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CHAPTER ONE 

Storm 

7:56 p.m.

A storm such as Pandy had never seen hit three days after they reached the open sea. The waves were as tall as temple pillars and the winds were shredding holes in the enormous black-and-white striped mainsail. Hard rain was pouring from the sky with the ferocity of a waterfall, and the ship had been careening, skidding, and lurching violently ever since it had passed the jagged outcropping of rock that formed the coastline of western Greece, just past the city of Methone.

Almost an hour earlier, as the first gusts of wind began to swirl about the ship, the captain insisted that his passengers go below deck immediately. Pandy and her friends, Alcie and Iole, had come up topside for a breath of fresh air only moments before. They tried to comply with the captain’s orders, but as they took their first steps from the bow toward the small set of stairs at the stern, the winds immediately shifted, slapping them  back against the railings and almost blowing them into the water. For the last forty-five minutes, the hurricane had pinned all three girls and several well-seasoned sailors to the railings, the huge mast, and the cargo crates that were tied down to the deck. The black clouds made it difficult for Pandy to keep her friends in sight. She knew Alcie would be able to hold on; in fact, Alcie’s recent affliction of having two left feet had somehow made her able to negotiate her way around the ship. Instead of constantly veering off to her right as she did on land, the gentle glide of the hull over the water had miraculously straightened out Alcie’s stride and before the storm had descended, Alcie was seriously considering becoming a sailor. Now, Pandy could just make out Alcie against the mast, her hands intertwined in the sail ropes, riding out the storm like it was merely a light breeze.

Iole was a much different story, and it was only when the first bolts of lightning began striking the water all around them that Pandy saw her little friend was in serious trouble. Iole had been thrown against the railings easily with the first gust. Now her thin arms and legs were slipping through the large gaps between the railing posts. The rain, the constant spray of seawater, and the dip of the ship as it crested wave after wave was making it impossible for Iole to hang on. She couldn’t  keep a grip on the railing posts; they were too thick and the wood was gummy and slimy from years of exposure to the salty sea air.

Pandy’s place on the deck was precarious enough; she was being tossed about between two large packing crates, and she could feel her shoulders and legs beginning to bruise. But she’d wrapped her arms around the ropes that held the crates to the deck and she felt that, though she was going to be black and blue, she was fairly safe. Now, however, with lightning illuminating Iole almost half overboard, Pandy knew that if she didn’t get to Iole fast, she’d be less one best friend.

Pandy freed her arms from the ropes and crept forward on her hands and knees over the slippery deck toward Alcie and the mast. Alcie’s body was turned in such a way that she didn’t yet see Iole was in trouble. Pandy screamed at the top of her lungs, pointing toward the railing. Alcie squirmed around the mast to look and shrieked, sticking one of her left feet out for Pandy to grab hold of. Pandy pulled herself over Alcie’s leg, inching her way up to a standing position, and began trying to untie the heavy rope coiled around the mast.

“What are you doing?” yelled Alcie.

“I’m gonna try to get this to Iole!” Pandy yelled back. 

Suddenly a rough hand yanked the end of the rope out of her grasp and grabbed her forearm.

“That rope holds the mainsail! You could bring down the whole ship, you fool!” said one of two sailors who’d also been pinned against the mast by the winds.

“My friend is going to be killed!” Pandy screamed, pointing to the railing.

“Too bad for her,” yelled the other sailor, lightning flashing on his grimy, toothless face. “But you’re not going to wreck the Peacock!”

“What?” gasped Pandy, taking in a mouthful of salt water. “What did you say?”

“The Peacock has weathered worse than this and you stupid maidens are not going to do anything to destroy her,” snarled the first sailor, his hand still clapped around Pandy’s.

“Great Gods,” Pandy thought, “that’s it!” The name of the ship was the Peacock and that could mean only one thing. One thing!

Hera, the Queen of Heaven, whose primary symbol was the peacock, had sent this storm. Pandy was never more sure of anything in her life. Hera had somehow seen to it that Pandy and her friends had boarded this ship, and now she was bent on sending it to the bottom of the sea. Why oh why had she not recognized the danger before they got onboard? Had she even noticed the name of the ship?

At that moment, the Peacock fell into a deep trough in the waves and the sailor released his grasp on Pandy’s arm to brace himself against the mast. Pandy went tumbling—flying was more like it—toward Iole and the railing. She hit the railing so hard that she thought she’d cracked a rib. She was about to be tossed to the other side of the ship when she saw Iole’s hand just inches away. Instantly she grabbed on to it, and the force of the lurch and Pandy’s extra weight helped drag Iole back on board a bit. But there was nothing else to hold on to, nothing to tie them down. The packing crates were too far away. Alcie had attempted Pandy’s idea of using the mast rope, but she was now pinned by the two sailors, who kept her restrained even though she was trying to bite them.

Iole looked at Pandy, unable to speak, her eyes red from crying and salt water.

“I need a rope,” Pandy thought, now completely desperate. “All I need is a stupid rope!”

The following instant, a flash of lightning carved the face of the great goddess Athena in the air precisely in front of Pandy’s nose. Athena looked directly at Pandy and winked at her.

And then Pandy had an idea.

Only a week before, Athena had given Pandy a magic rope, one that would grow longer or shorter, thicker or thinner, depending on what was needed. All Pandy had to do was ask the rope to do something and the next moment it was done. But each time she’d used it before,  the rope had actually been in her hands. Now the rope was coiled securely inside her leather carrying pouch, which was stowed in her cabin safely below deck.

There was no way she could physically get to it, not without letting go of Iole, and Pandy knew she’d never make it below deck and back in time.

But Athena had not appeared to her just to give her a wink.

“Rope . . . come to me . . . ,” Pandy began to mutter under her breath.

“Rope . . . come to me . . . now!” She said the words again and again, without the faintest notion if her summoning was working.

As the Peacock rode up another crest, Pandy and Iole were almost vertical to the deck. Only Iole’s foot, hooked around one of the railing posts, and Pandy’s left arm, hooked around another post, kept them from falling down toward the stern of the ship.

“Rope . . . come to me . . . I need you . . . now!” Pandy said again and again.

The ship plunged down into the trough and Pandy lost her grip on Iole’s wrist as Iole, screaming, slipped halfway through the railing.

As Pandy was thrown upside down with the force of the plummet, a bolt of lightning struck close to the passageway opening. Pandy’s head jerked toward the flash and her eye caught sight of something thin and silvery  on deck. The magic rope was snaking its way toward her from the passageway opening. The sailors trapped on deck didn’t even notice; they were too busy trying to save their own lives.

“Faster!” she cried. Instantly the rope was in her hands.

“Longer . . . thicker!” she yelled and the rope obeyed.

Iole screamed again. At least Pandy thought it was Iole. It might have been the giant peacock that had appeared suddenly, hovering in the air for an instant over her head, a brilliant sapphire blue and ruby red bird, screeching at the top of its voice.

Iole was almost gone, only her feet, hooked to two of the railing posts, were still visible.

“Catch Iole now!” Pandy yelled. One end of the rope flew from Pandy’s hands and disappeared overboard. 

“Bring her back!” Pandy cried, not knowing if the rope could even understand more complex commands. But the next moment Iole was on deck, the rope wound about her waist and shoulders in a beautiful little harness.

“Hold us both to the railing!” Pandy said, and the rope stretched itself to be able to firmly secure both Pandy and Iole to the posts, and wrapped itself around the two girls with a series of intricate knots.

In that instant, Pandy realized that if the ship held together they would all be safe.

Then the storm stopped. Completely.

Within minutes, the sky was clear and blue. The coastline of Greece was visible once again and the jagged rock formations were in exactly the same spot as before the storm. Which, Pandy knew, meant that the Peacock hadn’t moved at all. The Ionian Sea lay before them smooth as a looking glass.

“Rope . . . let us go,” Pandy said softly. The rope released her and Iole instantly. “Smaller . . . very small,” she said, and the rope nestled itself into the palm of her hand. She tucked it behind her silver girdle.

The sailors began to crawl from their hiding places all over the deck. The two who had restrained Alcie immediately backed away, because she was still nipping at them.

“Come on, Iole,” Pandy said, helping her waterlogged friend to her feet. They stumbled over to Alcie, standing against the mast, her hands still intertwined with the ropes. Alcie was swearing at the sailors who’d held her captive, demonstrating her other affliction: anytime she cursed (which was a lot), it came out as . . . fruit.

“Figs! Lemons! Pears to you both!” she called to the now-laughing sailors, her arms over her head.

“Alcie . . . you can let go now, you know,” Pandy said. 

“Oh!” Alcie said with a start. “Oh, right!”

The three girls dragged themselves past the crew members now checking the ship, the deck, and the cargo for damage. The men were calling out that the storm was bad all right but they’d seen worse, each one trying to outdo the others with tall tales, as the girls slipped down into the passageway below deck.

Safe and warm once again, the girls locked their cabin door and took off their soaked outer togas, hanging them on the ends of their sleeping cots to dry. No one spoke for a long time.

“What was that?” Iole said finally.

“Duh!” said Alcie, sitting on her cot with her back against the hull of the ship. “Only the worst storm I’ve ever seen.”

“It was more than that,” said Iole, turning to Pandy, “wasn’t it?”

“I don’t know. I-I think . . . ,” Pandy stammered. “Yes. It was more than just a bad storm.”

“What? What do you mean more?” Alcie asked.

“Pandy . . . I saw the peacock in the air,” Iole said.

“What peacock?” said Alcie.

“If the peacock had tried to help in some way, or calm the winds,” Iole went on, “but it was screeching . . .” 

“I know . . . it’s a sign of some sort,” Pandy replied.

“Sign? What sign?” Alcie barked.

“Alcie, just listen, okay?” said Pandy, curling her legs up underneath her and rubbing her side where she’d smashed into the railing. Dido, her dog, had been severely tossed about in their cabin during the storm and now he laid his head, a small cut just above his right eye, in Pandy’s lap. “If I knew exactly what was going on, believe me, I’d tell you. I know you guys didn’t have to come with me on this quest, and you know I’d never keep anything from you.”

She dropped her voice to a whisper.

“Hera sent the storm. I’d bet all our food supplies on it. Did you see how quickly the storm cleared up once there was no chance that Iole or I would be killed?”

“But why, Pandy?” said Iole. “She’s the one who gave you the map when you were up on Olympus in front of Zeus. She’s the one who took pity on you and convinced Zeus not to boil you in oil, but to let you come on this search. She gave you the gold coins as a clue to go to Egypt.”

“Look,” Pandy sighed, “all I know is that Hera says one thing and means another. And she doesn’t like me; she pretends to, but she doesn’t. At all.”

She put the small coil of rope back in her leather carrying pouch.

“Why wouldn’t she like you?” asked Alcie.

“I don’t know yet,” Pandy shot back, then she dropped her voice again. “The only thing I’m pretty sure of is that whatever she’s doing . . . it’s going to get worse.”



CHAPTER TWO 

On Board 

7:09 a.m.

The following morning, Pandy forced herself back onto the top deck. Now, standing at the railing, the old wood still soaked through, Pandy kept looking back. The coast of mainland Greece had disappeared at least twenty minutes ago, but she was still stubbornly staring behind her, trying to will it back into view.

The large cargo ship carrying Pandora Atheneus Andromaeche Helena, her best friends Alcie and Iole, and her white shepherd dog, Dido, had left the port city of Crisa four days earlier heading for Egypt. The girls had wanted to book a cabin on a passenger ship, something a bit more comfortable, but none were leaving for Alexandria for at least a week and there was no time to spare. They also didn’t have the money for comfort so they had to make do with a freight ship laden with crates of Greek tiles, baskets of cured meat, sacks of falafel mix, and a gift from the University of Athens of  hundreds of leather-bound books for the magnificent library at Alexandria. It had taken the oarsmen the better part of a day to move the heavy ship through the Gulf of Corinth, negotiate a narrow straight, and sail out into the open Ionian Sea on their way across the Mediterranean.

Pandy had stood on deck almost the entire time. Long before Alcie and Iole had awakened each morning and long after they went below deck to their closet-sized cabin each night, Pandy was at the railing, watching as Greece floated by and wondering when, if ever, any of them would set foot on its shores again.

Almost three weeks had gone by since she’d seen her family or her home in Athens. And what weeks they had been. Never before, she thought, in the long history of the world, had one person caused so much trouble. Just by being dumb . . . and selfish . . . and totally irresponsible. Even though she was thirteen and officially a maiden and supposed to know better.

It had been almost six weeks since she had taken the box containing all the evils that could plague mankind to school for a big class assignment—just to show off. Her father, Prometheus, had been entrusted by Zeus himself with keeping the box safe and sealed. Prometheus made Pandy promise that she would never, ever, ever touch it. She had given her word to him when she was six years old. And seven years later, just to be better than everyone else, she had totally and completely disobeyed him. All for a stupid school project! The box had accidentally been opened and everything had escaped.

Well, that was the way her pathetic life went—duh! No surprise.

Pandy was even sorry that the two meanest girls at the Athena Maiden Middle School, Helen and Hippia, had been reduced to big hairless salamanders because they had been standing too close to the box when the lid flipped up. Okay, it was kinda, sorta their fault: they had tricked Pandy into letting them see the box and they had promised they wouldn’t open it and it was kinda nice that they were out of her life and weren’t tormenting her and her friends anymore, but no one deserved to be turned into a flopping black lizard.

The small island of Cythera at the southern end of Greece was now fading from view. What kind of people lived there, she wondered. How had they been affected by all the trouble that was now loose in the world? What had she done to them?

Pandy suddenly wanted to fly overboard and into the ocean. Even having been nearly drowned only the day before, she wanted to swim to the island and stay there, hiding among the rocks and cypress trees, eating nothing but berries and green olives . . . maybe a rat. She should eat a rat. A big rat the size of a goat.

She didn’t want to go to Egypt. She didn’t want to fulfill her promise to Zeus to recapture, within six months’ time, every evil plague that had escaped, no matter where it was, no matter how dangerous. She just wanted to hide and slowly waste away on that island right out there; her bones poking through her skin, her nails becoming claws, and her eyeballs falling into the dirt as she died—finally—of starvation.

Then Pandy remembered Zeus’s words to her as she had stood before him and all the other immortals weeks earlier in the great hall on Mount Olympus: “I would follow you, Daughter of Prometheus. I would follow you down to the depths of your dreams . . . I would hunt you into the flames of Tartarus and bring your body back for the punishment you deserve.”

And she had known even then that Zeus, Supreme Ruler and King of all Gods, would keep his word. After the box had been opened, Pandy and her family were summoned to Mount Olympus, where she had been given a choice. She alone of the great house of Prometheus would recapture the evils or her family would suffer unspeakable torments for the rest of eternity. If she didn’t accept or if she failed in her quest, everyone related to her would be cleaning sewage pits in the underworld (and that would be the fun part) forever. 

“Okay,” Pandy thought. “So jumping overboard is out.”

Perhaps the whole ordeal wouldn’t be so terrible. After all, they had already managed to capture one of the seven most deadly plagues. Just days earlier, in Delphi, they had trapped Jealousy. The girls had been attacked by Harpies and Iole had almost been roasted to death over the sacrificial fire, but in the end they had been successful, and now they were on their way to Egypt to capture Vanity. And they had just managed to weather what was probably the worst storm in the entire history of the planet. So, how bad could it be? Of course, neither she nor Alcie nor Iole spoke Egyptian and she had no idea where to look for Vanity if they ever actually got there . . . but how bad could it be?

Really?

“Sheesh,” she thought. They were all toast.

There was only one good thing that had come from any of this: she had discovered her power over fire. Well . . . she’d discovered that she had a power over fire; she didn’t know exactly how extensive it was or all the things that she could do with it. But it went way beyond the little trick her father taught her of creating heat with her breath by blowing on embers or wood or coals and heating them until they glowed red hot.

Turning forward, she saw a larger island coming into view. She stopped one of the sailors and asked what it was.

“Crete,” he replied tersely, and went about his task of tying off the freshly patched mainsail. None of the sailors had been very nice to the girls during the voyage. They weren’t mean exactly, they were just busy, and Pandy and Iole tried to keep out of their way. Alcie, however, couldn’t have cared less about being underfoot and was fascinated by shipboard life.

Hearing the name of the island, Pandy immediately went down below to the small cabin she shared with her friends. Dido was asleep on Pandy’s cot, but Alcie and Iole were nowhere to be found.

She walked the short passageway to the oar room. Peeking her head in, she saw two hundred men—slaves, actually—sitting on long benches, twenty rows deep. An aisle that ran the length of the room (which almost ran the length of the ship) cut the rows in half: five men on one side, five on the other. Each group of five held fast to a large oar that stuck out of a little hole in the side of the ship and down into the water. The men were pulling these heavy oars back and forth. It was one sailor’s job to pound the drum at the far end of the room so the oars were moved in perfect unison and didn’t get smashed together. Another man, the leader of the rowers, walked up and down the aisle calling time with the drummer.

“Stroke! Stroke! Stroke!” he called endlessly.

Pandy saw Alcie where she usually found her friend these days: sitting by the drummer, mesmerized as he beat out the rhythm. She caught Alcie’s eye and motioned for her to come. Alcie skirted the caller, ignoring his dirty look as she walked straight as an arrow up the aisle.

“This better be good,” Alcie griped. “I’m having fun and you had to interrupt. Oranges!”

Alcie and Iole had also been standing close to the box when it had first been opened. Not as close as Helen and Hippia, so they were still fairly functional and had all their hair, but both of Pandy’s friends had been affected. Iole came down with a nasty case of wiggling, tickling bumps on her arms and legs, but her skin had been healed when she was suspended over the sacrificial flame of the Oracle at Delphi. Unfortunately, Alcie’s afflictions were still very much there.

“Come on,” said Pandy. “We’ve got to find Iole.”

“Why?”

“You’ll see.”

Pandy led Alcie down another passageway. They passed the crew quarters and the small, empty dining hall. They passed the sleeping quarters for the captain of the ship, which also served as the chart room and library. At last they came to the galley. This was where Iole could be found much of the time, in a small anteroom; petting the lamb, the goat, the three piglets, and  the two chickens that were going to be used to feed the crew and the four passengers. To satisfy over two hundred people during a voyage lasting a week and a half, the cook was in the habit of creating giant cauldrons of stew and using lots of vegetables to extend such meager amounts of meat. But Iole had made it her mission to try to get the cook to go completely vegetarian. At first the cook paid no attention to her because she was small and fragile; not even a maiden yet, still just a girl. But when Iole continued to show up at the galley entrance, he threatened to roast her instead of the goat.

“I’ve been roasted by the best,” she said. “Your little fire doesn’t scare me.”

The cook, whose long nose gave him a somewhat rodentlike appearance, screwed up his face and chased her out into the passageway. But she kept coming back. Finally, partly out of respect for the fact that she was a paying passenger but mostly because she reminded him of his daughter back in Greece, he allowed her to sit in the corner and try to convince him exactly why he should spare the animals. She’d done a good job for the first three days, and together they created some wonderful things with chickpeas and lentils. But just this morning, Iole had awoken to the smell of . . . goat smoke. After racing down the passageway, she had stood teary eyed at the galley entrance. The cook looked up at her in the doorway. At first he tried to bluff  and joke his way out from under her gaze, but then he became angry.

“It’s my job, Iole!” he said.

Iole said nothing in return. Finally, the cook just broke down and cried.

“I’m sorry, honey. But I’m running out of ideas and after battling the storm yesterday, the crew wants meat!”

When Pandy and Alcie came into the galley, they found Iole and the cook sitting at the table. He was staring off into space, twitching slightly, and she was writing her mother’s rice recipes on sheets of papyrus, every so often patting his trembling hand.

“Iole, you need to see this,” Pandy said.

“What?” asked Iole.

“Come on. It’s a surprise,” said Pandy.

“Figs! She won’t tell me either,” said Alcie.

The three girls left the cook, and Pandy led the way toward the stairs.

“I don’t want to go back up there!” Iole said. “In fact, after that storm, I intend to remain below deck for the rest of the voyage, thanks very much.”

“Just trust me, okay?” said Pandy, forcing Iole ahead of her up the stairs and onto the deck.

“Look!” said Pandy, pointing to the island, now coming clearly into view.

“Oh! Oh!” exclaimed Iole, rushing to the railing she’d nearly slipped through the day before.

“I was pretty sure you’d want to see it,” Pandy said.

“What?” said Alcie. “It’s an island. The sea is full of ’em!”

“Oh, Pandy . . . ,” Iole sighed.

“Okay . . . yet another thing that I’m so totally left out of,” said Alcie.

“I’m sorry, Alcie,” said Iole, turning to her. “But that’s Crete. That’s my home.”

“It’s been over five years. How do you know?” asked Alcie.

There was a long pause.

“I’d know it in my sleep,” Iole said softly.

She paused again, leaning forward into the railing, her eyes searching the distance.

“There’s the small point where my dad used to take the family on day trips—picnics and things. Just beyond that is a little bay, and after that is the forest where my grandmother is buried.”

“Where’s your grandfather?” asked Alcie.

“He’s a rock.”

Pandy and Alcie whipped their heads around in unison to look at Iole.

“Hades turned him into a rock because he swore once and used Hades’ name. Apparently it was really,  really terrible. Something like how he didn’t believe in the underworld, and even if he did, when he died he wasn’t going to pay Charon to ferry him across the river Styx. Mom says he yelled about having to pay so much in taxes when he was alive, that he wasn’t going to pay anything else when he was dead. So Hades said something like, ‘Fine, then you just won’t go.’ And turned him into a boulder. Mom and Dad kept him in the courtyard at first. But when Grandma died, they used him to mark her gravesite. So, in an obtuse way, they’re together.”

Pandy and Alcie had absolutely nothing to say. But the two of them couldn’t help but think of every time they had mentioned the gods’ names in vain.

The three girls remained at the railing, watching as the ship sped past the western tip of Crete. Suddenly, they heard a loud thud far across the deck, inside the passageway entrance. Turning around, they saw a large head covered in blond curls poke out into the sunlight. 

“Oh no,” said Pandy.

“Oh my,” said Iole.

“Oh yes-s-s!” said Alcie.

“How does he always know where we are?” Pandy said, the three girls turning their faces back out to sea.

“It’s not that big of a ship, Pandy. There aren’t that many places to hide,” Iole replied.

“Who wants to hide anyway?” said Alcie, now  sporting a wide grin . . . which on Alcie was slightly terrifying.

“Tell me again why he has to be here?” said Iole.

“I’ve told you a hundred million times. I told you right after it happened back in Crisa. The man who booked our passage to Egypt wouldn’t sell me the tickets unless his son came with us. As protection. The man didn’t think that three girls traveling alone was very wise,” Pandy said.

“Smart man. So totally smart,” said Alcie, watching the blond head, now attached to a large, well-muscled body, searching for the three girls.

“And you didn’t tell him that Dido was protection enough?” asked Iole.

“I did. He thought that was very funny,” said Pandy. “He said he just wouldn’t feel right; that since he could only get us onto a cargo ship, if anything happened, he’d feel responsible. That’s why his son would be the perfect choice. He’s young, he’s strong . . .”

“He’s completely cute,” said Alcie.

“. . . and his dad wants him in the family export business so he needs to get used to being on a ship,” Pandy summed up. “He’s not that bad. And he’s stopped sleeping outside our cabin door, so at least we’re not tripping over him anymore.”

The blond-headed body was now lumbering up to the three girls.

“Here he comes,” said Iole, quietly, as a large shadow blocked the sun.

Pandy and Iole slumped. Alcie straightened up.

“Hi, Homer,” said Alcie brightly.



CHAPTER THREE 

Homer 

7:58 a.m.

“Uh . . . hi,” said a gruff voice as they stood at the railing, Crete now fading into the distance.

They turned and craned their necks upward to stare at the blond-haired, blue-eyed, six-foot-two wall of muscle who was, for the duration of the voyage, their protector.

Pandy’s thoughts flashed to the first time she’d seen Homer, only a few days earlier. Entering the shipping agency back in Crisa to inquire about cabin rates, she’d found the red-faced proprietor yelling at Homer, who was almost on the verge of tears.

“You will go to Alexandria and you will deliver these parcels to your uncle and I will hear no more about it!” yelled the older man, his loose brown teeth knocking and clattering in his mouth as he spoke.

“But Dad,” said Homer. “I just came back from Ethiopia!”

“And why did you come back? Because you couldn’t hack it in gladiator school! So you dropped out. I scrimp and save for years but you ‘don’t like it’ in the arena. At sixteen you think you know what’s best, so you just quit!”

“I didn’t want to go in the first place,” said Homer.

“Oh, that’s right,” his father spat. “My son wants to be a poet! Well too bad. You’ll learn the family business and like it!”

Pandy had almost coughed up a lung as she exclaimed loudly, “Ex-cuse me!”

Both men had turned, seeing her for the first time.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said, “but I’d like to ask . . . um . . . inquire about going to Egypt. Alexandria, actually. How much would it cost to get there? Me and two other people? And my dog?”

The older man’s eyebrows had stood almost on end, seeing a young maiden alone in his offices. Before he would book her passage, Pandy had to answer many questions about where she was from, why she was traveling without her parents, and who was traveling with her. She told only one or two teeny little fibs: traveling with her sisters, tragic death in the family, etc.

“Fine,” the man had said at length. “I have a ship leaving tomorrow. It’s a cargo ship, so you’ll be cramped, but you’ll get there. And Homer is going, so he can look out for you.”

“Homer is not going!” said the boy.

“Homer is going,” said the man, turning to his son, “if I have to plant the toe of my sandal where Apollo doesn’t shine! You’re still not too big, my boy . . . Well, yes you are, but I don’t care. You’ll deliver the parcels, have a nice chat with your uncle about the import/export business, and watch over this lovely maiden and her sisters on the way. Period!”

Pandy had felt herself blush at being called lovely. The man tallied up the charge and wrote out the tickets and a letter of introduction for the captain of the ship. Pandy paid for the passage. As she left, she’d wondered if she’d actually see Homer aboard the ship and whether or not he’d be manacled. The three girls had spent the night in a small inn, listening to Pandy’s experience in procuring the tickets and then creating a fake history for themselves as they were all “sisters” now.

The next morning, Homer and his father were standing on the appointed dock. The older man had looked strangely at Alcie and Iole, noticing almost nothing but differences among the girls. Pandy smiled weakly, Iole kept her head down, and Alcie was supposed to do the same. But after one glance at Homer, Alcie had decided that the view was better if she looked up.

Homer said nothing. He didn’t even acknowledge the girls and he pretended not to notice when Dido licked his hand.

The first day out, as the captain carefully negotiated the straits between the Gulf of Corinth and the Ionian Sea, Iole caught Homer as he went up on deck for fresh air and tried to talk to him. But he didn’t even grunt at her and Iole decided he was plainly “simple.” Alcie found him at the railing as she marched from mast to mast, loving the way the sea made her walk straight.

“Hi,” she said sweetly.

“Whatever,” he said, moping his way back below deck.

“I so totally agree!” she called after him. “You know it!” 

Now, on this fourth day, he stood blocking the sun.

“So, Homer,” Alcie said, a softer quality to her voice that made Pandy and Iole turn and stare at her with wonder, “how’d you make out during the storm yesterday? Pretty wild, huh?”

Pandy and Iole looked at Alcie like she’d suddenly grown a second head.

“Um . . . I was asleep,” Homer replied.

“Why does that not surprise me?” Iole said under her breath, turning back to look at Crete.

Homer was almost always in his room. Except for the first night, when he’d camped outside the girls’ door on his father’s orders. The girls had spent most of the night talking about their quest, not realizing he was  there, until he fell asleep and crashed his head into the cabin door as he hit the floor.

They managed to convince him that, with a heavy bolt on their door, he was free to stay in his own cabin. The girls had been a bit concerned about what Homer might have overhead, but he’d given no indication that anything was going on inside his head, much less an interest in their quest.

“Oooh, sleeping! Well, that’s fun too, I suppose.” Alcie giggled and choked on her tongue.

“Pandy,” said Homer, totally ignoring Alcie, who now actually was turning purple from choking, “my father wanted me to, like, every once in a while, see if you guys were okay and . . . stuff. So . . . after that storm . . . like, are you guys okay?”

“Um . . . we’re okay, Homer,” said Pandy, lightly patting Alcie’s back. “Thanks for . . . um . . . everything.”

“Yes,” said Iole icily, “thanks for the timely concern.” 

“Cool. So . . . um . . . that time I was outside your cabin, I kinda heard why you guys—I mean, maidens— are really going to Alexandria and about the gods and stuff. And Pandy, I just wanted to say that those girls who opened the box are very uncool. So I won’t tell my dad you lied. Okay . . . like . . . good luck saving the world. And maybe I’ll see you guys—I mean, maidens— later, y’know, around Egypt.”

As he walked away, Iole and Pandy turned to look at each other, horrified at having been overheard, but Alcie just stared at the spot where Homer had stood.

“Great hulking pomegranates!” she yelled, finally clearing her throat. “When we get ashore, he’s just gonna leave us!”
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