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One



Flies buzzed around the Dumpster in the alley, and the late-summer heat was brutal even in the shade. Laura Sweeney swatted a mosquito away from her arm and pushed her glasses back up her cute but sweaty nose. Her friend Taryn sat across from her on the benches behind the Dairy Queen, and both were dressed in the blue polyester uniforms of the DQ.


In time-honored lunch break tradition, they weren’t eating food from their own establishment; Taryn had just returned with goodies from the 7-Eleven across the street. She gave Laura her chocolate milk and beef jerky, while she opened up a big straw that was full of pink sugar. Mmmm, lunch.


“How much do I owe you?” Laura pulled a garish red and yellow wallet from her pocket and handed Taryn a few bucks. The plastic corners were tattered from wear, but the heroic figure of a woman warrior still graced the shiny cover.


Taryn laughed out loud and nearly spit up her sipping sugar. “When are you getting rid of your Xena wallet?” she asked in amazement.


“As soon as I give up the Hercules lunch box,” answered Laura proudly. “And speaking of my mythology obsession—I read the most beautiful love story last night. It was about a wood nymph named Egeria, who fell in love with a mortal king named Numa Pompilius.” Laura got a wistful look in her eyes, and she took off her glasses. The weeds in the alley didn’t look so bad blurry.


“When the king died,” she went on, “Egeria was so sad that she couldn’t stop crying. Nobody could comfort her, and she wouldn’t leave the spot in the woods where they always met. The goddess Diana took pity on Egeria and turned her into water. Her legs became an eternal spring, and her torso shot up into the sky!”


“Wait a minute, hold on,” said Taryn, tossing her thick black hair. “The dude dies, and the girl cries so hard that she gets turned into a fountain?”


With a sniff, Laura nodded. “That’s right.”


“And you call that a great love story?” scoffed Taryn. “I’m sorry, but when my boyfriend dies, I don’t want to be turned into a fountain. I want to find another guy with a nicer car.”


“Well, Egeria wasn’t a girl,” replied Laura defensively. “She was a wood nymph. They used to meet every night in a sacred grove, and she gave him good advice on how to govern his people. They really loved each other. I’ve got the book in my car, if you want to see—”


Taryn reached out, grabbed Laura’s arm, and forced Laura back onto the bench. “Girl, you need to get out of these fairy tales and into a reality show. In a week, you’re going to be a senior in high school, and have you ever been kissed?”


“Well, of course,” said Laura, bristling. “There was that party when we played spin-the-bottle.”


“In fifth grade!” snapped Taryn. “Laura, you’re pretty—in a bookish kind of way—and there have to be guys who would crawl after you. What about Peter?”


“Peter Yarmench?” asked Laura with a laugh. “Oh, I’ve known him since we were in kindergarten. He’s not my type.”


“What is your type?” asked Taryn suspiciously.


Laura hugged her beef jerky and smiled dreamily. “Jake Mattson.”


Her friend snorted a laugh. “Right, the most popular boy in school. He’s everyone’s type. Can’t you aim a little lower than that?”


With a pout, Laura thought about all the boys who really appealed to her, and she came up with another name. “Cody Kenyon. I like him.”


“The baddest boy in school,” muttered Taryn. “I have a hard time seeing you with a bad-boy skater dude.”


Laura squared her shoulders and smiled mischievously at her friend. “Is that right? Well, I’m going to surprise you this year. I’m for sure going to have a boyfriend, and it’s going to be whoever I want!”


“Those guys won’t even talk to us,” said Taryn bitterly. “You need a cheerleader outfit in a size four.”


Laura’s shoulders slumped and she sat back on the cold cement bench. “Not my style, huh?”


“You’re top pick for valedictorian,” said Taryn, waving her sugar straw around. “Stick to your own crew—you know, the other valedictorian types.”


Laura frowned and put her glasses back on. “Does it always have to be like this? We can never look outside of our usual circle? What if I want something … else?”


“Girl, you’ve got to try one boy before you can try them all,” said Taryn with a sniff.


Suddenly the back door of the Dairy Queen opened, and a greasy-haired teen stuck his head out. Alien was also wearing a blue polyester uniform, but he had a name badge, which neither one of them had.


“Hey, princesses,” he snarled, “your lunch break was over five minutes ago. I need you to get back to work.”


Taryn shot a nasty glance at Alien. “We’re expanding our minds by talking about Roman mythology. Do you know anything about that?”


“Heck no,” he snapped. “I just know this afternoon is going to be hotter than Hades! We need to inventory before the rush, so hurry up.” He ducked back inside, banging the door shut behind him.


Laura chuckled. “‘Hotter than Hades.’ He knows about mythology, and he doesn’t even know he knows. These aren’t just fairy tales, Taryn—people worshipped these gods for thousands of years.”


“Well, now they worship the mean green,” said her friend, rising to her full five-foot-one stature. “That’s why we have to work. Come on, back to the custard pits.”


With determination, Laura grabbed her chocolate milk and stood up. This year is going to be different, she told herself. I’m going to make sure it is.


A week later, it was still hotter than Hades, but the school year began as scheduled. As the first warning bell rang, students streamed into the main door and through the halls of Fimbrey High School in Denton, Ohio, looking for new lockers and old friends. Laura Sweeney had picked out a strategic spot next to the central stairwell, where she could catch sight of everyone going up and down and passing through.


Fimbrey High School didn’t require uniforms, but everyone was dressed in a uniform anyway. She picked them out as they walked past: the jocks and preppies in their stylish clothes; the goths and skaters in black shirts, chains, and carefully torn jeans; the homeboys with their super low-rider baggy pants, and the nerdy types, who were the only ones actually obeying the school’s dress code.


Laura was a senior this year, which meant that she should be one of the goddesses of the school, but she didn’t feel like a goddess. Maybe the sophomores looked up to her, but nobody her own age did, unless they envied future valedictorians. She was carefully showing a little midriff, because she was skinny enough to pull it off. But she didn’t show enough skin to get in trouble.


Suddenly the crowd parted, and she could see all heads turning toward a tall, striking blond boy wearing a letter jacket, even though it was way too hot for a jacket. It didn’t matter, because Jake Mattson didn’t sweat unless he wanted to. Laura moved her glasses farther down her nose—she didn’t want to steam them up. She read about Greek gods all the time, but here was one in person. Finally a senior, Jake Mattson really was king of the school. Even his girlfriend, Megan Rawlins, looked up to him, although the head cheerleader looked down at everyone else.


Megan got to walk beside Jake, acknowledging the greetings from their chosen subjects and ignoring the stares of the peons. The heavenly couple got a snarl from Emma Langdon, a goth chick who wore more eye shadow, piercings, and studs than ten other girls combined. Her cadre of goth-activists snarled along with her, but Jake Mattson ignored the purple-hair crowd. Not everyone was going to like the king, but that didn’t change the fact that he still was the king.


The skater punks had their own hero, and he made an entrance, too. Looking like the underworld god Pluto with his shaggy raven hair, skintight T-shirt, and studded jeans, Cody Kenyon strolled down the hallway. Now it was Emma’s turn to stare dreamily as the dark lord walked past, carrying his scarred skateboard over his shoulder like a weapon. Curvy little Chelsea Williams hurried after him; clearly, Cody was cool enough to be acceptable even to her popular crowd. Cody gave Chelsea a sneering smile and wrapped his arms around her waist.


Laura wanted to step forward and say something to Jake or Cody, but her feet seemed to be rooted to the spot. Still her mouth was working, and she had once helped Jake with his trigonometry. So she worked up her courage and had lifted her hand to wave hello when a voice boomed behind her.


“Hey, Laura!”


That broke the spell, and she whirled around to see Peter Yarmench, a skinny guy with wavy red hair and numerous freckles. He beamed at her as the royal couple glided past, taking her moment of bravery with them.


“Oh, hi, Peter,” she answered, trying to muster some cheer. “How are you?”


“I’m great!” he answered, sounding impossibly cheerful. “I thought school would never start.”


And that’s why you’re so not one of the cool kids, thought Laura. “Yeah, well, here we are again.”


“Hey, I called you a bunch of times last week, but you never returned my calls.” Peter looked like her puppy when he got caught going through the garbage. She realized it wasn’t his fault she was grumpy about school starting this year … with no romance.


Laura looked away. “Well, I was working really hard down at the DQ.” That was a lame answer, she thought, but at least it was partially true.


“Hey, let’s see your schedule,” he said cheerfully. “Do we have any classes together?”


She fished around in her new planner for her schedule, but she already knew the answer. They would have at least half of their classes together, even though Fimbrey was a big high school with almost two thousand students. For some reason, she and Peter had been joined at the hip ever since first grade, and the scheduling gods never kept them far apart. Of course, they usually took the same advanced classes, and they were competing to be valedictorian.


He grinned as he studied her schedule. “Wow! We’ve got second period, third period, fifth period, and seventh period. That’s amazing!”


“Isn’t it?” she replied, mustering a smile. “Who would have thought?”


“I’m looking forward to this year,” said Peter with a crooked smile. She peered up at him, thinking he had gotten taller over the summer. “Did they give you a new locker?” he asked.


“Yes, in the old wing by the music room,” she answered. “That’s good, maybe I won’t get trampled.”


“Hey, mine’s there too!”


The last warning bell rang, and even the slouching homeboys began to hurry a bit toward their first class. Peter looked worriedly at his watch and began to shuffle off. “See you in advanced calculus. Hey, Laura, it’s going to be a great year.”


She nodded. “I hope so.”


[image: Image]


Perhaps it was going to be a great year, but it started out like every other year of high school. Laura Sweeney attended all her classes on time and met her new teachers—all of whom were overjoyed to have such a well-regarded student in class. She saw Peter several more times that day, and she ate lunch with Taryn and all her friends from her regular group. She never did work up the courage to talk to Jake Mattson or Cody Kenyon or any of the other boys she didn’t already know.


At home, her mom asked her, “How was your day?” and she gave the usual polite but vague answers. She wasn’t going to share the fact that the only boy she had had the courage to talk to was Peter Yarmench. Her dad gave her the standard lecture about how this year she had to work harder than ever to keep up her grades, although she knew that her future place at Ohio State was secure. It was only a matter of whether she would be the valedictorian and get some extra scholarship money. Her future looked safe, humdrum, steady as she goes: no excitement, no worries, no big question marks.


And Laura was no closer to getting a boyfriend.


Being the first day of school, there was hardly any homework, so Laura went to her bedroom after dinner to read one of her mythology books. It started to rain, and the warm drops beat a steady rhythm against her window as she read. Although Laura knew the story well, she thrilled at the tale of Pygmalion and Galatea.


Pygmalion was a famous sculptor who created a statue of a woman that was so beautiful that he could love no real woman. When he asked Aphrodite, whom the Romans called Venus, to find him a living mate as beautiful as his creation, the goddess could find none. Taking pity on the lonely sculptor, Aphrodite breathed life into his fantastic statue, and it turned into flesh and blood. Pygmalion named his beloved Galatea, and they married and were deliriously happy for the rest of their lives.


Why can’t I have that? thought Laura bitterly. Why isn’t there a perfect boy out there for me? Someone I really like.


In anguish, she lifted her head and shouted to the rainy sky, “Jupiter, send me a boyfriend!”


A crack of thunder startled her, and she looked around, feeling a slight chill. Her dog, Chloe, suddenly ran into the room and jumped on the bed, cowering in her arms like she always did when there was loud thunder. Chloe was not a very brave mutt, despite having been named after a brave heroine in mythology.


Laura laughed and scratched her puppy’s head. “If only real life were as simple as these fables,” she lamented, “but it’s so not.”


Outside the rain started to fall harder, and the thunder growled a low reply.





Two



“Mercury! Mister Mercury, wake up!” The desk clerk of the Mount Olympus Retirement Home in Tarzana, California, gently shook the elderly man awake. Mercury was sitting in a wheelchair, his head completely bald except for tufts of white hair around his ears. He was dressed in an undershirt, plaid shorts, and white shoes. A little drool was running from the side of his mouth, and he wiped it on the back of his hand, which was covered with brown age spots. Mercury wasn’t just old, he was ancient, and he could be forgiven for moving a little slowly. At four thousand years old, any movement at all was a good thing.


“What?” he rasped. “What is it, Randolph? Time for my nectar?”


“No, no!” exclaimed the desk clerk, a little man with a pencil-thin mustache. He waved a slip of paper in the air. “You got a message!”


“A message?” growled Mercury, blinking fully awake. “I haven’t gotten a message since … what century is this?”


“The twenty-first,” answered Randolph.


“My, how time flies.” The messenger god blinked fully awake and cast rheumy eyes upon the mortal, who was still a young man, only sixty years old. “You say it was in my special box?”


The clerk nodded excitedly. “I didn’t open it up—do you want me to?”


“Yes, read it,” said the elderly god, sitting up in his chair. They were on the veranda of Mercury’s room in the retirement home, and it was a very nice room, if a little old-fashioned. A pair of silver winged slippers hung on the wall, and dusty statues of his family rested on half columns.


The desk clerk tore through the envelope and opened the letter. “It’s from a certain Laura Ann Sweeney of Denton, Ohio. It says, Jupiter, send me a boyfriend!’”


Mercury bolted upright in his wheelchair. “What? A mortal actually made a plea to Jupiter to find her a boyfriend?”


“That’s what it says here,” answered Randolph. “Do you want me to throw it away?”


“No, no!” answered the elder. “This is a Heroic Task, and this Laura Sweeney appealed directly to Jupiter, king of the gods! We can’t ignore it. Where are the others?”


“Some of them are out by the pool.”


“And the big guy?”


Randolph looked over his shoulder. “Jupiter is in the sauna. Do you want me to tell the others?”


“No way. This is my job,” insisted Mercury. “I’m the messenger god.”


“I’ll push you out,” offered Randolph.


Mercury brushed him off. “No, get me my walker … and my winged slippers.” As the desk clerk hurried inside to fetch the articles, the elderly god rose uncertainly to his feet. “How long has it been since anyone appealed to the gods?” he mused. “Don’t they know we’re retired?”


“Semi-retired,” corrected Randolph when he returned with the winged slippers and the chrome two-wheeled walker. “You still have a lot of Heroic Deeds left in you!”


“Yes,” said Mercury, lifting his chin, which was covered in the stubble of a snow-white beard. “We used to find True Love for mortals all the time. In fact, often we put on disguises and supplied all the love they needed by ourselves.” He chuckled with some fond ancient memories.


Randolph placed the walker and the slippers in front of the aged god and stood back. Mercury gripped the arms of the walker to steady himself as he slipped his wrinkled feet into the magical winged footwear. “There, that’s better.”


A moment later, the desk clerk stumbled backward in awe and alarm, because the centuries began to melt away, revealing an elderly but handsome god. After a while, he didn’t look a day over two thousand, though he still had most of his aches and pains.


Gripping the message from Laura Sweeney in his hand, Mercury used his walker to shuffle out to the pool area. On the West Coast, the sun was just beginning to go down, and a soft golden glow suffused the blue pool and the marble pillars that surrounded the water. A warm breeze brought the smell of nectar mixed with Metamucil.


As Mercury approached the swimming pool, he heard the whining voice of Juno, Jupiter’s wife. “I told Venus, ‘I can’t possibly have another lift and tuck,” she complained, “‘or my armpits will be under my ears.’”


Diana nodded, although the elderly goddess of the hunt seemed to be half-listening as she painted her toenails with a long peacock feather. Half a dozen of the graceful birds wandered the grounds, and they outnumbered the gods in attendance. Fat Apollo grumbled under his breath when his foe, Vulcan, made a good shot on the shuffleboard court. In the pool, Neptune splashed around, trying to climb aboard an inflatable raft, but slipping off each time.


None of them noticed the messenger until he had shuffled up right in front of them. “Mercury!” exclaimed Vulcan with surprise. The misshapen god of the forge limped toward him and glanced at his winged feet. “What are you all dressed up for?”


“This!” he crowed, waving the slip of paper in the air. “A mortal has beseeched Jupiter for help. It is a matter of True Love … a Heroic Task.”


Apollo wheezed. “Are you sure we didn’t get that message by mistake?”


“How many Jupiters are there?” asked Mercury.


“Just one,” came a raspy voice, and they all turned to see their frail leader, wearing a white terry-cloth robe that seemed to blend in with his long white beard. “Or two, if you count the planet Jupiter. Did we get any royalties from all those planets they named after us? Not a drachma.”


Mercury bowed to the elder with the long white beard. “Sire, a mortal has pleaded for your help. Just like the old days—a quest for True Love!” Breathlessly, he told their leader everything he knew about Laura Sweeney and her search for the perfect romance.


“We must handle this correctly,” said Jupiter excitedly. His flip-flops smacked the soles of his feet as he paced beside the pool, and he tugged thoughtfully on his flowing beard. “We can’t take any chances—we must assign this delicate task to the right hero.”


“You mean Venus?” asked Diana, who was always a bit ditzy.


“No! No! Spare us!” cried all the gods at once, jumping to their feet with alarm. “Not Venus!”


Everyone glanced at Vulcan, the brilliant but ungainly god of invention. After all, Venus had wronged him the most. “My ex-wife? You’d be crazy!” he answered. “The less she knows about this, the better.”


“Don’t worry,” said Jupiter, with a wave of his bony hand. “I do not intend to involve Venus, even though this would be easy work for her. Out of spite, she would thwart this mortal because she asked me first.”


“Her son,” suggested Mercury. “Cupid could perform this deed for you.”


That brought another scowl to the king’s cracked lips. “Yes, matters of love are in his domain, but that cherub is a mercenary and will exact a stiff price.”


“Get a grip, husband,” said Juno. “If not Venus or Cupid, who will help this maiden? You? Mars? Who?”


Jupiter looked around at the elderly gods gathered beside the sparkling pool and shook his head. “Where is Cupid?”


Apollo pointed over his shoulder and sneered. “At this hour, he likes to hang with mortals at Pinkie’s Pool Parlor.”


“I might have known.” Jupiter heaved a sigh and cast his eyes at Mercury, who was still holding the request from Laura Sweeney in his hand. “Mercury, shall we go fetch him?”


“I have my winged shoes on, don’t I?” answered the messenger god with a sniff.


Jupiter snapped his fingers. “Apollo, summon your chariot. But the black limo, not the Hummer.”


Twenty minutes later Jupiter and Mercury hobbled into a pit so dank and obscure that Mercury had to light his magic torch just to look around. A rat scurried off along the brown and yellow baseboards, chirping angrily at them, and a putrid draft brought the foul odor of cheap cigar smoke and the aged dust of pool chalk. A maze of dark, rectangular tables confronted the gods, and from somewhere in the bowels of Pinkie’s Pool Parlor came a burst of raucous laughter.


Jupiter sneezed, rattling his crown around atop his snowy white mane of hair. He wiped his nose with his long beard and growled, “That mold is playing Hades with my allergies. I say, Mercury, remind me why we’re doing this?”


“Laura Sweeney wants a boyfriend, and she appealed directly to you.” The frail god clicked his winged slippers and stuck out his chin importantly. “I told everyone about it, and they think we need this heroic task to give our existence a little purpose.”


Jupiter groaned and rubbed his rheumy eyes. “Yes, but to bring Cupid out of retirement? I don’t know. The world doesn’t need him anymore—they have chat rooms!”


Mercury shuffled forward and prodded his old associate in the ribs with a bony elbow. Chuckling, he suggested, “Maybe the mortals need a little more of that old bolt of lightning. You know, that insane, short-circuit jolt that Cupid’s arrow used to bring them. We could watch it all in the reflecting pool.”


Jupiter nodded and squared his scrawny shoulders. “Lightning bolts,” he repeated, as if reminding himself of the mission. With determination, the two elders moved into the dark pathways between the felt-covered slabs of slate. After negotiating the maze, they reached a small circle of light in the far corner, where four men were huddled around a pool table.


Holding court and waving a cigar in the air was Cupid, and his gravelly voice cut through the clack of balls and drone of conversation. The aged cherub, wearing a pith helmet, multipocketed field vest, and stylish hunting clothes, looked ready to go on safari.


His three scurvy companions spotted the aged visitors first, and one brute looked up and laughed. “Who are you guys? Man, the homeless soup kitchen is four doors down.”


“We’re not lost,” said Mercury indignantly. “We’re here to talk to your friend.” He and the king of the gods turned their attention to the short, squat player with the big cigar.


“I told you guys to leave me alone,” said Cupid, while he studied his shot and avoided looking at them. “Ill join the association of retired people when I’m ready, and not before!”


That joke brought a chuckle from the other players, but they scowled when neither Jupiter nor Mercury found it amusing. “Yeah, make an appointment,” growled one of the men. “He’s busy right now.”


As if to prove it, four-foot-tall Cupid stood on his tiptoes, bent over the rail of the pool table, and made a respectable shot, sinking the four-ball in the side pocket.


“You can only stay here if you rent a table,” said the smallest of the three mortals, a weasel in a striped suit. “And that costs twenty bucks … each.” His friends tried to keep a straight face, but two of them laughed.


Jupiter scowled and scratched his long beard. “We really need to talk to Cue here. That is what you call him … Cue?”


The diminutive god sank another ball and laughed. “What else would they call me? I’m a pool player. We’ve got no business together, Old Man. That partnership closed shop … long ago.”


“One of our old customers,” said Jupiter in a hoarse whisper, “has just asked for our help.”


That revelation caused Cupid to miscue and awkwardly strike the white ball, sending it on a pathetic spin that avoided every other ball on the table. “Hey!” growled one of the mortals. “You spoiled Cue’s shot, and I’ve got five hundred bucks riding on him! You guys need to get out of here, and I mean right now.”


The big human hiked up his jeans and moved threateningly toward the frail elders. “Manny, wait a second,” called Cupid, trying to warn his associate.


Jupiter lifted his hand and made a fist, and the entire building began to shake as if besieged by an earthquake. As dust and pieces of plaster rained down on the players, Manny backed up, and his two friends shouted and ran for the exit. Jupiter lowered his hand, having made his point, and the building stopped shaking.


“Whoa!” exclaimed Manny, his mouth agape. “That must’ve been a five or six on the Richter Scale!” He looked at Cupid and waved his arm. “Let’s get out of here, Cue!”


“You go,” answered the cherub, chomping on his cigar. “I’ll protect these two old codgers.”


“Don’t wait too long,” urged Mercury with a pained grimace. “My bones are aching … I feel another one coming on.”
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