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For Donald
EGO diligo vos, meus maritus!

And for Zoe Hankett …
who makes me want to write.


Chapter One
The Forum

If her mind had any less in it—any fewer thoughts—then she probably wouldn’t have actually been able to process that it had become mostly … blank. She just had one or two random thoughts left to remind herself that she was really not thinking much at all.

Pandy stood in the hot sun fanning Varinia, wife of Lucius Valerius. Occasionally she exchanged glances with Alcie, who attended to Rufina, the senator’s one and only daughter, or, as Alcie privately enjoyed calling her, “Pimple on Hades’ Butt.” The entire family was seated as comfortably as possible in their very-important-politician section of the massive Forum of Rome, only a few meters away from the seating area of the great Julius Caesar himself.

The Forum, several large fields ringed by official buildings, temples, arches, columns, and obelisks, was the very center and heart of Rome. When she walked through, it reminded Pandy of the Agora back in her beloved Athens, only it was larger and more open. It wasn’t so much a marketplace as a gathering place for the entire populace, highborn and low. Today, though, a ring had been erected of sturdy but temporary tiers of wooden benches. Most of the benches held the general public, but some had been sectioned off for the more important families and of these, some, like Caesar’s, had been covered with tents or boards to create shade. Lucius Valerius, however, had strangely decided that shade was an expense he didn’t want and now Pandy felt her head baking.

A pageant was in progress on the largest field and thousands of spectators, peasants and noblemen alike, were watching the entertainment. A troop of children, having rehearsed for a week, were now presenting a reenactment of Caesar’s recent defeat of Pompey, accompanied by acrobats flipping and tumbling in the background. The children waved their toy swords in the air as the child with the honor of playing Caesar, who couldn’t have been older than six, pretended to thrust his tiny blade again and again into anyone who happened to be close by, including and mostly his own “troops.”

Caesar clapped his hands, throwing his head back in laughter.

“If I had done that,” he roared, “there would be no one to celebrate with me! No one to share the triumph of the day!”

The crowd around him applauded wildly. Then, when the child “Caesar” got terribly tangled in the blue strips of fabric that represented the Rubicon and fell on his backside, Caesar nearly fell off his golden traveling chair.

“I got wet, indeed,” he said, getting to his feet and clutching his sides in glee. “But not that wet!”

As she fanned Varinia, the sun making her slightly nauseated, Pandy stared down at the field; yes, it was amusing, but she knew she needed to be thinking about something else. That prospect, however, seemed to overwhelm her; fanning Varinia was boring but simple. So was scrubbing the house floors. So was serving as Lucius Valerius’s page and water-girl when the senate was in session. Was she getting lazy? She couldn’t be … she’d put Laziness in the box of great Evils weeks ago! She needed to find Greed! Why in the names of all the great Olympians had she stalled?

She instinctively squared her shoulders. Then she let them sag again, remembering …

It wasn’t bad enough that she hadn’t been able to talk to her father for days; that might be explained by the distance or the hour or whatever her father had been doing at the exact moments she’d called. But the moment Homer had been separated from them, she and Alcie had become so thoroughly depressed, it was as if a lamp had been extinguished in them both. He was there one moment and gone the next. Where did he go? She couldn’t ask Lucius, Varinia just shook her head if Pandy broached the subject, and Rufina only smirked. The unfairness of it all was too much. She knew she’d messed up months ago when she took the stupid box to school. Okay, she got it! But she was working like Hercules to make everything right; she was holding up her end and it just seemed like she couldn’t catch a break … or her breath. She was tired of losing the people she loved. She was tired. Period. She cried herself to sleep every night and slapped herself awake each day. Now, she had no desire to laugh at a stupid, pretend kiddie-war when her quest was nowhere near complete and she was almost past caring.

Alcie, however, began to laugh with the rest of the crowd at the antics below—the first laughter Pandy had seen from her friend in a long time—and that distraction caused Alcie’s fanning to slow down considerably.

“Fan faster, slave!” Rufina hissed at Alcie.

“Yes, mistress,” Alcie said and began fanning Rufina so fast that she, once or twice, lost control of the heavy rod capped with ostrich plumes and lightly tapped Rufina on the top of her head. Not entirely by accident.

“Daddy!” cried Rufina.

“What is it?” asked Lucius, his eyes scanning the crowd.

“She’s beating me with the feathers. Can’t I have her executed, pleeeease?”

“We’ll see,” said Lucius, paying absolutely no attention to his daughter.

“Rufina, stop it,” said Varinia. Then she turned her attention to her husband. “Lucius, what are you looking for?”

“Not what, good wife,” he replied. “Who.”

At that moment, a cheer went up from the crowd as “Caesar” began his final assault on “Pompey.” Then, as the crowd watched in horror, the poor, confused little boy made the serious mistake of turning and running away when the child “Pompey” came out to meet him in battle. The little Caesar ran straight to his mother, who had been cheering from the side of the field. A hush fell over the crowd at the mere and unintentional hint that the actual Caesar might have shown any cowardice in the real battle. The mother turned ashen and she shooed her son back out onto the field, practically beating him about the ears, but the crying child wouldn’t go. Julius Caesar stood as still as any of his many statues that had been hastily erected all over the city, his eyes in slits as he watched … his laughter stopped. All laughter had stopped. Some of the children stopped waving their swords and looked for their families in the crowd, some sat down on the field, and some ran to tumble with the acrobats.

“Jupiter, protect us all,” murmured Varinia.

Suddenly, his mother picked “Caesar” up in her arms and, grabbing his weapon, charged with him back onto the field and straight at the child “Pompey.” “Pompey” took one look at the large woman heading straight for him with a short wooden sword and sprinted as fast as his legs would carry him, screaming, into his own mother’s arms.

No one, either standing or in the hundreds of seats surrounding the field, moved a muscle. No one breathed. The child would be severely punished, it was certain, but this affront to the new ruler might even call for death. All eyes were on Caesar.

He said nothing for a long time, his gray eyes narrowed and focused on something in the distance. Then he looked down and a smile slowly crept across his face. When he raised his head again he also raised his arms and gestured to take in the entire crowd. Even Pandy’s wandering thoughts were brought up short as she stared at the handsome man in the spotless white toga and crown of gold laurel leaves, riveted as to what he would do next.

“I have always said it is the mother that truly makes the man,” he shouted. “My mother was with me in spirit that fateful day, urging me on to the greatness and glory you see here before you! It is her victory as much as mine. Well done, boy!”

Shaking with fear, her teeth chattering, the boy’s mother held her child up for Caesar and the crowd to see. She took his little hand and waved it to all in the Forum, then she bowed low to Caesar. Clutching her child close, comforting him as he wept with exhaustion, she quickly left the Forum … in case Caesar should have a change of heart.

“Wow!” Alcie mouthed to Pandy.

Pandy nodded, her eyes wide. She didn’t know of—or couldn’t remember—any single person back in Athens with the kind of power that Julius Caesar had. Only Zeus—and maybe Apollo—had such an incredible ego.

The last of the child warriors were ushered from the field as Caesar called for bread and wine to be passed throughout the crowd. Hundreds of slaves appeared with baskets and pitchers, feeding the hungry Romans.

“Does the great Caesar not worry,” Lucius called out across his VIP section to the ruler, “that he will deplete the granaries with such a quantity of bread given freely to the unwashed masses?”

“My people will want for nothing,” Caesar replied. “The empire will be founded on many things, not the least of which will be bread and circuses. Full bellies and happy minds, two of the bricks in the foundation, Lucius.”

“Got any idea what he just said?” Alcie asked Pandy out of the corner of her mouth.

“Something about going to the circus on a full tummy,” Pandy whispered, bowing her head toward Alcie.

“Do they always talk like this?” Alcie asked. “Even in the senate?”

“Especially in the senate,” Pandy replied. “They’re politicians.”

“You two! Silence!” Rufina hissed.

Varinia looked at her husband, not for the first time in the past weeks, with a mixture of disgust and concern.

“Husband,” she said softly, “you are known to have the most generous of natures. Why do you care that Caesar gives bread to the crowd?”

“My taxes paid for that grain. I don’t want it going to common people. And if Caesar is so free with grain,” Lucius said, low enough so as not to be heard, “how will he replenish the silos when they are empty? Perhaps he will tax us all even more! And since he just gives things away, what else of the noble Rome will he give to anyone who asks?”

“Lucius, you are making absolutely no sense!”

“I tell you now, Varinia … that man is not the ruler Rome needs.”

“Hush,” Varinia said, panic in her voice.

“You hush,” Lucius said. “And stop bothering me. I am trying to find someone.”

Pandy had heard her mother and father fight occasionally, but she couldn’t conceive of a husband talking to his wife with such disrespect … and certainly not in front of others.

Suddenly, she was aware of a low hum all about her as a new excitement began to build in the crowd. Anticipation was growing; something was about to happen on the field below and she was only catching snippets of conversations:

“I’ve heard he’s quite the fighter … I guess we’ll see, won’t we?”

“He’s performed splendidly in the practice ring, but that’s not to the death, now is it?”

“He’s a bit young to be a champion; at least that’s what some people say.”

“Who’s he fighting? Really? Oh, too bad for the boy.”

All at once, Lucius stood up and pointed to someone pacing on the side of the field.

“Fight master!” he yelled at the top of his lungs.

A burly man, dressed in heavy fabrics, with many metal cuffs on his arms, turned to stare up at Lucius and gave a slight but respectful nod of his head. Pandy gasped; even at such distance she could see the man’s face was streaked with pink and red scars and one eye was gone. He hadn’t even bothered to cover it. She turned to share the horrible sight with Alcie, but Alcie was staring straight ahead and Pandy could tell her thoughts were far away.

Alcie, for her part, was thinking about a plateful of roasted dove hearts and how she would give anything—maybe even her own life thread—if she could just spend one rotation of the sundial popping them into Homer’s mouth. Just one rotation.

“Oh, Homie,” Alcie sighed softly.

“I am warning you now,” Lucius said loudly, as Varinia desperately tried to pull him back down into his seat. “He either wins and my wagers are successful, or you will find yourself at the end of my sword!”

“Lucius!” Varinia hissed. “Have you gone mad? What is wrong with you to threaten the fight master so?”

The fight master lowered his head, then looked back at Lucius from under heavy eyelids. He knew better than to return the threat, although he could take Lucius in a fight of any kind, without blinking. But Caesar was in attendance and returning a taunt from a silly senator was not going to be tolerated. The fight master bowed low and continued to pace at the side of the field.

“Don’t turn your back on me!” Lucius began.

“Lucius Valerius!” came a call. Lucius turned to see Caesar making his way down and over several sections until Caesar was no more than two meters away. “You would kill the poor fight master? He who has trained your would-be champion?”

“Uhhhh …”

“What if everyone took on so? We would have no one left to instruct our gladiators.”

Pandy jerked her head up. For the last several moments, she had again stopped paying any heed to the events around her in the Forum, ignoring the blustering senator, the hot sun … even the imposing new ruler; as Lucius’s senate slave, she would be seeing a great deal of him. She had turned her thoughts inward, trying to focus on Greed. She remembered that their first few days in Rome, the three of them—herself, Alcie, and Iole (when they could talk to her)—were spending every moment trying to solve the mystery of where it might be hiding. Pandy had determined that the only time she or any of them could search was at night; they would slip out of the house after everyone had gone to sleep and cover every centimeter of the city. She and Alcie had chosen the following night to begin, and that day, a slave girl was brought back to the senator’s house and severely punished for sneaking out at night and trying to escape. Pandy couldn’t see the punishment herself, but the girl’s pitiful cries were enough to keep Pandy and Alcie from venturing out. Pandy fanned Varinia and thought about what else she could possibly do.

And then she heard the word “gladiator.”

It was as if a rock hit Pandy in the stomach. With that one word, she knew exactly where Homer had gone over two weeks earlier. She tried to get Alcie’s attention, but Alcie was still in her daydream.

“Since I have never known you to be so serious about a wager, especially one over a silly human life,” Caesar went on, “and since I have no idea what you might do to others should you owe them money, and you know I cannot afford to have you murder the entire senate just at the moment …”

Caesar looked at the crowd and waited for the polite laughter at his joke to die away.

“… And since Caesar finds himself in a gracious and generous mood this day, I shall assume responsibility for all wagers you have made. If your fighter is victorious, Caesar himself shall pay you. If he is not, Caesar will pay your debts and the fight master will retain his head. Is that acceptable to all?”

Several voices, those who had bets with Lucius, all called out in agreement.

“Yes,” Lucius said finally, looking down at Varinia, who had her head in her hands, utterly humiliated. “Caesar is very generous.”

“That I am,” Caesar said, returning to his seat. Then he turned toward the field and motioned to the fight master. “Begin!”

From the far end of the Forum, a double line of soldiers marched onto the field. In between them walked two figures in full gladiator dress. One man carried a whip and a shield. The other, a tall blond boy, carried a shield and a sword. Pandy’s heart flipped over.

Then, from way across the Forum, high on the roof of the Regia, Rome’s first royal palace, a glint of metal caught her eye.

There it was again.

Was somebody signaling something? To her? To someone in the Forum? She looked around at the crowd. Everyone she saw was staring at the procession of the guards and the fighters; no one but her, it seemed, was watching the Regia.

Just then, in silhouette, Pandy saw two figures—men, she was certain—standing atop the building. One was standing with his arms crossed, but the other was fidgeting with a large shield, sunlight bouncing off the metal. Almost at once, there was a familiarity to these two; Pandy was certain she knew them … but how? She squinted; sometimes narrowing her eyes caused blurry faraway objects to become clearer. At first, she thought both men were bald, but Pandy then realized that both were wearing helmets—and black breastplates—and had huge shields. They appeared identical in every way.

“Helmet? Black breastpla …?” she murmured. “Ares? Ares? And …?”

Then, from far away, she heard the echo of both men laughing at the same time and saw one slap the other on the back. Then the slappee slapped the first man back … harder. The first man then threw a punch, which knocked the second over and out of sight. But he was back up in an instant and landed a blow to the other man’s midsection. Suddenly, the fight became so fierce that, as Pandy watched, they both knocked each other off the roof.

Pandy’s mouth dropped, but there was no more time to think about what she’d just seen; a trumpet call brought her attention back to the field and the blond-haired youth.

“More wine, slave,” Rufina ordered Alcie.

Alcie, still in her reverie, turned to get the wine pitcher from a small bench. A shout went up from the crowd; already they were hungry for the spectacle, the skill … and the blood.

“Alcie!” Pandy said, this time loud enough to shake Alcie from her dream.

“What?”

In that instant, Pandy couldn’t decide whether to tell her friend to look or not look; either way, Alcie was going to have to turn around sometime.

“What?” she mouthed again.

Pandy tilted her head and Alcie, holding the pitcher, turned and followed Pandy’s gaze.

Then she lost her grip on the handle and gasped, spilling the wine on Rufina’s head.

“HOMIE!”

Within a heartbeat Rufina leapt up and struck Alcie across the face. Varinia was on her feet immediately and caught her daughter’s hand before it could deliver another blow. Although by that time Alcie had balled up her fists and was ready to give as good as she got.

“Sit down!” Varinia said.

“She did it on purpose!”

“I am terribly sorry, mistress,” Alcie said to Varinia, unclenching her hands and not even looking at Rufina. “It slipped. It won’t happen again.”

By then, the soldiers on the field had formed a large ring around the two opponents and Homer and the other man were standing, facing each other and waiting for the signal. Alcie, even though she didn’t want to give Rufina the satisfaction, glanced at the field.

“Why did it slip, slave?” Rufina smirked, watching Alcie’s face. “Did something startle you? Did you see something surprising?”

“Nope. Not at all,” Alcie said, mustering every ounce of calm that she could. “May I get you some more wine?”

“No. Just fan me!”

Pandy moved in closer, fanning Varinia with her left hand and holding onto Alcie with her right. Alcie was holding Pandy’s hand so tightly, Pandy thought her finger bones might be crushed. Every once in a while, Pandy coughed slightly when Alcie was so terrified by the action on the field that she let her fan stop and Rufina began to tense. But then Pandy herself became riveted.

Homer was wearing arm, shoulder, and shin guards along with a breastplate and a loincloth covered by a short cloth skirt. His opponent also wore the guards, loincloth, and fighting skirt, but his shoulders and chest were bare. Pandy—and everyone else—stared in horror at the dozens of scars, gashes, holes, and bruises covering this man’s upper body. Why wasn’t he bandaged? Why didn’t he hide them away? Then, with a start, she realized exactly why: he was using his mangled, scabbed, and bloody body as yet another weapon to instill fear and revulsion in everyone who saw him—but especially in Homer. And from the look on Homer’s face, it was working perfectly.

The scarred man was the first to charge across the field, heading straight for Homer. Homer looked like he’d been dazed or shocked. He was motionless except for his head, which swiveled on his neck taking in the enormous crowd with wide eyes, as the man raced for him and readied his whip. At the last moment, Homer’s head cleared and he quickly dodged to the left, but not fast enough. The tip of the whip caught his ankle and Homer went sprawling onto the field.

Alcie shuddered and gripped Pandy’s hand tighter. Rufina giggled.

Homer was on his feet fast, but not before the man snapped his whip again and slashed Homer’s calf.

“Callus! Callus!” the crowd screamed in praise of the other man’s skill.

Pandy felt her heart sink even further. This man, Callus, was too good, she thought. Clearly he did not drop out of gladiator school with a desire to be anything else—like a poet. This man was a warrior and would be until the day he died … which was probably not going to be today.

Homer felt the flesh tear away from his lower leg and stumbled back but stayed standing as the crowd booed and cheered. He and Callus circled each other for some moments, then Callus charged again. This time, however, Homer was ready. He saw the angle of the whip as it whistled through the air and raised his sword, succeeding in batting away its stinging tip. A great cheer went up from certain areas, catcalls and shouts from others.

“Excellent move, boy!” called one man.

“It was luck and nothing more,” countered another.

On the field, Homer heard the cheers and felt slightly better about his chances. He’d hated Whip Basics back at school, but he remembered enough that he thought he might just be successful. Then Callus sent his weapon low and took Homer’s legs out from under him a second time. As Homer fell, Callus rushed in, seeing his chance. He sent his whip through the air again, but this time, from the ground, Homer raised his sword and caught the end, winding it around the blade. He jerked his sword quickly, yanking the whip out of Callus’s hands. Homer got to his feet and ran, cutting off his opponent, as Callus tried to retrieve his whip. Unable to get to it, Callus simply charged, yelling with all his might, right at Homer’s shield. It was a daring move. Callus had no weapon and was trying to beat Homer down into the ground.

And then Homer found his strength. He was actually slightly larger than Callus and he fought back with both his sword and shield. Slowly, he drove Callus across the field, careful to steer clear of the whip lying on the ground, as the crowd rose to its feet and screamed itself hoarse. Homer’s drive was deliberate and he could sense that Callus was beginning to tire. Then, Callus switched his shield to his other hand. Homer, unprepared for this move, sent his sword slashing into the open air. Callus dropped to his knees and smashed his shield into Homer’s wounded leg. Homer cried out and fell backward. Now, Callus towered over him. Homer defended himself against Callus’s shield as best he could and once succeeded in grazing Callus on his arm. But after several long agonizing moments, Callus knocked Homer’s sword out of his hand and raced to pick it up. With his shield and Homer’s sword, Callus quickly disarmed Homer, sending his shield spinning like a discus through the air, narrowly missing several guards standing off to the side.

Pandy glanced at Alcie and saw a single tear coursing down her cheek, her mouth hanging open. Rufina clapped her hands wildly, and Pandy became so angry that she momentarily lost control of her power over fire, and the next moment, Rufina fainted from a rush of heat washing over her body and turning her beet red. Nobody noticed. Everyone was too rapt by the scene on the field.

Callus stood over Homer as he lay on his back. He pointed Homer’s own sword toward his neck and slowly began to pierce Homer’s flesh with the tip. He stared at Homer with the steely gaze of a gladiator whose victory was complete.

“He’s had it!” shouted some in the crowd.

“Let him go!”

“Iugula!”

Furious, Lucius Valerius was on his feet, his hands clenched at his sides, his face nearly as red as his daughter’s, who was now slumped where she sat. Varinia saw her husband’s face.

“Why do you fret, Lucius?” she said calmly, her tone only hinting at her disgust. “Remember, mighty Caesar will pay your debts. You will lose nothing if this young man loses his life.”

Then …

Callus took the blade away from Homer’s neck, brought it swiftly up in front of his face, and bowed in salute to Homer. Then Callus turned toward Julius Caesar and brought his sword to his side.

Alcie stood stock-still, but a small moan escaped her lips. Pandy realized that Alcie had a good idea of what was happening, and so did she. In their weeks with Homer, he’d taught them a great deal about what it meant to be a fighter in the ring.

The crowd also knew. The battle had been relatively short, but incredibly fierce. With this one action, Callus was letting everyone know that he respected Homer, his bravery, and his skill, and he was asking Caesar to spare Homer’s life.

All eyes turned toward the man with the golden wreath on his brow, and Caesar, in turn, cast his eyes over the crowd. What did they want? Did they want to see this young man perish? His mind spun: he wanted to give his people their desire, but, with his reputation for bloodthirsty victories, he wanted to show a more generous side to his nature—at least in the first few moons of his rule. Fortunately, what Caesar saw most was compassion for the youth on the field. Many in the crowd were showing their approval for mercy by pressing their thumbs and forefingers together—the pollicem premere. Caesar didn’t necessarily have to turn his thumb up or down to signify death. All Caesar had to do was turn his thumb at all. Even the tiniest bit.

Caesar raised his hand high for all to see. Pandy and Alcie held their breath.

Then … ever so slightly, Caesar pressed his forefinger into his thumb.

Pandy let out a terrific whoop as she felt Alcie slump against her, sobbing. The crowd went wild as Callus tossed the sword to one side and began to walk off the field. Then he turned and, extending his hand, helped Homer to his feet. This sent the crowd into a deafening fit of good cheer; bread was thrown onto the field and many people danced in their seats. Rufina woke up and demanded to be fanned but Varinia shushed her.

“But I’m hot!” Rufina whined.

“It’s all over and we’ll be home soon enough. Pandora and Alcestis, clean up now. No one is going to fan anyone.”

Suddenly, Varinia was aware that Lucius was standing beside her—not moving. She stood and followed his gaze. He was staring straight at Julius Caesar. Moments later, there was a small lull in the roar of the crowd and that was all Lucius needed.

“Mighty Caesar!” Lucius bellowed.

“Lucius!” Varinia cried, clutching his robe. “What in the name of Mars are you doing now?”

“Mighty Caesar,” Lucius called out again, shaking Varinia’s hand from his toga. The crowd between them quieted as more and more people began to look from Lucius to Caesar and back again.

“What is it you wish, friend?” Caesar said, a tiny frown creasing his brow for only an instant.

“Your mercy is great.”

“Indeed,” Caesar said. “But I believe it was the will of the citizens.”

Those who could hear murmured in assent.

“Yes, the youth would have been killed had it not been for the citizens,” Lucius said, as Varinia stood by, her eyes wide. “But you alone had the power to spare him and he lives. My champion lives! Is that not some sort of victory for me? Will Caesar not pay his debt to me?”

“Lucius!” Varinia spat.

“You cannot be serious, Senator,” Caesar said.

“I am.”

The crowd began to mutter among itself. They were used to spectacle, but not from their chosen leaders who attempted to demonstrate only noble and dignified behavior.

“Then you have been in the sun too long, my friend,” Caesar said after a pause. “Your champion lost and I am paying off your wagers with others, is this not enough? Do you want more, even if it were to defy logic?”

“I merely wish you to render unto me that which is mine.”

Caesar was dumbfounded and stared hard at Lucius.

“Very well,” he said finally.

Shock ran through the crowd, which began to openly dissent; voices were raised in anger and disagreement. The citizens of Rome were proud of one thing, above all: their collective ability to understand what was logical. This dispute was not.

“Bring the youth to me!” Caesar called.

“Gods,” Alcie mumbled to Pandy. “He’s gonna do something to Homer! This is so not good.”

In the time it took Varinia to explain to her husband that his family was about to become a laughingstock, Homer was led up through the tiers of seats and made to kneel in front of the ruler. Caesar looked at Homer, his face devoid of expression. When he looked at Lucius again, his face was unreadable.

“I shall pay you, Lucius, as well as your losses,” Caesar said. Then he raised his voice for the entire Forum to hear. “And I thank you, honorable Lucius Valerius, for your gift to me of this worthy champion! He will be a prized addition to my household. And, once his wound is healed, perhaps we shall wager again the next time you send a warrior into the ring … whenever you obtain another warrior, that is. Perhaps I shall even bring him as my attendant to the feast you will hold. In your home. In my honor. Mere days from now.”

Lucius’s face turned violet, but Varinia stepped in front of her husband before he could speak.

“Thank you, Caesar. Your generosity—and patience—are a blessing upon us all.”

With that, Varinia yanked on Lucius’s robes with such force that he was nearly knocked over—which caused some of the crowd to twitter.

“Rufina, help me get your father out of the Forum,” Varinia whispered as she led Lucius away.

Moving slowly to follow the senator, Alcie and Pandy both tried to get Homer’s attention as he was raised to his feet. Pandy watched as Caesar gave some instructions to a nearby attendant without ever taking his eyes off Lucius.

“Whadhesay … whadhesay? Pandy? Did you catch it?” Alcie asked.

“Something about stables. I think I saw the word ‘stables,’” Pandy answered.

“I just know I’ll never see him again,” Alcie moaned.

“Alcie, stop it,” Pandy said, handing her the fans as she gathered the wineskins and Lucius’s water pitcher. “Five ticks of the sundial ago, we thought he was dead. Now, we know where he’s going. We might not be able to get to him, but we know he’s alive!”


Chapter Two
A Darkened Room

“You like?”

“Oh, yeah,” Hermes replied, surveying the tiny room. The dim light from the single rusted torch cast large shadows as he surveyed the cracked, nearly crumbling walls, the water seeping onto the dirt floor from unseen sources, and the rank, fetid smell. “Yeah! It’s disgusting. It reminds me of her. Perfect-o.”

“Not too small?”

“Not at all,” Hermes said, shaking his head, then gazing up at the ceiling, which looked like it might cave in at any moment. “Now if she were together—reassembled, you know—then we might have a problem. But the pieces will fit quite nicely in here. This room makes me think of her brain: tiny and empty. And that long corridor we took to get here … that’s her heart. Dark and cold.”

Mercury shook his head and set against a wall the beautifully wrapped package he’d been carrying.

“How can you talk about her like this, Brother?” he said. “Aren’t you worried about the consequences she might deliver? You could end up as a block of marble at the bottom of the ocean or as a lump of granite in a hill on some faraway island. And where, I might ask, would that leave me? What would I do with no counterpart? Did you ever think of that, huh? The balance of things would shift tremendously all over the known world. What if she were to find out about all these yowza oh-no-he-didn’t! things you’ve been saying?”

“First off, it’s not just me who’s talking, it’s everyone who’s ever met her and you know that. And how would she find out? How could that possibly happen?” Hermes asked, his eyebrows waggling and a grin spreading out over his perfect face. “Her head is still in Persia! Her glorious, empty head is still under the transformation spell that turned it into a pair of red leather sandals, which I was graciously allowed to stuff under a couch in the home of Douban the Physician … the new Douban … the young man that Pandora likes so much. It will only be when I carry Hera’s head, which includes her big ears, over the Persian border that the enchantment will lose effect and her enormous mouth will start yapping and her brain will start thinking her ugly thoughts. We can speak freely, Brother; the peacock can’t scream just yet; Hera has no idea what is happening at the moment.”

Hermes casually tossed his package alongside the other.

“Plus, Zeus would never permit her to harm me; he’s having too much fun watching what Pandora does to his wife, whether or not he would ever admit it.”

“Jupiter is enjoying it as well,” said Mercury. “So, what do we have? I mean, which parts of her are here and what’s still back in Persia?”

Hermes looked at the packages.

“Well, as you know Hera was transformed into five pairs of walking sandals with extra cushiony comfort … easy to do because she’s so gargantuan … to get Pandora and her friends across the Arabian desert.”

“I know this indeed,” said Mercury.

Hermes walked to one wall and, with a great flourish, swiped his arm in front of it. Immediately, the gray wall seemed to dissolve and a scene appeared before both gods. It was Pandy’s last moments in Persia:

Immediately, the spell was broken. Pandy and Douban quickly turned to look at Alcie and Homer, both having stepped over the Syrian border, both now barefoot. In front of Alcie, lying in the sand, was Hera’s right leg complete with one golden sandal. Lying at Homer’s feet was Hera’s left arm, her rings and bracelets glinting in the sunlight.

No one spoke for a long, long time.

Then Pandy had an idea.

“Iole and Douban, please remove your sandals,” she said, taking off her red leather footwear. Then, with her hands, she dug a shallow pit and buried all three pairs.

“Pandy!” cried Iole.

“Well, what do you suggest?” Pandy cried desperately. “We can’t have her following us!”

“No, you can’t,” said a familiar voice. “At least not for a while.”

“Ah,” said Mercury. “And that’s where you came in and whisked them here to Rome!”

“Right. Alcestis and Homer actually reversed the transformation on their particular pairs of sandals by bringing them out of Persia, so here we have a leg and an arm. The other leg and arm, in sandal form, are safely hidden in a tiny little border town and Hera’s head and torso are, as I said, in Douban’s home—hopefully being peed on by the family dogs.”

“But Pandora and her pals have been here in Rome now for almost three weeks!” Mercury said. “Why have you waited until now to bring the pieces together?”

Hermes stopped and slowly turned to look at Mercury, his almost exact double in every way right down to the winged sandals and helmet. He stared at the same perfect face—only now that face had a silly, questioning expression—and hoped against hope that he would never be that dumb.

“Okay, I’m gonna let you think about what you just said for a tick or two.”

“Whaaa …?”

“Why didn’t I bring Hera here sooner? Why didn’t Zeus want me to reassemble the demon so she could terrorize Pandora a little bit more?”

“Stupid question?” asked Mercury.

“Why does everyone want me to wait until the last possible moment to piece together the cow? Knowing that when she’s fully formed and fulsome in a blue robe there will quite probably be Hades on earth? That Pandora possibly—no, probably—no, definitely won’t finish her quest? That when Hera assumes ultimate power, not only will she decimate Pandora and her friends, but she’ll begin to ruminate on exactly how she’ll punish all of the rest of us for the assistance we gave Pandora here and now? That I will be so very, very lucky if I only end up at the bottom of the ocean?”

“Stupid question.”

“Why does Zeus want his wife back only when absolutely necessary?”

“I give! I give …,” Mercury said, laughing.

“You bet you do! Watch what Hera did after she murdered Alcie in Aphrodite’s own temple,” Hermes said, swiping his arm in front of the wall again. The scene playing out was Hera and Aphrodite in Aphrodisias.

When the last flames were out, Hera instantly turned on Pandy, her chest heaving and her arms raised again, and found Aphrodite standing in her way.

“Move!” she commanded.

“I’m sorry,” Aphrodite said sweetly to the smoldering, hairless goddess with the blackened robes. “Come again? I didn’t quite catch that. Certainly you would not be giving me any orders in my temple, would you?”

“Aphrodite, get out of my way!”

“Why? One little girl a day isn’t enough for you? All I see is you having a rather bad hair day. You know, I could fashion a wig for you. Would you like that? Borrow some of Demeter’s leaves … or just put a sheep on top of your head?”

“I still can’t believe Aphrodite actually insulted Hera while she prevented her from killing Pandora in Aphrodisias,” Hermes said, watching the scene go dark.

“Aphrodite is lucky Zeus has been just a little more involved in this whole mess lately. But for that alone, Aphro will be fortunate if she’s only turned into an oil lamp. Why, indeed! Such a no-go, Bro.”

“But how does Zeus or Jupiter, or whoever, know that this is the last possible moment? I have been having so much fun … not … with all my Greek relatives visiting here in Rome that I just haven’t been thinking too much about Pandora and the exact reason that everyone has made the trip. Jupiter has had me flying all over the place, dropping off welcome baskets and heated Roman bath towels, delivering messages and the like. Busy, busy.”

Mercury stepped to the wall and waved his arm. Instantly, Hermes saw everything that Mercury had been doing.

Aphrodite deciding that she wanted a dark-haired slave boy for her foot massage while Venus emphatically insisted on having a blond…. Mercury nodding furiously.

Mars demanding a sparring partner well versed in the broadsword at the same time Ares demanded a knife fight.

“It never matters what they use, they just end up trying to kill each other,” Mercury said as the scene shifted again.

Athena, in the food-preparation room, trying to talk to Mercury about Plato when Minerva walked in and started talking about Cicero. Then both goddesses turning on Mercury, saying that they actually wanted to talk to Cicero.

“And I have to find the poor man, wake him up.” Mercury sighed. “It’s endless. It’s hard enough being messenger to my immortal Roman brothers and sisters; now I have to handle our Greek doubles! Two goddesses of the harvest, of the hunt, of wisdom, et cetera. Two gods of wine, of healing, of the oceans, blah, blah, bleck. So you probably know more than I do at this point, even though you’ve been having an easy time of it; off eating spiced lamb and other exotic eastern delights, making sure no one digs up a few pairs of sandals.”

“I know, I know, pal, and I’m grateful you’ve been handling the menial parts of ‘our’ job,” Hermes said. “Zeus wanted to get everybody off Olympus for a bit; change of scenery, it’s true. But the Greek contingent is really here to help if it’s necessary. Zeus and Jupiter aren’t certain what’s going on, they just know that she’s been here exactly nineteen days. As per Zeus and Jupiter’s instructions, I placed Pandora and pals in the home of Lucius Valerius …”

“He’s a senator,” Mercury cut in. “And a good one from what I am told. Generous, smart. Nice-looking wife.”

“Yes,” Hermes continued, “well, smart he may be, but it didn’t take much to cast a spell over his entire household to make everyone think that Pandora, Alcestis, and Homer had been house slaves for years. They fit in quite nicely at first.”

“At first,” said Mercury, waving his hand:

A well-fed Roman maiden was making eyes at Homer directly in front of Alcie and Pandy.

“Do you not find me attractive, slave boy? Me, Rufina, a senator’s daughter?”

Homer began to turn red and gag slightly.

“You Romans and your Roman ways,” Hermes said. “Sheesh! Even the maidens!”

“It’s the same in Greece!”

“But we’re much more civilized about it—about everything. Do you ever watch your worshippers? How far they take everything? The excess? And how much they eat! And then what they do?”

Mercury looked hurt, Hermes recognized it at once.

“I don’t think it’s necessary to disparage our entire general populace. I know we have some bad eggs here and there, but we’re doing all right for hovering on the verge of being the greatest empire in the known world, thank you very much!”

Hermes laughed.

“One of ’em anyway. So Rufina takes one look at Homer and decides he’s the oatie cake she wants on her plate. But then, when she saw how Homer and Alcie looked at each other, she convinced her father to …”

“Right, right!” Mercury interrupted, waving on the scene:

Lucius Valerius, a gray-haired man of imposing stature, was handing Homer over to several men in the dead of night. Rufina was standing at the top of a staircase, a giant smirk on her face.

“Do I have your word you will make a champion out of him?” Lucius said. “I may safely wager on him as my prized warrior?”

“You have our word, Senator!” one man replied. “Or he’ll be dead within the week.”

“Then I’ll want my money back!” barked Lucius.

“Right!” Hermes cut in. “So that’s where Homer is now. Pandora and Alcie have no idea where he’s gone and have been out of their minds with worry and work.”

“And they don’t see Iole very often because she’s become a …”

“Vestal Virgin,” Hermes said. “I was completely unprepared for that. I miscalculated when I materialized them all into the household and Iole ended up in the … what do you call it?”

“I just call it the Vestal’s room,” Mercury said.

“Well, with the spell of familiarity on the entire house she became the Vestal, junior class, no questions asked. You know, we have priestesses back home in Greece, and they’re important—very sacred. But they don’t seem to have quite the importance that yours do here in Rome.”

“Oh, you bet!” said Mercury. “Vestals are tops! If they happen to be walking about on the streets, they can pardon, on the spot, someone condemned to death and on his way to be lion food. But you’d better not touch ’em. Bad news. What about the dog?”

“Dido was protected under the same spell as the girls. Lucius’s wife, Varinia, loves him; thinks he’s been their pet for years. He’s on a long tether in the back garden and she sends out the best of the table scraps after every meal. Pandora is with him as often as possible.”

“So,” Mercury said. “She’s got five evils in the box; pretty close to the end of her quest.”

“Yeah, but this one seems to have her stumped. And to make matters worse, she can’t concentrate on it because of all the preparations she and Alcestis have to help with for the big celebration.”

“Well, it’s not every day Rome gets a new ruler,” Mercury added. “Big doings. And Julius Caesar’s no ordinary mortal. He started what amounted to a civil war in these parts and then, completely defying logic and all his advisors, he took his troops across the river Rubicon and beat the togas off Pompey and his men, basically destroying a treaty that said Caesar, Pompey, and some other general would split everything three ways. Done and done. Then he just crowned himself ruler of Rome and on and on and on.”

“I like him,” Hermes said thoughtfully.

“Me too.”

“He’s a doer. He gets things done.”

“Gotta respect.”

“Gotta.”

“So,” Mercury went on, “a week ago, Caesar declared the start of a period of celebration and heavy-duty feasting which will conclude with a really big blowout in a few days at the home of Valerius. All of Rome is buzzing with who’s going to be invited, what to wear, and some such nonsense.”

“That’s gonna be some bill!” Hermes snorted.

“I wouldn’t want to pay it.”

“And that, my brother from another mother, is why Zeus wants me to start bringing the Hera parts to Rome. He and Jupiter have decided that all the immortals are going to the final feast.”

“So then, Pandora has nothing regarding …?”

“Greed? Nope, not yet. She’s been scrubbing floors and washing Rufina’s hair, gabbing with Alcie and sometimes Iole. Everybody got caught up on various adventures in the underworld and Persia, they kidded Pandora about the young boy, Douban, who likes her so much, and all of them put their heads together about where Greed might be hiding. At night, she told everything to her wolfskin diary, and then, one day Pandora tried to call her father back in Athens on her shell …”

“Oh no!” Mercury said.

“Oh yes,” Hermes replied.

“But doesn’t Pandora know that they’ve all traveled …?”

“No, of course she doesn’t know. None of them know. Why would they? I haven’t told her what happened when I brought her here. My orders were to get her settled and am-scray. And I haven’t seen her since. And, these kids have never seen Rome before. And it hasn’t changed that much in …”

“Well … not so’s you’d notice anyway,” Mercury assented.

“And when she couldn’t talk to her father, she became so depressed. Then Homer was sent away and Pandora just had the wind slowly knocked out of her, day by day. Now, she’s basically ignoring the whole reason she’s here. Everyone has noticed. Ares said, offhandedly, that he thinks she’s given up. Athena got so mad at him, she turned his head into a boil and popped it with a meat spit.”

“Why don’t you at least tell her about her father and the …?” Mercury began.

“Because Zeus thinks it shouldn’t be that big a deal. Prometheus is one man and, as far as Zeus is concerned, Pandora is fighting to save all of mankind.”

“You know Pandora almost better than anyone,” Mercury said. “What do you think?”

Hermes was silent for a moment.

“I don’t think she’s given up, but she’s definitely lost focus. And she’s depressed; she’s almost too discouraged to even panic.”

“She’s tired,” Mercury said.

“I know. But if she thought it was bad before, I cannot imagine how she’s fared at the Forum.”

“Oh, right … the entire household has gone to the Forum to see the …”

“Right,” Hermes agreed.

“It’s probably gotten worse,” Mercury said.

“Much.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






ops/images/9781599908267.jpg
PANDORA

G









ops/images/pub.jpg





