was sure of some magical happily ever after – they would probably have their problems and their fights, like any couple in any century did.  But they’d work them out somehow.  If they loved each other, then they already had a head start on her parents.


Marcus raised his eyebrows.  “Me?  Or Rome?”


“Both!” laughed Hilary.  “At least half you, though.”


“Then I will work hard to stay above the city in your affections,” Marcus promised, and kissed her again.


Two nights later, they went to Marius and Julia’s house for supper.  Tadia Amanda had apparently been unable to make it, and sent her apologize – she was busy with something concerning her divorce.  But Vespasia and Petronia were there, and the Pontifex – and Lucius Helvetius Rusticus and his family.


“Rusticus?”  Marcus hobbled forward to embrace his friend.  “You’re simply popping up everywhere lately.  What are you doing here?”


“You haven’t heard?” Rusticus asked.  “I’ve been pardoned for turning myself in.  I had to pay a fine, and now I’m free to go.”


“Wonderful!” said Marcus.  “I knew you had to be smarter than that.”


“Of course I am!” said Rusticus.  “Sometimes, I simply need to be reminded of it.”


The party sat down to a small supper of mostly seafood, but Marius still insisted upon entertaining in spectacular style, with slaves and musicians and the whole bit.  It couldn’t quite match the huge party atmosphere Hilary must have missed at Galba’s party, but it was an acceptable scaled-down version, and she took in everything with wide eyes – except for the slaves.  She told herself to ignore them, but she still saw them out of the corners of her eyes.


“I suppose you’ve been all shut up in your house and haven’t heard what happened to Albanus and Appuleia, either,” said Vespasia.


“Albanus left town yesterday,” said Marius, “or so I was told... they’ve got half the Praetorian Guard trying to figure out where he vanished to.  But I hadn’t heard about anything happening to Appuleia Gemella.”


Vespasia smiled nastily.  “She was still in our custody when Albanus left.  We weren’t sure what to do with her – but then a slave came with a message for us.  Apparently, before he left Albanus wanted everybody to know that his wife had been sleeping with his slaves.”  She snorted.  “I wonder how long he’d been blackmailing her with that.”


Hilary wasn’t sure why this was important.  There’d been laws against free women sleeping with slaves, but she didn’t recall those being in effect until Imperial times, and they were often ignored, anyway... particularly by the often well-born fanclubs surrounding any popular gladiator.  She couldn’t remember hearing about such things during the Republic... or was this simply another pice of lost information.


“Oh,” said Julia, seeing her confused face.  “Hilaria comes from a country where they don’t keep slaves, doesn’t she?”  She turned to Hilary and explained: “a woman who sleeps with her husband’s slaves forfeits her freedom.”


“Only her husband’s?” asked Hilary.  That would make life considerably less stressful for Kassander’s girlfriends, she thought.


“That’s right,” Vespasia said.  “Appuleia’s going up for auction tomorrow.  I think she still believes we’re joking.  She keeps telling us her father would never allow it – but Gaius Appuleius Gemellus has been loudly telling everyone in earshot that he wants nothing more to do with her.”


“Tomorrow?”  Hilary sat up straight.  “You’re selling her tomorrow?”  Her mind raced.  “When?”


“At the usual market in the afternoon,” said Vespasia.  “Why?”

“I want her,” said Hilary.


Marcus nearly choked on a piece of fish.


Vespasia looked surprised, too.  “Well, then, consider her a gift,” she said.  “She’s yours.”


“Thank you very much,” said Hilary politely.  She lay back on her couch and plucked another plum off a tray.


“If I may ask,” said Marcus, “what is it you’re going to do with her?”


“I have something in mind,” said Hilary.  “Don’t tell her I’m coming, all right, Vespasia?  I’ll be by to pick her up tomorrow afternoon.”

