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… young Romulus

Will take the leadership, build walls of Mars,

And call by his own name his people Romans.

For these I set no limits, world or time,

But make the gift of Empire without end.

Virgil, The Aeneid
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When the volcano first began to rumble, the birds of Rome could sense it.

Seagulls swooped inland from the Mediterranean coast, shrieking their warning. The peacocks strutting around the Villa Borghese zoo pointed their beaks at the cloudless June sky and cawed, loud and insistent. The hooded crows, in their sleek livery of black and gray, rallied on tile rooftops and crumbling walls to conspire and confer.

They all knew that the old gods were angry, that Vulcan, the god of fire, had issued a warning. His brother, Mars, the god of war, had been whispering in his ear, complaining that the gray-eyed goddess Minerva—wise, fearless, strong—was meddling in the human world again. Both Vulcan and Mars were the sons of Juno, the greatest goddess of Rome.

Their mother had never liked Minerva, the favored daughter of the mighty Jupiter, king of all the gods. Minerva was too all-knowing, too powerful, and even now—many, many centuries after her temples and shrines in Rome had been sacked, dismantled, buried, and built over—she saw the ancient city as her citadel, her domain.

The brothers, seething in rage and suspicion, found an ally in Neptune—god of the sea. Mars also called on those foul sisters, the harpies, to enter the city, ready to do his bidding.

But Minerva had allies as well. Her brother, Apollo, and his twin sister, Diana, both experts in archery. The Pleiades—the Seven Sisters—whom modern Romans imagined were nothing more than stars in the sky. And Mercury, the gods’ swift-footed messenger, who could travel across worlds and times and boundaries. When Minerva needed him, he was ready.

On the frescoed wall of the Villa Farnesina, the nymph Galatea sensed the reins in her hand tug: The dolphins pulling her scallop-shelled chariot were moving. She felt the splash of a wave against her foot, her red cloak billowing higher as a restless Neptune whipped up the wind. But the three chubby Cupids circling her head were no longer pointing their bows and arrows at her. They raised their bows toward the sky, poised for a different sort of attack.

With every high-pitched, frantic cry, the city’s hooded crows were trying to tell the Romans bustling about that at any moment it would begin, that the city’s ancient streets soon would be engulfed, once again, by darkness and war.

But no one understood the old omens anymore. They’d forgotten that Juno ruled the peacocks in the Villa Borghese, that the crows served Apollo, that the vicious harpies, too, could take the form of birds. They’d forgotten that Rome was a playground and a battlefield for the gods.

And when the gods were at war with each other, there was nothing anyone on earth could do to stop them.
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Laura Martin wasn’t even meant to be in Rome that June.

She should have been back home in Bloomington, Indiana, not hanging around the lobby of a cheap hostel with eleven other kids from Riverside High. The school’s annual Classics Trip had almost been canceled that year due to low enrollment in the class. This irritated Laura. Classics was her favorite subject, and she was planning on studying ancient history in college. Her best friend, Morgan, on this trip as well, always said that Laura only liked old things—vintage clothes, vinyl records that had to be played on a turntable, used books that smelled of dust, black-and-white movies …

Thankfully, their teacher, Mrs. Johnson, had petitioned the principal and the Classics Trip was saved. Every student had to pay his or her own way, which was no problem for Morgan’s family. Laura had had to babysit hyperactive toddlers, save every penny of birthday money, and work as a camera elf in Santa’s Grotto in the mall over Christmas. But it was worth it—she had made it here. Twelve days, three countries—Turkey, Greece, and Italy—and every day more interesting than the next, despite the muggy heat and a succession of crummy hostels.

Rome was the final stop. They’d spent the past two days here, touring the Forum, the Pantheon, and the Colosseum. Now, on their last morning, Mrs. Johnson told the group they could do anything they liked.

“Anything you like within reason,” she cautioned, her voice hoarse from playing tour guide. “Everyone stay out of trouble. And be back here by six, please, for our special last-night dinner.”

She winced and gripped her stomach, leaning against the lobby wall, as if the lurid orange wallpaper would give her support.

“I think we may be killing POTUS,” Laura murmured to Morgan, trailing the other kids out the glass doors into the swampy heat.

“And that, after all, is a federal crime,” said Morgan, mock-earnest. All three teachers on the trip shared last names with former US presidents—Mrs. Johnson, Mr. Harding, and Ms. Wilson. But only Mrs. Johnson, Laura and Morgan had decided, was worthy of the title of President of the United States. Sometime during the long, hot overnight boat ride from Greece to Italy, the whole group had started using the nickname.

“Though we were the ones who came up with it,” Morgan liked to complain, annoyed that most of the other kids on the trip ignored them. This was mainly because she and Morgan were the youngest; they would be starting their junior year in the fall, and everyone else was going into their senior year.

It was obvious to Laura that there were three factions among the seniors: the cool kids, the shoppers, and the geeks. The cool kids were the best-looking, and liked to brag about the sports they excelled at and the colleges they’d be applying to. The shoppers had the most money, or just the most obvious desire to spend it: they preferred haggling for scarves in the Grand Bazaar in Istanbul to exploring the ruins at Pompeii. The geeks were two boys, Dylan and Jack, who wore Star Wars T-shirts and complained about stupid things, like the absence of lettuce in Greek salad. When POTUS talked about Virgil—one of the famous poets of Ancient Rome—Dylan asked if she meant the Pokémon character of the same name. Laura didn’t know why he was even on this trip.

Ryan Kray and Dan Sinclair were the handsomest of the cool boys. Dan had messy dark hair and chiseled cheekbones, and seemed incredibly aloof. Ryan was blond and loud, and wore skinny yellow jeans because he thought they looked “European.” On one bus ride in Greece, Ryan had tried to get Laura’s attention: The sun was in his eyes, and he wanted her to close the pleated window curtain next to her seat. “Hey, Mutant Girl!” he’d shouted.

Laura had dark hair and olive skin, and really, she thought, her eyes should have just been a nice, ordinary brown. Instead they were gray, and sometimes seemed a grayish shade of blue, or sometimes even a dull green. That’s why Ryan called her Mutant Girl. At least, she thought that was why. She wished he’d bothered to learn her actual name.

“He’s a guy who wears banana pants,” Morgan had pointed out, trying to cheer her up. “Who cares what he thinks?”

Now, as she and Morgan headed down the narrow alley behind their hostel, Laura decided to stop caring about any of the other kids. It was her last day in Rome. Beautiful, ancient Rome. Laura had been dreaming about this city since she was a little girl, when her grandfather would tell her stories from the end of World War II. He had been stationed here as a young soldier, just eighteen years old, and he said even with the rubble and the rats, it was his favorite city in the world. Laura saw why; Rome felt like a mythical place, not at all part of any real world familiar to her—the world of strip malls, highways, and drive-throughs back home.

Now everything she’d studied and read about in Classics class this year was alive around her, in all its fragmented and decaying beauty. It was all so old, Laura kept thinking, though not daring to say it out loud. Before they’d left Indiana, POTUS had issued them with a What Not to Do list, and anyone transgressing had to pay a two-euro fine toward the official “Teachers’ Gelato Fund.”

Prohibited behavior included saying “Everything is so old” or “This is awesome,” as well as persistent dawdling, wearing earbuds during tours of ancient sites, or complaining if there wasn’t air-conditioning. There were so many possible transgressions that the teachers were pretty much able to buy themselves ice cream three times a day.

Laura’s own What Not to Do list would be slightly different, she decided. Ryan wouldn’t be allowed to call her Mutant Girl. Students couldn’t sit in their usual cliques every single night at dinner. Of course, various items of clothing would be banned: Star Wars T-shirts, banana pants, and the Ugg Fluffie sandals that the shopping girls insisted on wearing, even though they kept complaining about aching legs. Most important, Ms. Wilson—aka Woody, after her namesake Woodrow Wilson—couldn’t sing the theme music from that old movie Three Coins in the Fountain ever again.

“Follow me!” Woody called now, leading them along another narrow street. She was the school’s art history teacher, and kind of chaotic, in Laura’s opinion. When they hit a main road, Woody—blinded by the brightness of the sun—almost stepped into the path of a speeding Vespa.

“Why is Woody with us?” Morgan whispered. “Isn’t it supposed to be our free time?” She pulled her shoulder-length blond hair into a high ponytail, to avoid what she called the “neck sweats” when the heat of the day got too intense.

Laura wished she’d gotten her long hair trimmed before they left Bloomington. During this trip, Morgan had insisted on trying out various “Greek goddess” styles on Laura’s hair, and all that braiding and twisting just made it wavy and crazy.

“Woody’s obsessed with the Trevi Fountain,” Laura explained, brushing a stray dark curl out of her face. “She wants to throw a coin in to make sure she’ll return to Rome one day.”

“She could just buy a plane ticket, like a normal person.” Morgan made a face, and Laura grinned.

Although they were all given to eye rolling behind Woody’s back, most of the students were following her lead today and heading for the Trevi Fountain. Maybe, Laura thought, they were so used to doing everything together that going off alone seemed radical and strange. Just two of the shopper girls had broken ranks by going to the busy Via del Corso, and Ryan Banana Pants had stayed back at the hostel, complaining that he felt sick and achy.

Laura and Morgan walked together, Laura snapping photos and Morgan posing. Their roommates, Nicole and Courtney (enthusiastic members of the “shopper” camp), were doing their best to incur fines for persistent dawdling, stopping to gush over fake Prada and Gucci bags spread out on blankets in the street.

The rest of the seniors walked in their usual clusters, engrossed in their usual private conversations. Occasionally Laura thought she saw Dan look back at her, as though he was about to ask her something. But maybe this was just wishful thinking. He probably thought of her as “Mutant Girl” as well.

Walking up ahead alongside Woody was a strange girl named Maia, who’d joined them the day they arrived in Rome. She had sleek, short black hair and a catlike face that would have been pretty if she didn’t spend so much time frowning.

Apparently Maia was going to be a new student—a senior—at Riverside High School in the fall. Her parents—professors of some kind, in Italy for an academic conference—had managed to talk the principal into letting Maia crash the end of the Classics Trip.

Laura had tried talking to her a few times, but “Mystery Maia,” as the other kids called her, wasn’t exactly forthcoming. There were rumors that her parents were either exiled nuclear physicists or spies. Laura didn’t know about that, but she did know that Maia had a long, multisyllabic Russian last name, that she was born in Vladivostok, that both her parents—Russian father, Korean-Russian mother—were starting jobs at the Indiana University, and that Maia tended to talk like a professor herself.

“The movie didn’t make up the tradition of throwing coins into a fountain, you know, Ms. Wilson,” Maia was saying, marching down the street alongside Woody. “The ancient Romans threw coins into rivers and lakes, as an offering to the gods, to request a safe return from a journey.”

“We’ll be throwing our own coins in soon.” Woody sounded almost breathless with excitement. “Should we sing the song?”

Maia ignored her. “And the Trevi Fountain was built on the site of an underground Roman aqueduct,” she continued. “Well, the end of one, where it opened into a public square.”

Laura knew this: The aqueduct was built by Agrippa to supply water to his baths near the Pantheon. She wished those baths were still there. But like so much of ancient Rome, they had been stripped or built over, until only pieces were left.

“Someone make her stop,” Morgan whispered to Laura, fussing with her ponytail.

“Woody or Maia?”

“Both. This is supposed to be our day off. One last chance to have fun without having to learn anything, or get asked the difference between … I don’t know. Trajan and Trojans.”

“Trajan’s an emperor,” said Maia, shooting an are you stupid? look back at Morgan. Laura hoped she hadn’t overheard all their conversation. “And Trojans were the inhabitants of ancient Troy.”

“Oh yeah! Silly me,” said Morgan. She raised her eyebrows at Laura as soon as Maia’s sleek dark head was turned.

“Be nice!” Laura whispered.

“You know that stuff, too,” Morgan hissed. “But you don’t blab on and on about it, do you?”

“I could recite the names of emperors for you again,” Laura teased. Morgan had told her once that it was the best-known cure for insomnia, Laura’s chronological list of Roman emperors.

“You can really do that?” said a boy’s voice to her left, and Laura realized it was Dan. She felt her cheeks burning.

“Don’t encourage her,” Morgan groaned. She didn’t seem intimidated by Dan at all, maybe because she claimed he wasn’t that cute. “It’s the world’s most boring party trick.”

The walk signal flashed at them, and everyone set off across the street. Dan strode ahead with some of the others from his group, not waiting for Laura to reply. It was just as well, Laura thought. She didn’t have anything particularly interesting or witty to say. Better to lose herself in the sights of the city.

Rome looked like a stage set, with its pale buildings, shuttered windows, and huge wooden doors with handles shaped like lions or snakes. When she looked up toward the bluest of skies, she saw lush roof terraces lined with vine-covered trellises. Every narrow street seemed to lead to a cobbled piazza or to a serene stone fountain carved with dolphins or nymphs.

And now, quite suddenly, they were approaching the most amazing fountain of them all. The famous Trevi Fountain, white and enormous, its tableau of muscular men and giant horses wedged against the wall of a palazzo like a multistory altar. Its gushing spouts drowned out the chatter of the huge crowd of people around it, everyone taking photos and tossing coins into the frothy pale water.

Laura had seen pictures of it before, but it was much larger and more impressive than she’d expected. More beautiful, too, as though it was carved out of the purest vanilla ice cream, with such lifelike detail—seaweed, grapes, and reeds—petrified in bleached marble.

“Man, this is awesome,” said Jack, plucking at the neck of his T-shirt. Luckily, Woody was too distracted to fine him for using a banned word. She was already charging down the crowded stairs, making for the rounded rim of the fountain. It was entirely lined with people sitting with their backs to the water, throwing coins in over their shoulders.

“Carved by Pietro Bracci!” Woody shouted, waving a spindly arm in the air. “Such strong lines! Such movement!”

“Hey, Neptune looks like he’s dancing,” said Dylan, nudging Jack, and Maia shot him a bemused look.

“That’s not Neptune,” Maia said. “It’s Oceanus, the son of Gaia and Uranus. But the men holding the horses back—they have fishtails, see? So they’re representations of Triton, Neptune’s son.”

“Class dismissed,” said Dylan, smirking, and Laura felt sorry for Maia. However much Laura and Morgan might feel like outsiders, Maia really was: Even the geek boys thought she was weird. Part of it was her insistence on supplying information all the time; another part was her abrupt manner. Laura’s mother talked about people who “didn’t suffer fools gladly,” and Laura had never understood what she meant. Listening to Maia, though, she was starting to get the idea. Laura heard people burbling nonsense and she just ignored it. Maia never could.

“That’s right, that’s right.” Woody fumbled in her purse for a coin. “The mighty Triton! Notice that one horse is calm and the other is restless.”

“What does that mean?” asked Nicole, chomping on gum. POTUS would have made her throw it away, but Woody never noticed anything.

“Well, it’s a question of balance and energy, isn’t it?” gushed Woody in her overdramatic teaching voice. “It gives dynamism to the composition …”

Laura stopped listening, squinting at the statuesque female figures in their carved draperies, stationed on either side of Oceanus. She checked her guidebook. The woman on the left was Abundance, struggling with her cornucopia. The one on the right was Health, which Laura decided was a very dull name for a woman brandishing a spear and keeping a wary eye on a writhing snake.

The sun was so bright that Laura’s head started aching. She fumbled in her bag for her sunglasses. The heat and the light were playing tricks on her, she decided: For a moment, the snake seemed to be moving, slithering up the shapely arm of Health. Laura shook her head, the way a dog shakes after running out of the sea. Sculptures couldn’t move.

Woody had managed to squeeze into a place on the fountain’s edge, eyes shut, a coin glinting in her hand.

“Oh, may as well,” said Morgan with a resigned sigh. She pushed through the thick crowd until she was sitting on the edge as well, back to the water, preparing to throw her coin. Most of the students were doing the same thing, Laura noticed—apart from Maia, who never seemed to join in. Maia was frowning, hands shading her eyes, at the Triton brandishing a conch shell.

“Laura, come make your wish!” Morgan called, and Laura waved at her, smiling. It was true that she’d love to return to to Rome one day. Ideally without three teachers and eleven other kids.

An insect brushed against her wrist, and Laura instinctively flicked her hand to wave it away. Without meaning to, she smacked the person standing next to her.

“I’m so sor …” she began, forgetting to say scusi or permesso or whatever it was they’d been told to say in Italy. Then she realized, with a start, that it wasn’t an insect skittering across her skin; it was another person’s hand. The person standing right next to her, whose fingers were closing around Laura’s bracelet, tugging at it so hard that the chain dug into her skin.

Someone was trying to steal the most precious thing Laura owned.

“No,” she said, her trembling voice low: She was too astonished to shout. With her other hand she grabbed at her own wrist to try to wrench it away from the mugger, clamping her fingers over the bracelet.

Everything was blurred and hurried: Laura was pulling hard, and elbowing whoever it was in the side. She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t; her heart was beating too fast, and all her energy was focused on pulling her arm free.

All of a sudden Maia was there, still frowning, and she shoved the mugger in the chest. With one final almighty effort Laura pulled her arm free, the bracelet’s chain broken but still sticking to her clammy arm. And just like that, the mugger melted into the crowd so quickly that all Laura got was the briefest glimpse. It was a woman, she registered. Dark hair, dark eyes, pale skin. A mean expression, as though Laura was the one stealing something.

“Thanks,” Laura managed to wheeze, looking up from the broken bracelet dangling off her wrist. But Maia had already walked away, down the steps toward the fountain, as though fighting off a mugger was the kind of thing she did every day.
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Laura realized she was shaking. They’d been warned about pickpockets; POTUS had told them to carry their bags strapped across chests, not letting them dangle from shoulders. But Laura had never imagined someone would try to steal the bracelet off her wrist.

Now, for the first time since they’d arrived in Rome, the sky seemed to be darkening. Gray clouds blocked the intense blue, and Laura was relieved: It was too hot, too sunny. She slipped the broken bracelet off and carefully stowed it in the zipped front pocket of her bag. The chain was silver, and could be mended, she guessed. Luckily, the stone looked undamaged.

That was the most important part, the part that had sentimental value. Her grandfather, who died when Laura was seven, had left it to her. Laura remembered him showing it to her once, when she was a very small girl, and she had told him she thought it was beautiful.

It was beautiful: a grayish-blue stone the size and shape of an almond. A star sapphire, her grandfather said. Though it looked more like a polished pebble, Laura thought, shot through with its own tiny constellation. Her grandfather had picked it up somewhere overseas during the war.

Her mom had it made into a bracelet when Laura turned fifteen, a year ago, and since then she’d worn it every day. It reminded her of everything she’d loved so much about her grandfather—his kindness, his strength, his stories, his smile. But with every passing year, Laura felt as though she could remember less and less about him, and about the time they spent together. She wasn’t even sure what she really remembered and what she’d heard from other people. It made her sad to think someone that special to her could just disappear from her memory. That was why the bracelet was so meaningful. No way was some random thief going to steal it.

Dylan clambered up the broad steps toward her, looking sweaty in his Star Wars T-shirt. Laura didn’t know how he could bear wearing black clothes in this heat.

“Someone just tried to mug me,” she told him.

“I think someone’s mugged my head,” he said, and Laura noticed how strained and pale his face appeared. He lowered himself to the ground and stuck his head between his knees. “I feel like throwing up.”

“Are you okay?” Laura was concerned by his pallor. “Should I get Woody?”

“I should just go back to the hostel,” Dylan muttered. “Where’s Jack?”

“I can’t believe all you guys are getting sick on the last day,” Laura said, thinking of Banana Pants back at the hostel.

“Girls, too,” Dylan mumbled, and Laura looked down at the fountain’s edge. Woody was standing up, frantically fanning Nicole’s face. Courtney sat slumped on the ground, her eyes closed. Morgan was kneeling down, patting Courtney’s head as though she were a puppy.

“It can’t be food poisoning, can it?” Laura asked. “We all ate exactly the same thing for every meal yesterday. Maybe you have sunstroke.”

“Not very sunny now.” Dylan raised his head, grimacing up at the gray sky. A rumble of thunder sounded in the distance, and everyone around the fountain seemed to exclaim in unison, excited at the prospect of rain after so much heat. Squawking seagulls zoomed overhead, circling the small piazza.

There was something eerie about their cries, Laura thought, suppressing a shudder. She hoped that she wasn’t getting sick with this strange illness as well: It would make the long flight home even worse. Woody was shepherding kids up the broad steps, and some of them looked barely able to stand up. Raindrops pattered down and thunder growled again, sounding closer this time. A storm was coming.

One seagull dipped so low that its wing brushed Laura’s hair: It shrieked, loud and menacing, right in her ear. She flinched, ducking to get away, but it circled back, ready to dive-bomb her again. Laura scrambled up the steps: She needed to get out of here before she got drenched or robbed or smacked in the head by these manic birds. Morgan was beckoning to her, and Laura shouldered her bag, ready to follow.

She took one last look at the cool blue water of the fountain and stopped. Her eyes were playing tricks on her again. Laura could have sworn that she could see one of the horses moving—the rearing horse, the one on the left. It threw its giant head back even farther and churned the air with its front hooves. The carved Triton gripping its mane was half pulled out of the water.

Laura closed her eyes and opened them again: Could no one else see this? Was she hallucinating?

“It’s raining,” said a voice behind her: Mysterious Maia. “We should go.”

“Do you see anything … anything moving?” Laura asked her. The rain was growing heavier and the crowd had begun to scatter. “In the fountain?”

“I saw that seagull launch itself at your head,” replied Maia, giving Laura one of her quizzical looks. “The Roman augurs would say that was a bad omen.”

“Whatever,” said Laura. She wasn’t in the mood for bad omens. She needed to get to Morgan, get back to the hostel, and lie down for a while—until she stopped seeing stone snakes and horses moving.

“When in Rome!” Maia called after her, and it sounded more like a warning than a joke.

*  *  *

Everything in the hostel was orange. The sinks in the bathroom were orange. The sheets on the bunk beds were orange. The desk in the lobby was orange Formica, and the officious guy who worked there had such a fluorescent fake tan that they’d dubbed him Agent Orange.

Back in their shared room on the third floor, Morgan closed the garish orange curtains to block out the sun. The rain had stopped as suddenly as it began. Courtney and Nicole were both lying on their beds, already half asleep. Actually, Courtney was lying on Morgan’s bed, because she was too weak to make it up the ladder to her own upper berth. Laura couldn’t believe how pale Nicole looked right now.

“I feel all shivery,” she’d whispered to Laura before she closed her eyes. “I ache everywhere.”

Woody appeared in the doorway, brandishing bottles of water from the vending machine in the lobby. Laura took two and placed them within reach of her two sick roommates.

“That’s six of you who aren’t feeling well,” Woody reported, “including poor Mrs. Johnson. And a teacher from one of the European groups said most of her students are sick as well. In fact, she was feeling ill herself. It’s like some kind of flu, except at the wrong time of year. Very odd. But maybe everyone will feel better by tomorrow. I hope so. Otherwise the trip home will be very unpleasant.”

“Should we stay here this afternoon? You know, to … take care of them?” Morgan sounded as reluctant as she looked. She’d already changed into a white muslin sundress and was itching, Laura knew, to go out again. Laura was still in her slightly damp T-shirt and shorts, but figured she could change later.

“No,” Woody said, her mouth drooping. “Mr. Harding and I have agreed that we’ll take turns at keeping an eye on things here. You two go off and have a good time.”

“Well, at least we’re rid of everyone for a few hours,” Morgan murmured to Laura as they set off down the hallway. “Should we check out the graves?”

Laura had really wanted to explore the ruins of Nero’s Golden House, but it wasn’t open to the public at the moment. So she didn’t mind indulging Morgan, who was desperate to see the graves of the poets Keats and Shelley in the old Protestant cemetery. It wasn’t part of their official Classics Trip itinerary and today, as Morgan had reminded Laura maybe ten times, was their only chance.

“Mmm,” said Laura, wondering if she should have left her broken bracelet in the room rather than carry it around in her backpack. Maybe with Nicole and Courtney staying in the room, the bracelet would have been safe. But she’d rather have it with her, in case she could get the chain mended somewhere.

“Let’s make sure Jack and Maia don’t see us and try to tag along.” Morgan clattered down the narrow staircase. “They probably wouldn’t be interested, anyway. Or else Maia would know everything about it, and bore us to death.”

“I guess,” said Laura, though she felt bad, scampering off like this. Sometimes it was nice just to be around other people, especially in a strange city, even if they weren’t exactly your BFFs.

As it turned out, there was no chance of escaping unnoticed. In the lobby, Jack was slumped like a rag doll in one of the orange plastic chairs, pulling on the cords of his Purdue hoodie. Maia sat huddled on the floor, writing in her diary. She was frowning with concentration.

“She’s probably writing: Day Three, still no friends,” Morgan whispered, nudging Laura. Laura nudged her back even harder.

“You guys, we’re going to get the Metro out to the Protestant Cemetery,” Laura announced. She ignored Morgan’s fingers pinching into her arm. “You can come if you’d like …”

“Sure,” Jack said. “May as well. Nothing else to do.”

“Campo Cestio?” asked Maia, slamming her diary shut. That girl really was like a cat, Laura decided: self-contained, hard to read, almost insolent. She scrambled to her feet, dusting off her shorts. “That’s its correct name, you know. And with four of us, I think it’ll be cheaper to catch a cab.”

Morgan sighed theatrically.

“Just as I predicted,” she hissed at Laura, and pushed open the foggy glass door. “Thanks for not listening to me.”

“I never listen to you,” Laura teased, hoping Morgan would cheer up.

Outside, the afternoon air was humid, still heavy with rain. She refused to let anyone spoil her last day in Rome—not sulky Morgan or listless Jack or weird Maia, not even marauding seagulls or brazen muggers or looming storms. This was the most amazing city she’d ever seen in her life, awash in history and stories and secrets. Who knew what they’d uncover this afternoon?

*  *  *

The cemetery entrance was an archway with ornate iron gates and a sign announcing Campo Cestio’s opening hours.

“ ‘The Old Cemetery for Non Catholic Foreigners,’ ” Jack read aloud. “That’s us!”

“Speak for yourself,” Morgan said. She strode through the gates and up the gravel path as though she knew exactly where she was going.

“And you—I guess you’re, what? Russian Orthodox?” Jack asked Maia. She stared at him as though he were speaking a foreign language.

“How is that relevant?” Maia sounded more puzzled than affronted.

“Just trying to, you know, make conversation,” said Jack, pouting.

“Maybe we should all split up and wander around by ourselves, okay?” Laura suggested. “Meet back here in forty minutes?”

Before the others had a chance to reply, Laura bounded away, feeling only a little bad about leaving Jack with Maia, or Maia with Jack—she wasn’t sure who was worse off. But this was too peaceful a place for squabbles. Laura hadn’t spent much time in cemeteries, apart from the military cemetery back home where her grandfather was buried. That was a vast expanse and super-orderly, all the gravestones white and identical, with signs telling people not to leave fresh flowers or wreaths because they encouraged the roaming deer.

This cemetery was quite different. With its trim green hedges, soaring trees, and drooping wisteria, it looked more like a well-tended small park. Narrow paths rose up toward the high back wall. The elaborate tombs and creamy gravestones were topped with carved urns or angels.

Laura crunched her way up the most central path in Morgan’s wake, inhaling the sweet after-rain smell of the greenery. Raindrops still glistened on leaves and on the vibrant pink petals of the hydrangea bushes. Laura walked past a grave that was just a pedestal balancing a draped headless torso, and the name carved into the base simply read BELINDA.

An elegant stone angel bent over another tomb, her face covered. Her heavy wings and draped robes—even the sandals on her feet—looked so real that Laura couldn’t resist reaching out to stroke the stone folds.

“Over here!” shouted Morgan, waving, and Laura pulled back her hand.

“Okay,” Laura called back. She made her way down the steep gravel path, unnerved by the incessant cawing of a crow flying overhead. They were called hooded crows here, Laura had learned, because they looked as though they were wearing a little gray cape over their black feathers.

The sky was dark now, and she hoped the rain would hold off. The crow above Laura’s head cawed again and dipped lower, as though he was following her. A seagull had swooped in as well, circling the crow, its echoing cry loud in her ears. The birds of Rome all seemed so frantic today, Laura thought, and aggressive. Maybe they were freaked out by the intense weather.

She hurried down the path and turned past a tombstone she hadn’t noticed before, topped with a jet-black marble figure of a boy with wings curling around his shoulders. The look on his face was bored, and he held a large dart in his right hand, pointed at nothing in particular. Cupid, Laura thought: the god of love. He looked more like a sulky teenager playing some lame game in his parents’ basement.

Both birds dove and wheeled, getting closer and closer to the ground—and to Laura. The crow held something in its beak, but she couldn’t make out what, exactly, even when the crow dropped it. As the tiny piece of debris fell, the seagull flew toward it, shrieking, and the crow gave chase, pecking at the gull’s tail. Were these birds actually fighting?

The black marble figure of Cupid raised his hand in one swift, elegant movement and threw the dart into the sky. Laura couldn’t believe her eyes. Her heart thumped with something between shock and exhilaration, watching the dart soar higher and higher into the air. It wasn’t possible for something carved to move; it wasn’t possible for this stone dart to be launched. But there it was, speeding into the sky.

The dart, black as the gathering clouds, hit the seagull in its snowy breast. Laura gasped, clutching at a straggly bush to steady herself. The seagull was falling, dropping at great speed. The crow cawed—almost in triumph, Laura thought, if that were possible.

The crow flew toward the cemetery’s walls just as the dead gull thudded onto the damp turf at Laura’s feet. The dart was still buried in the soft feathers of its breast.

Laura grabbed a limp branch and crushed it in her shaking hand. This couldn’t be happening. Grave ornaments didn’t launch missiles into the air—not in any normal place, anyway. Where was Morgan? Where was anyone else, to look up at that dark, seething sky right now and tell her that she wasn’t going crazy?

The dart slid from the dead bird’s prone form and flew, like a boomerang, back into Cupid’s hand. And then, before Laura could move, the bird’s corpse vanished, dissolving like a vapor, a mist. In an instant there was nothing left of it apart from a spot of red blood on the green grass. The sky turned black and Laura thought she could smell fire.

Something soft as a feather brushed Laura’s face—one brush, then another. She looked up, afraid that the stone Cupid was busy shooting more birds. But all she could see above her now was a billowing charcoal cloud, with ash falling like gray snow from the sky.
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Il volcano!”

“Eruzione! Eruzione!”

Laura ran toward the shouting voices near the cemetery’s main building, where every visitor or cemetery worker—invisible until now amid the lush foliage and steep paths—seemed to be congregating, babbling and exclaiming. Jack’s face emerged out of the gloomy haze, his eyes wild with excitement.

“It’s a volcano,” he told her. “A volcano has erupted and this is like, like …”

“An ash cloud.” Laura recognized Maia’s voice, as assured and calm as ever. “The volcano’s to the south, in the Colli Albani. It hasn’t erupted like this for thousands of years.”

“How do you know all this already?” Laura swung around to face her. Maia might have sounded as matter-of-fact as normal, but the falling ash made her look very strange, as though she’d been crawling through spiderwebs in an attic.

Maia shrugged. Laura would have been annoyed by her smug expression if she weren’t still struggling to grasp what was happening.

The crowd assembling near the gates looked and sounded increasingly hysterical. One man was crossing himself; two Asian girls huddled under an umbrella, scarves drawn over their mouths. A woman in black was weeping, jabbing at the numbers on her cell phone. Someone in a military-style uniform stood at the gates, his gestures frantic, shouting at them.

“We have to get back to the hostel,” Maia said, frowning at the crowd. “Where’s Morgan?”

Laura had no idea. It was hard to see clearly or even walk through the ash; it was like wading in a sea of gray down. Last time she’d seen Morgan, her friend was off in search of Keats’s grave. It could only have been minutes ago—five, ten?—but it felt like an eternity. Laura had seen the Cupid shoot the arrow, had seen the gull fall, had seen the bird disappear completely from view. How was any of this possible?

“There!” shouted Jack. He marched toward a ghostly figure staggering toward them, her fair hair and white dress gray with ash, and grabbed her by the arm.

“I feel terrible,” Morgan gasped, leaning on Jack for support.

“It’s just ash,” Jack said. He batted some away from his mouth and grinned, like a kid playing near a Halloween bonfire.

“No, I mean …” Morgan bent over, gripping her knees. “I was feeling sick before … before this. My head is swimming. I didn’t even make it to the grave when … this started happening.”

“Volcanic eruption!” Jack sounded delighted. Morgan groaned. “Hey—maybe we’re all going to die, like in Pompeii.”

“We’re not going to die,” Laura snapped, though she wasn’t sure. How close was this volcano, anyway? Would the ash cloud be followed by torrents of boiling lava? The Seven Hills of Rome had been formed by volcanic eruptions, but that was millions of years ago.

“Can we get a cab?” bleated Morgan.

“Here!” Maia was calling them from the sidewalk just outside the gates. She’d managed to find a taxi, of course, even in the chaos of the ash rain. Maia, thought Laura, helping a rag-doll-like Morgan stagger toward the waiting car, always seemed to know exactly what to do.

*  *  *

Back at the hostel all the lights were on, though it was still early in the afternoon. Agent Orange on the desk was jabbering away in Italian on the phone, smacking one hand on the counter to make some agitated point. High on the wall, the TV showed pictures of a smoldering mountain and a vast traffic jam on the highway, with close-ups of swirling ash. Leslie and Jane, the two girls who’d gone shopping earlier, were slumped in plastic chairs, looking dazed and ashy.

“What is this stuff?” Leslie moaned, trying to brush ash out of her long hair.

“A volcano erupted, and there’s an ash cloud,” Maia told her. “It won’t kill you.”

“But the volcano might,” added Jack, sounding gleeful. The girls looked like they were about to burst into tears.

“I feel so … bad,” Jane groaned, and Laura jabbed Maia in the arm.

“You should help them,” Laura hissed.

“Why?” Maia looked bemused.

“Help them get upstairs. They must be sick, like Morgan. You guys help them, and I’ll get Morgan up to our room.”

It wasn’t easy pushing and tugging a dizzy, breathless Morgan up so many flights of stairs. Laura was desperate to tell her about what she’d seen—Cupid’s dart, the dead bird disappearing—but Morgan looked more ready to faint than to listen to such a far-fetched story. Maybe it had all been a hallucination, Laura thought, a symptom of this illness felling everyone around her. But she didn’t feel foggy. What she’d seen was crystal clear in her memory, even the soft thump when the bird hit the ground, and the glistening patch of blood it left on the ground.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” groaned Morgan. Laura steered her in the direction of the shared bathroom at the end of the hall and then went in search of help. Nicole and Courtney were both fast asleep on the lower bunks of their shared room, and there was no way Laura could push Morgan up the bunk-bed ladder without someone else giving her a hand.

She tapped on door after door, peeking in to see who was around. Most of the sick girls probably had no idea about the ash cloud, because they were lying in bed with the curtains drawn, or they were fast asleep. There was no one at all in the female teachers’ room. Laura tore up the stairs to the fourth floor, where the boys were staying, but most of them seemed to be in much the same state, zonked out.

Only Dan Sinclair was awake. He was sitting on the floor of his room, legs stretched out, flicking flecks of ash off his jeans.

“Yes?” he said when Laura peered in. The room smelled of gym socks. It reminded her of her brothers’ bedroom, where things seemed to be fermenting. The other boys in the room were silent lumps in the bunk beds. She wasn’t sure whether to go in or not.

“You don’t have to hide out in the hallway, you know,” he said, and Laura felt herself blush. She hated the way whenever there was an awkward social situation, her face went red.

“Are you okay?” she asked. It felt strange speaking to Dan, let alone asking a personal question. They never talked in school. At least, unlike Banana Pants Ryan, he didn’t call her “Mutant Girl.” He didn’t call her anything at all.

“I never get sick.” Dan sounded slightly offended. “I’m just here because, you know, there’s an ash storm outside.”

It was hardly a storm, Laura thought, but she wasn’t brave enough to squabble with Dan, who was good at everything and clearly knew it. She felt embarrassed, and wanted to close the door and back away. But that wouldn’t help her get Morgan up a bunk-bed ladder.

“Would you mind helping me—um, downstairs?” she asked after what felt like an endless pause. “Everyone else is, you know, sick.”

“Sure,” said Dan, jumping to his feet and dusting himself off. He sounded kind of embarrassed as well, though Laura wasn’t sure why.

By now the girls’ floor looked like some kind of zombie hospital, with the strong—Laura, Dan, Maia, Jack—helping the weak up and down the hallway, leading them to and from the bathroom or to any available bed.

“Why aren’t you sick?” Maia asked Jack, in what Laura was beginning to recognize as her signature blunt/rude manner. “All the other boys are.”

“I’m very healthy,” he told her, grinning. He was short and a little chubby, and did have a robust look about him. “Never missed a day of school, unfortunately.”

“Dan’s not sick, either,” Laura pointed out, but Maia didn’t seem surprised.

“We might need him,” she said.

“What?” Laura asked, confused, but Maia looked away, saying nothing. Mrs. Johnson—POTUS—had reappeared, clearly sick herself but doing her best to direct traffic. Maia and Laura had to move to a room two floors up, she said, and would be sharing with a girl from one of the European school groups. Jack and Dan had to move to the sixth floor, in the hostel’s old attic.

“I don’t think we need to move,” Dan argued. Laura remembered something that Morgan had said early in the trip, that just because Dan was the smartest kid in his grade, he sometimes acted like he was equal to all the teachers, even POTUS. “We can squeeze in wherever down here. It’s only for one night.”

“I don’t want you getting sick as well,” POTUS said, steadying herself against the grubby wall. Her face looked gray, even though she hadn’t been outside for an ash dusting. “And it’s going to be more than one night, I’m afraid.”

“What do you mean?” Laura asked. She was eager to get home and see her family. Rome wasn’t quite as enticing now with all this sudden, creepy strangeness—the extreme weather, the erupting volcano, birds getting shot out of the sky by stone Cupids. She fingered her wrist, startled at first that the bracelet was gone, before she remembered it was tucked safely away in her bag.

She thought back to the thief and to the moving statues at the Trevi Fountain this morning. It all felt like a strange dream, disturbing because it was so vivid. Laura wished she could talk it through with someone, to try to make sense of what she thought she’d seen.

“The ash cloud,” said Maia flatly, by way of explanation. She handed her backpack—as neat and compact as its owner—to Jack as though he were a doorman at a fancy hotel.

“Maia’s right,” said POTUS. She looked half asleep on her feet. “The ash cloud means that all planes are grounded. Not just in Rome but in most of southern Europe, and the air travel ban may spread if the cloud grows. We can’t leave.”

“Cool.” Jack beamed, and hoisted Maia’s backpack onto his shoulder.

POTUS sighed. “I called the principal, and he’s letting all your families know about the delay. Though they’ve probably all seen it on the news. Well, at least now we have a chance to recover from whatever this is.” She gave a feeble wave toward the dim rooms on the hall.

“I have a track meet on Saturday,” said Dan, frowning.

“Too bad,” Maia told him. She wasn’t in awe of anyone, Laura observed—not the teachers, and certainly not other students. Dan looked at Maia for a moment, as though he’d never seen her before in his life, and turned back to POTUS.

“So, get settled in your new rooms,” she said, ignoring his indignant expression, “and Ms. Wilson will try to get you some pizza or something for dinner tonight. I think it’s best if you all stay inside until we know it’s safe out there.”

This wasn’t at all the big final night they’d had planned, with a nice dinner at a nearby fancy restaurant that apparently served homemade pasta and a world-famous fried artichoke dish.

Instead here she was, climbing the stairs with strange Maia to find a strange room where some strange European girl might be lurking.

Room 32 had shabby curtains and garish smiley-face stickers plastered down one of the bedposts. Sitting cross-legged on one of the top bunks, reading a book, was a girl with fair spiky hair, wearing tortoiseshell-framed glasses and a striped sailor top. She looked at Laura and Maia and closed her book with a snap.

“Hi,” Laura said, forcing a smile. She spotted her suitcase dumped—by Jack, the world’s most enthusiastic porter—on one of the lower bunk beds, and dropped her backpack next to it. Maia was still standing in the doorway, gazing up at the new girl in her usual brazen way.

“You call yourself—what?” Maia asked. Laura’s face prickled with embarrassment: Didn’t Maia know you were supposed to introduce yourself before demanding someone else’s name? Also, Maia was clearly fluent in English; why did her phrasing sound so foreign?

“Sofie,” said the girl, unsmiling. She pronounced it Zo-fee-ah. “It’s a German name. I’m from Hamburg, in Germany.”

“We’re from the US,” Laura said quickly, before Maia could say anything else rude and/or strange. “Bloomington, Indiana. I mean, we go to school there.”

Laura knew that Maia wasn’t really from Indiana—she was originally from Russia, or maybe the Planet Zog, for all Laura knew—but for the purposes of this extremely awkward meet-your-roomies moment, she was from Bloomington.

“Indiana?” Sofie sounded amused.

“Yes. And I’m Laura,” Laura continued, trying to ignore the other girl’s sarcastic tone. Her neck was stiff from looking up. “And this is Maia.”

Maia walked to the window and stared out at the gloomy alley. She was terrible at conversation, Laura thought.

“Are you the only one not sick?” Laura asked Sofie. “From your school, I mean?”

“I am not here with my school,” Sofie told her, looking affronted by the very idea. She unfolded her long legs and stretched them out, like a ballet dancer limbering up. “We are on holiday now. I am traveling in Italy with some friends.”

“That’s why you’re here,” said Maia, as though she’d just solved a mystery. “Who are your friends?”

“Germans.” Sofie sounded bored. She slipped the book she’d been reading under her pillow, as though she didn’t want them to see it. “You don’t know them. And now they are all sick, of course.”

“There’s just us and two boys—two who are not sick.” Laura was speaking the most stilted English, and she wasn’t sure why. Sofie made her feel flustered.

“Boys?” Suddenly, Sofie looked interested.

“Dan and Jack.” Something pinged inside Laura, like homesickness: She wished the boys were here right now. Jack was goofy and immature a lot of the time, but at least he was cheerful. And Dan might think himself better than practically everyone else, but it might be helpful to have someone confident to do all the talking and introductions. Maia was no help at all. Now that she’d finished examining the view, she was peeling the sheets off her bed and feeling along the length of the thin mattress.

“What are you doing?” Laura asked her.

“Checking for bedbugs. Even good hotels get them, you know.”

“And this is not a good hotel,” said Sofie.

Laura wondered if she should check her own bed, but she didn’t want to slavishly copy Maia. What she really wanted to do was pick up her bags and run, back to her old room, where the other girls were more or less normal.

“So you have two boys,” mused Sofie. “Interesting. They are not sick at all?”

“Not yet,” said Maia.

“And there is the Danish boy,” Sofie said. The tiniest of smiles flickered across her face. Maia stopped shaking her sheets and frowned. “He is on a school trip like you. He is very tall. A Viking.”

From the smile on Sofie’s face, Laura guessed that “Viking” must be a code word for cute.

“Do you know his name?” Laura asked. Sofie gave a one-shouldered shrug and said nothing. Silence settled in the room like a heavy blanket.

“Our teacher is bringing us pizza later,” Laura said at last, because she couldn’t think of anything else to drum up some intelligent conversation. Maia was now absorbed in remaking her bed, stirring up dust when she shook out the comforter. “I’m sure you can have some, too.”

Sofie sniffed, and dug around under her pillow for the book. Obviously she found Laura’s conversation dull. If Laura was honest, she found it pretty dull herself. It was so hard talking to unfriendly people. She couldn’t wait for the stupid cloud to drift away so she could go home to her family, who liked to laugh and talk and play board games. If her dad were here, he’d be leaning way too far out the window, taking way too many photos; her younger brothers would be leaning out as well, trying to catch ash on their tongues. Her mother would be coming up with stupid newspaper headlines, like “Ash the World Turns” or “Eruption Destruction: Vacation Disruption.”

After obsessively checking every neat pile of folded clothes in her backpack, Maia settled onto her bed and started scratching away in her diary, her dark head bowed low. Sofie kept reading. Laura walked over to her new bunk and tried to distract herself by reorganizing the things she’d thrown, in haste, into her suitcase. She turned her back on Maia and Sofie, in case they felt like making snarky comments about her messy packing: She really wasn’t in the mood.

Her backpack, Laura realized, had deposited an ashy residue on the new comforter. She unzipped the bag’s pocket to fish out her broken bracelet. The chain looked so fragile, rudely snapped by that horrible person who tried to mug her. Looking at it made her feel tearful, even though she knew she could get it fixed at home.

She rubbed a finger over the gray-blue stone, suspended in its silver setting. It felt reassuringly smooth, exotic and familiar at the same time. Long ago she’d decided that this gray-blue color was the exact shade of her grandfather’s eyes. That was probably untrue, Laura knew, but she liked thinking of it that way, as a link to the past, and to some of the happiest times in her childhood. She looked like him, people said.

Laura tried to dust the ash off her comforter and realized that she had stupidly been walking around with the main compartment of her backpack open a fraction, offering just enough of a gap for ash to infiltrate.

“Annoying!” she murmured, but Maia and Sofie didn’t say anything in response. Everything in her bag—phone, camera, notebook, guidebook, lip gloss, hand sanitizer, and a red pashmina shawl belonging to her mother, used as a cover-up when the group toured a church—was smutty with ash. Laura laid them all on the floor and carried her backpack over to the window, to empty out the rest of the ash into the alleyway.

She cracked open the window just wide enough to squeeze the bag through. The air smelled of distant fire, with a hint of smoke. The alley below lay empty and quiet. Before Laura tipped her bag upside down, she remembered her pen—the purple one presented to her at the hostel in Athens by the cute guy who worked evenings on the desk. Not something, she decided, to just throw away into the street in Rome.

She tugged the bag back inside and felt around for the pen: There it was, lurking in the ashy debris at the bottom of the bag. And something else was rolling around with it—a piece of gum? No. A pebble, maybe?

Laura fumbled around until she grabbed it. Maybe the stone was something spewed hundreds of miles by the volcano, a molten chunk that one of her brothers might like as a souvenir.

Laura pulled the stone from her bag and gasped so loudly that Maia asked her what was wrong. But she couldn’t reply, couldn’t say a single word.

The stone in her hand was a smooth gray pebble, the size and shape of an almond, shot through with a constellation of gold. A star sapphire, the exact replica of the one in her snapped bracelet, lying there on her dusty bunk bed.
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Well,” said Woody the next morning, handing out pieces of fruit and squashed energy bars. “The breakfast room is closed, and nobody seems to know anything. So this is breakfast, I’m afraid. Okay?”

Their teacher was trying to sound bright and breezy, Laura thought, but she wasn’t doing a great job of pretending. Laura accepted a bruised banana from her. Woody was rattled, obviously—they all were.

They now meant Laura, Maia, Dan, and Jack, as well as the two new European kids. They all stood clustered together in the hostel lobby, Dan standing apart from the group with his hands in his pockets, as though he was better than everyone else.

Laura wished that Morgan was here rather than dozing away in bed on the quarantined floor. Laura was desperate to tell her about the mysterious appearance of a twin star sapphire in her bag—how did it get there? what did it mean?—but Laura wasn’t allowed to visit her. Woody had escorted them down the stairs that morning to make sure they didn’t take any detours into the Forbidden Zone.

Sofie, her blond hair even spikier today, and wearing jeans so tight Laura wondered how she would be able to sit down, was gazing in open admiration at the Danish boy she’d mentioned last night.

“Hi,” he said, smiling at Laura. “I’m Kasper. I’m from Copenhagen. The only one left standing from my school, it seems.”

Laura couldn’t help wishing they had some Vikings at Riverside High. No wonder Sofie got a secret smile on her face just mentioning him. Kasper was so tall he made Dan look average height. His hair was thick and golden, and his eyes were the kind of intense blue that would send most of the girls in Laura’s class into a prolonged giggling fit. He was wearing a checked shirt with rolled-up sleeves, and the kind of baggy, zippy trousers that snowboarders wore. Around his neck dangled a black piece of leather with some kind of orange stone or piece of glass hanging from it.

“Any more—food?” Woody asked the group, sounding desperate. She tried to shove a limp-looking energy bar in Jack’s direction.

“I have a nut allergy,” he told her.

Sofie clucked her tongue. “Americans are allergic to everything,” she muttered.

“I have a nut allergy also,” said Kasper, toasting Jack with his own unopened bar. “So maybe I am an honorary American.”

Laura was meanly pleased to see Sofie squirm. If she was trying to impress Kasper, it wasn’t working.

“Have this orange,” Woody insisted, pulling more fruit from her canvas carryall. “We’re very pleased to have you as an honorary American! Both of you, in fact. We’re a little group today. Just us. I’m Ms. Wilson. Or Fräulein Wilson. Or—ah, whatever ‘Ms.’ is in Danish. Though the students call me Woody, I believe. Ha!”

Woody—clearly a nervous wreck—grinned in a worrying, maniacal way, and Laura desperately wanted this standing-around-in-the-lobby part to be over. She wasn’t even sure why Sofie was here: She wasn’t on a school trip and didn’t need to be supervised. Maybe she just wanted to hang out with Kasper, and this was the only way.

“What are we going to do today?” Laura asked finally. “Is it … is it safe to go outside?”

“Oh!” Woody looked confused. “I think so. The cloud is still up there, of course, but that stuff falling down …”

“Ash,” Maia told her.

“Yes, yes, the ash. It’s gone. I mean, it’s up in the sky.” Woody gave a vague wave of one hand. “So we can do something. What would you all like to do?”

“Can we go off by ourselves?” That was Dan, of course.

Woody shook her head so hard that her earrings jangled. “I promised Mrs. Johnson that we’d stick together.”

“What were we supposed to be doing today?” Jack asked. “I lost my itinerary thing.”

“Flying home,” Dan said. “Remember?”

“My class was going to the Pantheon today,” Kasper said. He pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to her.

“Yes, I see.” Woody squinted at the page. “It’s in some other language. Danish, of course! But yes, I see it. Pantheon. If only Mrs. Johnson were here.”

“Does she speak Danish?” Maia asked.

“No. I mean, maybe. What I meant was, she knows everything about the Pantheon.”

“We went there two days ago,” Maia explained to Sofie, who looked unimpressed.

“Maybe we could go again, this afternoon,” said Woody, wriggling her toes. Laura had noticed that she always did this when she was excited or nervous. “But this morning I thought we might go to see something very special.”

“The church with all the torture pictures in it?” asked Jack, bouncing on the spot. He’d been talking about this place ever since they’d arrived in Rome. It was some church up the hill behind the Colosseum, and each of its frescoes depicted one saint or another being tortured or put to death in a terrible way.

“One of my favorite movies,” said a breathless Woody, ignoring Jack altogether, “is Roman Holiday. Have any of you seen it?”

Laura nodded. She hated to have something in common with Woody, but Roman Holiday was one of her favorites as well—a black-and-white romantic movie with Audrey Hepburn, about a princess on vacation in Rome. She’d watched it with her mom years ago.

Nobody else seemed to have heard of the movie.

“Are we going to watch it?” Jack asked forlornly.

“No, no!” Woody laughed, her toes squirming away in her grubby silver Birkenstocks. “I thought we’d go to see la Bocca della Verità—the Mouth of Truth. They go see it in the film. It’s an ancient Roman face: a bearded man. We put our hands in his mouth, and if we’re liars he’ll bite our hands off!”

“You do know that it was a sewer cover, right?” Maia asked Woody, but the teacher was already scrutinizing her map, and announcing that it would only take them half an hour to walk there. When she pushed open the glass door, the smell of smoke wafted in from the alley.

“Great,” muttered Dan, falling into step next to Laura. “First we trudge through the streets choking on volcanic ash, then we get to stick our hands down a sewer. We’ll all be hospitalized by this afternoon.”

Laura didn’t reply. She had other things to obsess over right now. By the end of today, would her bag be jingling with miraculously multiplying star sapphires? Would she see more birds fall out of the sky, killed by stone arrows launched by statues? Really, sticking her hand into a mouth carved in a sewer cover—something thousands of tourists did every year—was the least of her worries today.

“As for him,” Dan said in a low voice, jerking his head in Kasper’s direction, “he’s going to be trouble. He’s no friendly ghost, if you know what I’m saying.”

Laura had no idea what Dan was saying. Kasper seemed much friendlier than Sofie, and much more sensible than Woody. She checked that every zip on her backpack was firmly closed, and then followed the others out into the warm, smoky street.

*  *  *

There was only a short line of people waiting outside the church where the Mouth of Truth was displayed. Probably because anyone sensible, Sofie announced, was either driving as fast as they could away from Rome or hiding inside their hotel room, waiting for the volcano to blow.

“We’re fine here, really,” Kasper said, resting a reassuring hand on Sofie’s shoulder. She gave a pleased smirk. Laura wished that Morgan were here: She couldn’t exactly nudge Maia to point out something like that. Maia was busy, anyway, scribbling in her notebook, frowning with concentration. “There’s no way debris from the eruption could extend this far.”

Dan nudged Laura.

“Like he knows,” he whispered to her. “Like I’m going to listen to some Danish guy lecture us about … you know, science.”

“Um, there are lots of famous Danish scientists,” said Laura. “Niels Bohr, for example. He won the Nobel Prize.”

Dan gave her a long look. She bent her head, willing herself not to blush, and hoped that Kasper was right.

The streets of Rome were still pretty busy, after all; people still seemed to be going to work or going shopping. The early summer heat was just as stifling as it had been for the past few days. But the billowing gray cloud up in the sky looked ominous, the streets were sandy with ash, and the city smelled as though a forest fire were burning just beyond the hills. Every TV screen they spotted above the counters in cafés or in shop windows was tuned to twenty-four-hour coverage of the simmering volcano and its mighty ash cloud.

Here in the portico of the church, some people in the line wore hospital masks. An overreaction, Laura thought, especially since they were all protected by the vaulted ceiling, the stone a soft pink in today’s hazy light. Birds—crows, pigeons, seagulls—swooped and cawed outside, kept at a distance by the railings guarding the portico and its treasures from the busy street.

Against the wall stood a big stone disk, like a Stone Age wheel, mounted on the sliced-off stub of a column. Even here at the end of the line, Laura could glimpse the huge face carved into the stone. This was the Mouth of Truth. Laura didn’t need Maia to tell her it was a sewer cover: She knew that already. But she’d also read that Roman sewer covers like this often depicted the face of a woman, a river goddess. This face was a man’s, and it looked like the face of a giant, ready to bite.

They edged closer, waiting their turn with all the other tourists eager to pose for a photo sticking their hands in the giant’s mouth. Laura glimpsed its eyes, deep holes bored into the stone. Ridges around the face revealed themselves as wild hair and a beard. Very sinister, Laura thought, shivering despite the warmth of the day. There was nothing but darkness visible in its eye sockets, flared nostrils, and gaping mouth.

When their group reached the head of the line, Laura wondered if she should even bother getting her picture taken. It seemed kind of ridiculous, sticking a hand inside a stone mouth. Jack pretended that his hand had been grabbed, writhing and mugging in pretend pain. Woody shrieked with happy approval. Someone was entering into the spirit of things, Laura supposed.

Sofie held her hand on the mouth’s lip with a weak, bored smile on her face.

“After you,” said Dan mock-gallantly, waving Laura on. When she pulled her camera out of her backpack and handed it to him, he looked surprised. “Why not just use your phone?”

If Laura’s father were here, he would have launched into his usual diatribe about picture quality: “Remember, your phone is not a real camera!” he’d shouted to Laura at the airport as she disappeared through passport control—but she wasn’t going to explain all that to Dan now.

“Just take a picture, okay?” she asked him, and slung her pack over one shoulder. Woody stage-managed her position, insisting she stand behind the short velvet rope.

There was a loud squawk and a whoosh of feathers: A hooded crow was battering at the railings outside, as though it was being attacked. Laura thought of the crow yesterday, at the cemetery, fighting with the seagull. Had she really seen the gull being shot from the sky? Maybe she just had too active an imagination—useful when she was looking at ruins, less useful when she thought she saw things that were scientific impossibilities.

Laura rested her hand inside the stone mouth and managed something that probably looked like a grimace.

“You know, you look much prettier when you smile,” Dan said, and though his voice was teasing, Laura felt her cheeks flush. Ignore him.

“Turn to the left,” Woody ordered. “No, I mean right!”

Laura twisted as instructed, her hand sliding farther along the cool stone of the mouth, and tried to ignore the bird’s wings beating against the railings; its squawk sounded like a scream.

Then something grabbed her. For a second Laura thought it was one of the boys, playing a joke, but she could see both Dan and Jack, safely on the other side of the velvet rope, and Kasper as well, looming above them. Her whole group was there, talking or looking away. But something or someone had clutched her fingers and was dragging them into the Mouth of Truth.

Laura couldn’t help it: she screamed, and her whole body jerked toward the stone face. It was almost as though she were being suctioned by a vacuum cleaner, or sucked up by a tornado. She pulled away as hard as she could, bashing her wrist against the stone lip, but she couldn’t break free from this enormous, angry force trying to gobble up her hand.

“Very good,” Woody was saying, clapping with pleasure. Laura screamed again, with frustration and pain. Why was everyone just standing there? Dan had crouched to take a picture of her, and other people in the line, people she didn’t know, were pressing forward as well, cameras and phones in the air. They all thought she was acting.

“Help me!” she managed to cry, wincing when her hand was tugged even deeper inside the chasm. Her arm flailed, skin bashing against stone. Why was no one helping her? Why was this happening? An intense pain shot up her arm, and she heard herself growling like an animal caught in a trap, desperate to pull herself free.

Then someone’s arms were around her, wrenching her away from the Mouth of Truth. Whoever it was pulled so hard that Laura’s hand slipped free of the stone mouth and its terrible vortex, and they both staggered, knocking over the velvet rope. Laura collapsed to the ground, her knees too shaky to keep her up.

Maia stepped away, picking up the bag Laura had dropped. So it was Maia, of all people, who’d come to her rescue.

“Laura, I think you overdid it a little,” Woody chided.

“I wasn’t acting!” Laura protested, blinking back tears. She sat up, cradling her bruised red wrist, trying not to hyperventilate. “Something grabbed me. I swear!”

Everyone stood looking down at her. They all thought she was crazy, Laura could see. Only Maia looked worried.

“Didn’t you hear her screaming?” Maia demanded, staring at Sofie. Laura couldn’t see the German girl’s face.

“We thought she was just messing around,” said Jack. He seemed embarrassed by Laura’s tears, though he wasn’t half as embarrassed as Laura herself.

For a moment the only sound was Dan picking up the security rope and setting it in place again, and the whispers of other people waiting in line. Laura’s wrist was throbbing and she felt like surrendering to her tears and out-and-out weeping. Instead she dusted herself off with her good hand and clambered to her feet, wishing that everyone would stop staring.

“Well,” said Sofie, glaring in Woody’s direction. “It was not such a good idea to come here, was it? We should have gone to the Pantheon, as Kasper wanted.”

She beamed at Kasper, and Laura couldn’t help notice Dan rolling his eyes.
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They stopped for lunch at a restaurant on Piazza della Madonna dei Monti, a small cobbled square with a fountain. They sat outside, under giant canvas umbrellas, half-hidden by a trellis. On another day, Laura would have stopped to take pictures of the lion heads on the fountain or the little balcony above the restaurant, with its faded wooden shutters and pots bright with flowers. But after the attack by the Mouth of Truth, she was eager to hide herself away in this cloistered café.

While Woody—with help from Sofie, who seemed to speak passable Italian—ordered mozzarella and tomato salads and pizzas to share, Laura sat silently, nursing her sore wrist. The others, she noticed, chatted among themselves, and seemed to be leaving her alone. Maybe they were being tactful, seeing that she was still very shaken and upset. Or maybe they just thought she was an idiot. Laura wasn’t the kind of person who liked drawing attention to herself, in either good or bad ways, and this was definitely a bad way.

The day felt swampy with heat, and the bare skin of Laura’s legs stuck to her chair. She could see a few people lolling on the fountain’s broad steps, and the usual pigeons pecking about. A sleek gray cat prowled just a few feet away, padding back and forth across the cobbles. Whenever a seagull tottered too close or a sparrow flew over in search of crumbs, the cat lunged, scattering the birds.

“Looks like we’ve got a security guard,” Dan said to Jack. He must have been watching the cat as well. It was strange, Laura thought, that a feral cat would be lurking just there. It wasn’t chasing the birds, exactly; it was just keeping them away. It had to be a coincidence, surely, that it was patrolling so close to Laura: She could have reached a hand through the glossy leaves twisting up the trellis and stroked its sleek back.

Maybe Dan was right: It was guarding them. But guarding them from what? Seagulls and sparrows? She was being paranoid, Laura told herself. But what about the crow at the Mouth of Truth, who’d been beating against the railings, feathers flying, as though … as though it was trying to warn her? And wasn’t that exactly the same kind of gray-and-black crow she’d seen circling in the sky at the Protestant Cemetery, attacking the seagull?

Another seagull swooped low across the cobbles, its wings almost brushing the ground. The gray cat arched its back and hissed, its body rigid with tension until the seagull flew away. When Laura picked up her water glass, she realized that her hand—her good hand—was shaking. Whatever was going on in Rome right now, she didn’t understand it, and she didn’t like it.

She wished, for what felt like the hundredth time, that they’d been scheduled to fly out just one day earlier. They’d have missed the eruption and its ash cloud, and she would be safely home by now, downloading photos onto the family computer, handing around little presents, and eating her mom’s guacamole. Instead she was stuck in a place where creatures—and statues, and even ancient sewer covers—behaved in random, violent ways.

After lunch they drifted through a maze of narrow streets, shadowy under the ash-heavy sky. Laura walked by herself, not even stopping to take pictures. Sofie was talking and flirting with Kasper, and Jack and Dan were deep in conversation about some action movie. Kasper was steering them in the direction of the Pantheon, followed by Maia. Woody, half in a daze, was the slowest walker of all.

Maybe Woody was disoriented by the way the city looked now: washed out, as though they were walking into a black-and-white film. The familiar, warm shades of Roman buildings—earth colors like gold and orange and brown—were chalky and pale with dust; the water in every fountain they passed looked a brackish gray. Rome was still beautiful—even Laura, in her fretful state, could see that—but there was something chilly, even forbidding, about it.

In the piazza outside the Pantheon, their group clustered around the fountain and gazed at the columns of the great temple. Laura’s school had already visited, but the sight was no less awe-inspiring this time around. Today, of course, the dome was dusty with ash, but the piazza was still crowded with tourists taking pictures, diners crowded around little tables, tour guides holding up sticks topped with fluorescent pennants, “gladiators” charging for photographs, a guy juggling tennis balls, and the usual wandering vendors selling novelty toys or wilted red roses.

The dolphin faces in the fountain grimaced through bared teeth or spewed seaweed-colored water into the big basin. Laura bent over the fountain’s lip to wash her hands; they were dirty with semolina and pizza grease, and dusty with ash residue. Her sore wrist was definitely bruised, the red marks darkening, but the cool water against her skin seemed to help. Next to her, Maia leaned over the water, looking with curiosity at Laura’s injured wrist.

“That was weird,” she said, addressing the dull coins scattered over the bottom rather than Laura.

“What was?”

“You know. That thing at the Mouth of Truth.”

“I wasn’t pretending,” Laura said quickly, feeling her face redden. “Something really was pulling at me, I swear.”

“I didn’t think you were pretending,” said Maia, as though such an idea had never crossed her mind.

“Thanks.” Laura willed herself not to cry again. She should be grateful that Maia was so literal, she thought. Maia, who seemed to have no clue about being subtle and polite, had heard Laura scream, taken her at her word, and yanked her free.

She wondered if it was okay to confide in Maia about some of the strange things going on. In the absence of Morgan, Maia was the closest thing to a friend she had. And she did know things, Laura supposed. Perhaps Mysterious Maia would have some idea about the mysterious stone in Laura’s bag.

She looked up to make sure everyone else in their group was out of earshot. Kasper and Sofie were loping toward the Pantheon itself. Jack had wandered off somewhere, probably to buy a snack or a cold drink; he was constantly hungry or thirsty. Dan stood surveying the busy piazza as though he were the emperor of Rome, and Woody sat slumped on the fountain’s low step, fanning herself with her hat.

“Okay,” Laura said, “what happened at the Mouth of Truth wasn’t the first weird thing that’s happened to me. I mean—here.”

She shook water off her hands and pulled her backpack onto the fountain’s lip. The new stone was hidden in an inside pocket, along with its twin in the broken bracelet.

“I found this in my bag yesterday,” Laura told Maia, cradling the star sapphire in her damp palm. “It’s exactly the same as the one in my bracelet—see?”

Maia peered at it, gingerly turning the stone over and bending so close that Laura could feel the tickle of her breath.

“It’s not exactly the same,” Maia pointed out. “It’s more green than the one you have.”

“Maybe it’s still dusty,” Laura said. “Here.”

She dipped the small stone into the cool water of the fountain, rubbing it between her thumb and forefinger to brush away any ash residue. When she lifted it out of the water, Laura held the stone aloft, hoping that it might glint the way her bracelet usually did. But there wasn’t enough sun to catch its feathered golden lines.

Whoosh!

A seagull swooped down out of nowhere, its black bead of an eye terrifyingly close. Laura could almost feel it more than see it—the jolt of its beak against her hand, the prick of its talons, a spray of water in her face, the suck of air that took her breath away. Afterward Laura couldn’t believe that she hadn’t even cried out. It all happened so quickly. The bird swooped and pecked at her hand; the star sapphire slipped from her grip and plopped into the water.

Laura stood dazed, but Maia plunged her hand down before the seagull could circle.

“Got it,” she said, and dropped the stone into Laura’s unzipped bag. “I guess that bird thought you were trying to feed it.”

“I guess,” said Laura, rubbing her pecked hand. Now she had two injured hands, she thought. What next? A broken ankle?

Woody had hauled herself up.

“Gosh,” she said, one hand gripping the fountain’s rounded stone rim. “I really don’t feel very well. I hope I’m not coming down with this flu.”

“Maybe you should go back to the hostel,” suggested Maia. “We’ll be fine.”

She threw a wary glance in Laura’s direction, as though she was warning Laura to keep quiet about the new star sapphire and the swooping gull. Laura had no intention of saying anything to Woody, and didn’t care whether she stuck around or staggered off back to the hostel in her silver Birkenstocks. Their teacher had been no use at all back at the Mouth of Truth, when Laura was getting eaten alive by some monstrous, invisible force, and she’d been no use here at the fountain, when Laura was getting attacked by a bird. In fact, she hadn’t seen a thing.

“I’ll make sure we get back to the hostel by six,” Dan told Woody in his most officious voice. He caught Laura’s eye and winked. Maybe he wasn’t so stuck up after all.

Spray from the fountain splashed at Laura’s face, but when she moved away it didn’t stop: rain was falling, fat drops splattering the piazza.

“Well,” said Woody, squinting up at the charcoal clouds, “I do really feel bad. If you’re sure you’ll be all right …”

She lifted her voluminous bag above her head as a makeshift umbrella and began shuffling away, her sandals slapping against the wet ground.

“Shelter from the storm?” Dan asked Maia and Laura, gesturing at the Pantheon. Everyone in the vicinity who wasn’t cowering under a café table umbrella or a shop awning seemed to be heading in that direction, the giant open portico already crowded with tourist groups.

A seagull—the seagull?—cawed overhead, and Laura clasped her bag to her chest. At least inside the Pantheon she’d be safe from the claws and beaks of screeching birds.

*  *  *

Mrs. Johnson had told them on their first visit that nowadays, the Pantheon was a place of Christian worship, so they should be respectful and keep their voices down. But apparently nobody else’s teacher or tour guide had told them this. Inside, the Pantheon echoed with chatter in a dozen or more different languages. Every few minutes a droning prerecorded announcement, in Italian and then in English, asked everyone to be quiet, but it didn’t interrupt the buzz of talk for more than a few seconds.

The Pantheon still looked kind of pagan to Laura’s eyes, despite the church altar and the ornate tombs around its perimeter. There was something about the soaring domed ceiling that made it easy to imagine ancient Romans looking up to the sky through the always-open hole in the Pantheon’s roof, the oculus.

The other day when Laura was here, the oculus was a wide blue eye, light pouring through and hitting the colored marble floor in a dazzling sunny oval. Today the oculus was weeping a funnel of silver rain. Attendants were busy roping off a large circle of floor so people wouldn’t slip on a slab of wet marble. The falling rain looked otherworldly, a strange waterfall drumming onto the floor from on high, its noise a deep, sibilant note in the swirling babble of talk.

Laura wriggled through the crowd to get a closer view until she felt the black velvet rope, damp against her bare knees. For a moment she closed her eyes, trying to pretend she was alone here—something she’d done at various ruins on this trip.

With her eyes closed, Laura could blank out everyone taking cell phone pictures or passing around chewing gum or posing in sweaty, exhausted groups for photographs. She could imagine she really was back in the ancient world, surrounded by cool marble and the wispy smoke of offertory candles, in the powerful presence of enigmatic ancient gods. The roof here was built of ancient concrete, which the Romans mixed with ash, she remembered. These days everyone ran from ash; the Romans had put it to good use.

When Laura opened her eyes, she felt a little dizzy. It was hard to focus with nothing but the gray swell of rain in front of her. She looked up, blinking toward the dim light of the opening.

Something seemed to be taking shape—something descending from the oculus like a body sinking underwater. It was a body, she saw. The shape was a person, formed from black and gray pieces beginning to make sense as dark hair, a long-sleeved gray T-shirt, long legs in black pants …

It was a boy, about her age, dropping from the sky.

The boy touched the ground, still deep within the funnel of falling rain. Then he stepped out of the water and over the low-slung rope, so close that Laura could have touched him. His gray-and-black clothes made him look like a hooded crow, she thought, and when he glanced at her, his eyes were as black and darting as a bird’s.

He didn’t smile, this pale-faced, handsome boy, but there was something calm and knowing in his gaze. Laura felt her jaw drop, but he didn’t look surprised at all. Even stranger, he didn’t look wet. His clothes were as dry as hers—drier, probably, as hers were still damp from the rain in the piazza.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said to her in a low voice. He spoke English, but his accent didn’t sound Italian, or American, or anything in particular. “I am here now, to give you this message. You are watched over. You will be protected.”

Laura gazed into the boy’s eyes, transfixed, unable to summon up a single word. He looked back at her, intense and serious, then strode away, heading for the huge main door of the Pantheon.

Laura looked wildly from side to side: Really, had nobody else standing around this upside-down fountain seen him?

But everyone around her was still pointing, talking, taking pictures, texting, just as they had been before she’d closed her eyes.

She backed away from the rope and forged an awkward path through the crowd, hurrying to follow the boy. Someone bumped into her and Laura stumbled. She didn’t dare stick a hand out to break her fall; she’d done enough damage to her hands today. So she half slithered onto one knee, wincing as bone made contact with marble.

And from here, low on the ground, the crowd surging around her, Laura noticed something about the boy marching away. There on the back of his feet were tiny wings, black feathers on his heels. Something Laura had seen in books, and in paintings, and on statues. Never, ever in person.

Mercury, she tried to say, but nothing came out of her mouth but a bleat.
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Unseen hands were lifting Laura up from the Pantheon’s floor. She’d felt so surrounded by strangers there that she’d forgotten the rest of her group were all wandering around inside. The people helping her up, she realized, were Sofie and Kasper.

“Are you all right?” Sofie asked, her face tight with impatience. “You are always in trouble! Are you feeling sick now?”

Laura shook her head. She didn’t think she was coming down with the flu. Maybe if she hadn’t found the second star sapphire in her bag—and shown it to Maia—she might have thought all this business with birds and boys who fell from the sky was in her own head, possibly feverish hallucinations. But the star sapphire was real, so real that a marauding seagull pecked it from her hand. Also real: the bruises on her wrist from the Mouth of Truth.

And the boy with wings on his heels. He had been real, too. She knew it.

Kasper stood like a genial blond giant, holding Laura’s bag with one hand and supporting her elbow with the other. He didn’t look impatient at all.

“I saw something … weird,” she managed to stammer. “And I guess I slipped. But I’m okay, really.”

Dan appeared. “What’s up?” he demanded, frowning in Kasper’s direction, as though their new Danish friend had pushed Laura over.

“Nothing is broken,” Kasper said to Laura. He turned her wrist over and gently rubbed it. His hand was very soft, she thought.

“Dude, I think you’re hurting her,” said Dan.

“It’s fine, really,” Laura said. It felt ticklish rather than soothing, but she didn’t want to hurt Kasper’s feelings. Plus the grim look on Sofie’s face was priceless.

“Really.” Dan shook his head. “You know, I was all over First Aid in Eagle Scouts, so I’m pretty sure this isn’t standard medical procedure.”

“Maybe we can go to a café and ask for some ice?” Kasper suggested. “It’s not raining too much now.”

“Maybe Laura can go back to the hostel,” said Sofie. “She is hurt everywhere we go.”

“We’ll all go back,” Maia said, popping up from nowhere.

“I’m all right.” Laura tried not to sound snippy. “The floor must have been wet.”

Kasper was still holding her wrist, and the whole situation was beginning to feel very awkward. Scowling Sofie, smiling Kasper, and embarrassed Laura, she thought. And somewhere out there, in the middle of Rome, a boy who may or may not have been the god Mercury. He’d had the winged feet, right? Laura shook her head.

“Where’s Jack?” Dan demanded. “Look, I think it’s better if we all stick together.”

“And you saw a strange thing, you said?” Kasper prompted Laura.

“Oh—kind of weird, I guess,” Laura said. Jack walked up then, smiling as though this was all a great joke. She hoped he wasn’t going to blab this around school: Laura getting attacked by the Mouth of Truth, Laura collapsing in the Pantheon, Laura being a drama queen.

How odd it was, to think that just a few days ago she was listening to Morgan complain that the older kids on the trip didn’t even know their names.

“Laura falls over again,” Sofie said to Maia, as though they were some kind of dysfunctional team of detectives, sharing notes. “She is hurt in the hand and the leg.”

“I didn’t fall over again,” said Laura, feeling her face sizzle, resisting the urge to rub her sore knee. “This is the first time I’ve fallen over today.”

“Yes, that’s right.” Kasper nodded sagely. He turned to Sofie. “This morning the Mouth of Truth bit her, but she didn’t fall over.”

“And that bird attacked you out by the fountain,” Jack added. She hadn’t even realized he’d seen that, Laura thought, almost choking in a rising tide of indignation.

“You know, I think I will go back to the hostel,” said Laura. She must not, could not, start crying. Everything seemed to be conspiring against her—the drenching rain, the people she was stuck with, birds and statues—and she wanted nothing more than to be away from it all. Preferably on the screened-in porch at home, lying on the old camp bed, reading a book.

That’s where she wanted to be right now: home, where there wasn’t any ash falling from the sky. The thought of returning to that shrill orange room in the hostel was dispiriting, but at least she could sob into her pillow without anyone else knowing about it.

“Not by yourself,” Dan said. “I thought we’d all go get some gelato.”

“I’ll walk with her,” offered Jack. He zipped up his sweatshirt and pulled on the hood.

“And I will walk with her also,” said Sofie, with a melodramatic sigh. “To make sure she does not fall over. Again.”

*  *  *

Laura didn’t acknowledge Jack and Sofie as the three of them walked out onto the piazza. She was still fuming about what had happened inside. Everyone was ganging up on her and bossing her around and making her feel like an idiot. Make that more of an idiot. Maybe when they got back to the hostel she’d defy the quarantine and go seek out Morgan. She’d tell her everything, right up to what the winged-heeled boy had told her. Don’t be afraid. You are watched over. You will be protected.

Morgan would believe her. She wouldn’t make her feel bad or crazy. She would help Laura work out what Mercury, or whoever it was, meant by his “message.”

Jack walked alongside her, his Converse sneakers slapping through puddles, hands deep in his pockets. Sofie fell behind, as though she didn’t want to be seen with them.

“You don’t have to walk me back, you know,” Laura said to Jack, sounding meaner than she’d intended. Jack shrugged. A seagull flew, screeching, high above the narrow cobbled street, and Laura flinched. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing to be walking with someone after all.

None of this was Jack’s fault anyway, Laura thought. He was just a boy bouncing through the day like a puppy, one minute all manic energy, the next lackadaisical and floppy. She was sure he’d much rather be going for gelato with the others.

Her right hand stung where the seagull had pecked it and Laura rubbed at the red smear of angry skin. Back at the hostel she had some antiseptic cream, something her mother had insisted on her packing—luckily, as it turned out.

“Is that where the bird got you?” Jack asked, as though being pecked by a seagull was a completely normal thing. “I was over by the other side of the fountain, so I couldn’t see everything. I was fishing some coins out of the water to give to the juggler.”

“So, what did you see, exactly?” Laura asked as they crossed a street. She glanced over her shoulder. Sofie was still behind them, texting on her phone.

“You were holding up something and then the seagull zoomed down to grab it,” Jack explained. “I wish I’d taken a movie of it. It looked awesome, like a circus trick.”

“It wasn’t a trick.” Laura rubbed at the mark on her hand again.

“Was it food? The thing you were holding up.”

“No,” said Laura. “It was a stone. It’s called a star sapphire, like the one in my bracelet. Except it’s not that one—it’s … it’s …”

She stopped walking so abruptly that the family behind them almost ran her over with their stroller, exclaiming in Italian and frowning at her as they passed.

“What?” Jack called. Laura moved out of the street, to stand by a grand double doorway, its green paint peeling, with a brass lion’s head as a door knocker. Jack joined her on the stone step. Sofie sashayed toward them, frowning.

“Look, I’ll show you,” said Laura. She unzipped her bag and fumbled around for the loose stone. It was dry now, every golden vein perfectly clear. Maia was right: It had a greener tinge than the one in her bracelet, which was a soft gray-blue color.

Jack held the stone gingerly between his thumb and forefinger, peering at it with one eye closed like an expert jeweler.

“Where’d you get it?” he asked.

“I have no idea,” Laura told him, looking up at the narrow band of dark sky visible between the town houses lining the street. Perhaps she was paranoid, but she could hear more seagulls now, loud and menacing, squawking to one another across the rooftops. “I found it in my bag last night. I don’t know how it got there.”

“You must put it away,” Sofie told her. “Maybe someone steals it if you wave it around.”

“I don’t care,” said Laura. “It’s not mine anyway, is it?”

“Maybe it’s bringing you bad luck.” Jack handed the stone back to her. “I mean, first you have that thing happen at the Mouth of Truth. Then a bird totally attacks you when you take it out of your bag. Then you fall down inside the Pantheon. Maybe you should get rid of it.”

That was the most sensible thing Jack had said this whole trip. Why was she carrying the new stone around? Just because it was a match for the one on her bracelet? She didn’t even know how it had found its way into her bag in the first place. If the seagulls wanted it so badly, let the seagulls have it.

“Should I go back to the Pantheon and throw it in the fountain?” she asked. It was just as well that Morgan wasn’t here, she thought: she would go nuts if she heard Laura asking Jack, of all people, for advice.

“No,” Sofie said firmly. “We must go to the hostel now.”

“And you didn’t find it at the Pantheon, did you?” asked Jack, and Laura shook her head. “So why not just drop it anywhere? Look.”

He pointed at the iron grating of a drain, set into the sloping gutter just inches from their feet.

Laura squeezed the stone in her fist. True, strange things had happened before she found the stone in her bag, but none of them had involved physical harm until today. Jack leaned over the grate, gazing in; Laura followed his lead.

“This is a stupid idea,” Sofie was saying, but Laura ignored her. The world below the grate was as dark as the sky, and she could hear water gushing. Once she dropped the stone through the iron bars, the water would carry it away into the sewers, never to be seen again. Not even the seagulls would be able to grab it down there.

She crouched low over the grate and opened her fist. The stone dropped, bouncing on the grate and skittering into the fast-moving water below. Gone forever, she thought, taking its mystery and bad luck with it.

*  *  *

That night, Laura woke up more than once, wriggling in the confines of her bunk bed. The mattress was thin, the pillow was a floppy square, and she couldn’t find a comfortable way to sleep. Her knee ached from smacking against the floor of the Pantheon. Her left wrist was still throbbing, and dousing the peck mark on her right hand with antiseptic lotion earlier hadn’t taken away the pain.

Sofie and Maia were fast asleep, and the only sound Laura could hear, aside from their breathing, was the occasional patter of rain against the window.

The third time she woke it was almost six in the morning, according to her phone—which she held under the covers so the light didn’t wake the others, wishing that it was useful for more than just checking the time. But every text she tried to send home just sat on her screen with a red exclamation mark, refusing to be sent.

No sun peeped through the crack between the orange curtains. It was going to be another day of ash-cloud gray.

Laura thought back to the night before, when the group had all congregated in the hostel’s overlit lobby.

“Tomorrow we must do what my friend Jack wants,” Kasper had declared, sprawled in one of the lobby’s squeaking plastic chairs. “We must go the church with all the pictures of torture.”

Sofie and Maia had been sitting in the corner, having some kind of whispered squabble. Dan and Jack were watching the lobby TV: The news was about the ash cloud, of course. Sofie had dragged her chair away from Maia, and sat pouting until she was distracted by Kasper taking off his sweatshirt and pulling up his T-shirt in the process, revealing a taut stretch of tanned skin.

Laura folded her pancake pillow in half and rammed it under her neck. She had to try to get some more sleep. No one else would be awake for hours, especially as they’d all stayed up late playing cards. Even Maia had joined in, after Kasper talked her into it, though she claimed to have never played a single card game in her entire life, and insisted on calling the Joker the “Wizard.”

Something was tapping at the window. More rain, Laura thought, snuggling down under her comforter. Maybe even hail this time, because the sound was much sharper: tap, tap, tap against the glass. It wasn’t hail, she decided, and it didn’t really sound like the dull plop of water dripping onto the windowsill. Even when she pulled the comforter over her head, Laura could still hear it, annoying and persistent. Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap. She was never going to get back to sleep, not with this endless tapping.

Laura eased out of bed and crept to the window across the cold linoleum floor. Opening one of the curtains without making a noise wouldn’t be easy—they tended to screech and stick on their plastic rails—so Laura lifted one and ducked her head beneath.

She was face-to-face with a hooded crow, perched outside on the windowsill and tapping the glass with its beak. Tapping what now seemed like a message, a strange Morse code. Laura gasped, transfixed by the tiny black eyes searing straight into her. Then the crow took off, a blur of gray and black rising into the dull sky.

Laura clutched at the wall with shaking hands, trying to steady her breathing. The crow was gone, but something else lay on the ledge where it had perched.

It was the star sapphire, the one she’d dropped into the drain. The one she thought she’d never see again after it was sucked into the city’s murky bowels. Laura’s whole body felt shivery with the shock of recognition, and with an ice-cold fear.

She stepped away from the window, the curtains falling back into place. She climbed into bed, pulled the comforter over her head, and buried her face in the pillow. There was no way she was opening that window, no way she was retrieving that star sapphire from the ledge. Maybe this whole thing was a dream—a nightmare—and when she woke, the sun would be shining, and the stone would be gone.
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Only half of Laura’s wish came true. When she woke again, Sofie calling to her that the shower down the hallway was free, the curtains were open. The sun was still obscured by the ash cloud, but the star sapphire was nowhere to be seen.

It had been a dream, Laura told herself, so relieved that she felt like laughing out loud.

The shower was as lukewarm as usual, but Laura didn’t mind. Even her various injuries seemed better today. Maybe Jack was right: The strange stone had brought her bad luck. Well, she was rid of it now. Hopefully it had sunk to the bottom of the sewer’s murky depths, and she would stop having nightmares about it reappearing on the window ledge, accompanied by an insistent, beady-eyed crow.

Back in her room, Maia was standing by the window combing her wet hair, dressed in crisp blue shorts and a clean white T-shirt. Laura didn’t know how Maia kept coming up with clean clothes. There wasn’t a clean or non-creased thing left in Laura’s bag. She’d expected to be home by now, dumping everything into the big washing machine in the basement, not recycling the same denim shorts and ratty gray T-shirt or surreptitiously washing underwear in the hostel bathroom.

Laura’s stomach twisted with homesickness, thinking of the cool, musty basement at home, the wicker basket balanced on the washing machine’s lid. Back in Bloomington, she’d been longing for adventure, for exotic and distant sights. Everything back in their leafy suburb seemed so ordinary, so overfamiliar. Now she’d be quite happy to return to the most mundane parts of her daily life, especially if they came with clean clothes and a room to herself.

“So,” said Maia, as though they’d been having a conversation, “there’s a problem with the Internet now, not just cell phones. Our parents know we’re okay, but we can’t send any messages to them today.”

“How do you know all this?” Laura asked.

“The woman at the desk told me. Mrs. Johnson was down there at some point. She left some money for us to buy lunch with. A doctor came yesterday, but everyone else is still sick.”

“Why aren’t we sick?” Laura asked, but Maia didn’t reply; she just packed her comb away. “And how can the ash cloud possibly cause a problem with the Internet?”

“I don’t know.” Maia looked uninterested. “There are pastries and coffee in the lobby this morning, by the way. The new woman organized it.”

“What happened to Agent Orange?”

“He left the city,” Maia said.

“Overnight? But he was there when we went to bed!”

“That’s what the woman at the desk told me.”

Laura was curious to meet this new font of wisdom sitting in the hostel’s lobby, the provider of actual food and actual information—unlike her orange-skinned predecessor.

*  *  *

The new receptionist was young, smiling and pretty, with long wavy dark hair, dressed in a white sundress that looked immaculately clean. When Laura clattered down the stairs into the lobby, the woman was drawing a walking route onto Dan’s street map and pointing out the best way to get to the church.

“I was just about to grab you something to eat,” Dan said over his shoulder to Laura, leaning one elbow on the reception desk. He’d turned up the collar of his blue polo shirt, which looked ridiculous, in Laura’s opinion, but maybe he thought it would impress the receptionist. The counter was high enough to hide the shirt’s tomato sauce stain from yesterday’s lunch.

“There is no need,” Kasper called. He stood by a folding table set up against one wall, holding a paper plate aloft. “I have food here.”

Dan narrowed his eyes and glared down at the map, as though Kasper hadn’t even spoken.

“Here,” Kasper said, handing Laura two small croissants doused in powdered sugar. He flashed her his dazzling smile. He was wearing a faded gray T-shirt with the word NORSE printed on it in giant white letters, and bright-green shorts. His legs were incredibly long and tanned, silky with golden hair. In addition to his necklace, he now wore three bracelets, woven from multicolored threads, strung around his wrist.

“I like those,” she told him, and he said he’d gotten them in Peru, when his family went there on a trek. Poor Dan, Laura thought; there was no way he could appear as effortlessly cool and cosmopolitan as Kasper. In his polo shirt and khaki shorts, Dan looked more like a golf caddy.

“Is Peru where you got your pendant as well?” she asked him.

“This?” Kasper fingered it. “No. This is amber. My father gave it to me. He found it when he was a child—in a bog, I think you would call it. Near the place his grandparents lived in Norway, where he went every summer. See, it’s in the shape of an animal. It may be quite old. I don’t know much about it.”

Laura leaned forward to look more closely. Kasper was right: It did look like an animal, with short legs and an elongated head. The amber was scratched, as though someone had etched in a pattern.

“What are they saying now?” Jack called. The others were gathered around the TV, munching their pastries and trying to decipher the Italian news coverage of the volcanic eruption. They’d learned yesterday that Kasper and Sofie both understood a little Italian.

“I think,” said Kasper, squinting at the TV, “it says that we will not die. But nobody can fly anywhere in southern Europe and northern Africa. And maybe it spreads farther north now. Also, strange things are happening. Maybe small earthquakes?”

“Yes,” Sofie agreed. “Earthquakes, which means the Metro does not run. And there is something about the cloud now—it is very low.”

“What about the Internet and cell phones not working?” Laura asked Kasper.

He shook his head. “Nobody says anything about that. Maybe it is just this hostel.” His look said that anything was possible in a dump like this.

“We can look for an Internet café when we’re out,” Laura suggested. She was hoping to email her parents to check in.

“Church first!” protested Jack through a mouthful of food, and Kasper laughed, clapping Jack on the shoulder.

Laura sighed. She wished she could tell someone about seeing maybe-Mercury yesterday. But she didn’t think any of them would believe her. She wasn’t even sure if she believed herself anymore. Hopefully nothing quite so bizarre would happen today.

*  *  *

The sky was low, its obscuring cloud darker and angrier than the day before. The smell of smoke in the air was intense. A grittiness settled on Laura’s skin and in her throat. She wondered if this was what it felt like in the Sahara desert: hot and windy, with sand stinging your eyes.

The walk to “Jack’s church” was long and sticky, and the streets seemed much quieter than the day before—less traffic, fewer people, and more shops with their railings resolutely closed. Police sirens screeched in the distance. On one street Laura saw an old woman pull her laundry in—it had been flapping on a pole high in the air—and bang the wooden shutters closed.

Everywhere she looked, in fact, it seemed shutters were clattering and windows were slamming; people were carrying in signs and even potted plants. When Laura and the others passed a small supermarket, a man was staggering through the sliding doors, knees buckled with the weight of two plastic-wrapped crates of bottled water. In the same street, an aproned woman posted a sign in a bakery’s window—Tutto esaurito—and hurried to close the door. Everything sold out, Laura realized: That’s what the sign meant.

“Do people know something we don’t?” she asked Dan, wondering if they should be buying supplies of bread and water, and hunkering down in the hostel.

“Not sure,” he said in a low voice. “It feels weird today. Maybe because the cloud is so low …”

A seagull strutted a little way ahead; two more pecked at a split bag of trash. The sharp sound of their caws so unnerved Laura that she instinctively stepped closer to Dan, almost colliding with him.

“It’s okay,” he said, placing a steadying hand on her back. Laura was mortified: He thought she was snuggling up to him like a scared child! And even worse—maybe she was. “We’ll be fine inside the church.”

“What if it’s closed?” Laura asked. They’d passed three churches already—this was Rome, after all, where there seemed to be an ornate church on every street—and they’d all appeared closed, heavy doors bolted.

“Serena called to check, and they’re staying open just for us,” said Dan.

“Who’s Serena?”

“The new girl at the hostel.”

“But I thought the phone there wasn’t working.” Laura was puzzled. “Or the Internet. And cell phones aren’t working anywhere, are they?”

Dan shrugged.

“She told me she’d called them and everything was fine. We just have to knock on the door, and someone will be there to let us in.”

“Wow,” said Laura, not sure whether to believe him. Serena may have managed to conjure up some breakfast for them, but could she make a closed church open?

“I guess she knows the priest or something,” Dan said, but Laura was distracted. A hooded crow was swooping from one side of the street to the other, lacing its way up the Via Cavour ahead of them. For the first time today, Laura felt shivery, cold in her flimsy T-shirt and shorts. The crow tapping on her window last night—that was just a dream, she told herself.

But the seagull Laura had seen shot from the sky: that wasn’t a dream. The wing-heeled boy she saw swirling down the Pantheon’s funnel of rain: that wasn’t a dream. But was it real, exactly? Ever since the morning she’d seen—or thought she’d seen—the stone snake at the Trevi Fountain writhing, the city had become a surreal place for Laura, a disturbing, disorienting wonderland.

“He really thinks he’s all that,” Dan was saying, and Laura didn’t understand: Had he seen the Mercury boy as well? It took her a moment to realize that he was nodding in Kasper’s direction, the expression on his face almost comically sour. Kasper was walking ahead, with Sofie and Jack, and they were laughing at something he’d just said.

“He’s really getting on my nerves,” Dan muttered. “Can’t he, like, get a train back to Denmark? I mean, I swear to you he’s at least twenty years old. No way is he still in high school.”

“Maybe he’s just tall,” said Laura, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say. If this were really a dream, surely Dan wouldn’t be complaining about Kasper? She wouldn’t be able to feel ash flakes brushing her face, or taste them when she spoke.

They turned up Caelian Hill, following the road that led up from the vast stone skeleton of the Colosseum into a quiet neighborhood of big houses and gardens. Laura’s footsteps felt heavy, as though she were slogging through water.

The church that Jack was obsessed with was called Santo Stefano Rotondo, and as soon as they reached it, Laura understood the Rotondo part. Within the jumble of apricot-colored shapes that made up the church lay the oldest part of the building, round like a temple. The church was surrounded by towering pines and what might usually be a pretty garden. Today the flower beds were cobwebbed with ash, litter blowing around like tumbleweeds. Nobody else was in sight.

Laura passed a tree and did a double take. A long line of hooded crows were perched on a low-lying branch, squawking in agitation. She stood watching them, her bag clutched to her heart, expecting them to fly away at any moment. But the birds just fidgeted and kept squawking, as though they were quarreling.

“Come on,” said Kasper, putting an arm around her shoulder, steering her toward the entrance.

Dan knocked on the heavy doors, which were locked: Jack had tried them, anxious to get in. They stood around waiting, nobody speaking. Maia leaned against a low wall to study her guidebook, while Sofie shook the ashy residue out of her hair. Kasper scuffed around in the gravel as though he were tapping around an imaginary soccer ball. The look on his face suggested he didn’t think they had much chance of admission.

Laura didn’t feel very positive about it, either. Even the mighty Colosseum was closed today. Here on this quiet hill, Rome looked and felt like a ghost town.

The silence was broken by the sound of a bolt clanking, and one of the big doors shuddered open. A dark-haired man in overalls—not a priest, but some kind of caretaker, Laura thought—blocked the doorway, frowning at them.

“Buon giorno,” said Dan in slow, overloud Italian. “Sono studenti …”

“Sí, sí,” said the man, beckoning them in with an impatient flick of the hand, as though he didn’t need to hear anymore. He held the door open for them as they all filed in, and then closed it again, presumably to deter any other unwanted visitors.

The caretaker scuttled away like an insect, leaving them alone in the empty, silent church.

“See?” Jack said proudly. “I told you it would be awesome.”

Really, Laura thought, it was unlike any of the other churches they’d visited. The space felt like a temple, with giant ivory columns around a circular altar.

There were no stained-glass windows, or statues looming over votive candles, or painted ceilings showing cherubs cavorting. The windows were tiny, like portholes; and the floors and walls were the same chalky bone color as the columns. It was such a calm place, silent apart from their footsteps echoing on the marble floor.

The only decoration was around the lower wall: faded frescoes painted in the sixteenth century, according to Maia. The frescoes, Laura knew, were what Jack had wanted to see. Each panel depicted a scene of torture—some early Christian martyr meeting a horrible fate. Jack had warned them, his voice crackling with glee, that the frescoes would be gory, but Laura hadn’t realized quite how brutal they’d be. She’d seen paintings of saints meeting their deaths before—Saint Catherine against a wheel, or Saint Sebastian pierced with arrows—but these were always so stylized that the saint in question looked serene and otherworldly, rather than suffering agonizing pain.

These frescoes—“thirty-four,” Maia reported, turning the page in her book—were another thing altogether. One panel showed remarkably calm Christians lining up on the left to get their hands sliced off, and on the right to have their tongues torn out. In one fresco, a person was gored by a bull; others waited to get torn to pieces in the ring by a lion. A woman was boiled alive in a cauldron, only her head visible above the seething water. In one panel, a whole ship of martyrs was set alight, and others lay strewn bleeding in the foreground, crushed to death by huge boulders. Others were flung from windows or were in the process of being buried alive.

Laura wandered past scene after nasty scene of torture, flinching at each new atrocity. Maia and the boys were on the far side of the church, Jack taking pictures while Maia and Dan and Kasper leaned over a hole in the ground that revealed, according to the snatches of their jabber that Laura could make out, chunks of the church’s fifth-century floor.

Something about the goriness of the scenes encircling them made Laura reluctant to stand alone. She walked up to Sofie, who was examining another fresco closely, her nose practically pressed to the plaster. In the picture, a man in a golden tunic ran a sword through a woman’s neck, while she stood clasping her hands together in prayer. Bodies hung in various tortured states from trees in the background, and another woman sat half buried in a pit of quicksand, snakes slithering all around her.

“Which saints are these?” Laura asked Sofie, peering at the Latin plaque. Before she could try to make sense of it, Laura was distracted by one of the snakes on the wall.

It was moving.

Really and truly, she told herself, it was moving: She could see it rolling out of the water and onto the faded painted grass near the bottom of the picture. Laura blinked and stared, and blinked again. All the fresco’s snakes were moving now, slithering onto rocks and over painted grass—straight toward Sofie’s face.
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Laura reached for Sofie and grabbed her by the elbow. The other girl gasped, maybe because Laura had grabbed her so roughly, but—more likely—because the man in the golden tunic had dropped his sword.

He stared straight at them, his face still a red-cheeked, emotionless blank. Sofie’s gasp meant she must be able to see it, too, and in that instant Laura felt a rush of relief and exhilaration: This was really happening! It wasn’t just her imagination!

Sofie let out a strangled scream and jerked toward the fresco; Laura couldn’t keep a grip on her elbow. The man in the tunic—this painted man, this unreal thing—had placed his hands around Sofie’s neck.

He was pulling her headfirst into the fresco.

Laura could see a two-part Sofie now—her torso and legs and feet still in the church, and her head and shoulders in the grip of the painted man, already part of the fresco’s grisly scene. Sofie’s face was twisted sideways; she looked absolutely terrified. But her screams must have been swallowed by the fresco, because she wasn’t making a sound.

Laura threw her bag on the floor and grabbed Sofie’s waist. She wrapped her arms as tightly as she could around the girl’s narrow frame and pulled. But her first tug seemed to make no impact at all. Just like yesterday at the Mouth of Truth, the unknown force sucking Sofie into the wall was too powerful. Laura dropped down onto her haunches and tugged again, bracing herself for Sofie’s weight when she toppled free of the fresco.

But Sofie didn’t topple. The man in the fresco was too strong. All Laura could see of him now was one brutish leg, calf muscle bulging, snakes crawling over his sandals. Their tongues flickered at Sofie’s pale arms.

“Help!” Laura heard herself squeak. She tugged again, groaning with the exertion, but Sofie seemed to be slipping farther into the picture, the painted snakes leaping to greet her.

Someone was next to Laura now; another pair of arms wrapped themselves around Sofie. Laura glanced up and saw Maia’s prim dark head, bent over Sofie’s back.

“One, two, three,” Maia chanted. “Pull!”

They pulled together, grunting with the effort of it, and for a moment Laura thought they’d succeeded: Sofie took a small step back. But the man in the fresco wasn’t beaten yet. Sofie lurched forward again, and Laura felt her grip slipping.

“I can’t hold her,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Hey!” Maia shouted. “Help us!”

Thank goodness for Maia, Laura thought, readjusting her sweaty grip and hanging on grimly. Yesterday she was the one who saved Laura, and today she was springing to the rescue again. Where were all those stupid boys when they needed them?

Laura rested her head on Sofie’s lower back, which was warm with perspiration. She yanked again as hard as she could, but all her efforts seemed pathetic; even with Maia’s help, Sofie still seemed stuck fast to the wall, jerking out of their grasp. Laura lost her footing and almost fell, her legs aching from crouching.

The only thing Laura could hear clearly was the thud of her own heart, but she sensed the pounding of footsteps and felt a change in the air, a whir of another person moving close by. A glimpse of bright green, inches away from her face: Kasper.

In that instant there was a hard thwack and a high-pitched squeal; Sofie staggered backward, with Maia and Laura still attached. Laura fell to the floor, the marble cool and hard beneath her back, Sofie sprawled across her legs. Maia sat slumped nearby, her shoulders rising and falling as she tried to catch her breath.

High above them, Kasper towered like some kind of Norse god, grimacing and rubbing the knuckles of his right hand.

“You punched it?” Laura asked him. He nodded, but he looked bemused, as though what had happened made no sense at all. Which, of course, it didn’t.

When she got her breath back, Laura propped herself up on her elbows and stared up at the fresco. The man in the golden tunic was back in position, his sword poised at the neck of the saint, but the snakes were still slithering their way back into the pond. Then they froze—just painted things again, not real creatures.

Dan and Jack raced over, and Dan hauled Laura to her feet.

“You okay?” he asked her, and she nodded. He shot a disbelieving look at Kasper. “Did you seriously punch the wall?”

“I was punching the man,” Kasper said in an even tone, as though it was an everyday occurrence for him to punch people and save the day, even if that person was a painted figure in a Renaissance fresco. He’d stopped rubbing his knuckles now, and everyone could see his raw red skin.

“The man?” Jack asked.

“The one who grabbed Sofie,” Kasper replied.

Dan let out a huff. “Why do you girls keep making up crazy stuff?”

Laura felt a surge of anger that took over the usual shyness she felt around Dan. “We’re not making anything up,” she hissed. She knew what she’d seen; she glanced at Sofie, Maia, and Kasper. They knew, too. Sofie was sniffing loudly and rubbing her neck with trembling hands. She looked pale and shaken when Kasper helped her to her feet.

“Trust me,” Dan muttered to Laura. “She saw your stunt yesterday at the Mouth of Truth and decided to copy it.”

Laura glared at Dan.

“Please shut up,” she said. A day ago, she’d never have guessed she could snap like that at Dan Sinclair. But a lot had changed. Dan looked offended and backed away. Whatever, Laura thought.

“Did you see the snakes moving?” she asked Maia. “In the fresco, I mean?”

“No,” Maia replied. “I couldn’t see anything but Sofie’s back.”

“I don’t understand.” Jack was talking, pacing up and down in front of the now-still fresco. “What happened, exactly?”

Sofie turned her face to answer him, her eyes blazing. “I was looking at that,” she explained, jabbing an accusing finger at the fresco. “Then something grabbed me, around the neck.”

She stroked her throat, and Laura could quite clearly see the red marks, large and angry. The man in the tunic had tried to throttle her. Not even skeptical Dan could doubt the evidence.

“Something where?” Dan asked.

“Not something,” Sofie corrected herself. “Someone. That man!”

“The caretaker guy? He came up behind you?”

“No,” Sofie snapped. “The man in the picture!”

Jack and Dan exchanged a look.

“She’s not lying,” Laura barked at them. “She was being … she was being dragged into the picture!”

“It certainly looked that way,” Maia said, who seemed completely unflustered by everything going on. “He grabbed her and was pulling her in. And it was taking us a while to try pulling her out.”

Maia was acting as though they had everything under control, but Laura didn’t think that was true at all.

“And then, luckily, Kasper arrived,” Laura said, knowing how much any talk of Kasper’s intervention would irritate Dan. “And he actually did something.”

“He punched the wall,” Dan said dryly.

“But not the caretaker dude?” Jack was persisting with this theory.

“That man … there.” Kasper pointed at the fresco, but in a halfhearted way. He didn’t look very sure about what he’d done, or to whom. “I think, anyway.”

“So you’re saying this guy, who’s made out of paint and plaster and other inanimate … I don’t know, stuff,” said Dan, hands on hips, “attacked Sofie? And then you punched him and he let her go.”

“That’s exactly what happened,” said Laura, enraged by Dan’s attitude. “Are you calling us all liars?”

“I’m not saying you’re lying. Seeing things, maybe.”

“Laura saw snakes moving,” Maia added, unhelpfully. “In the fresco.”

“Snakes moving? In the fresco?” Dan smirked again. “Maybe she’s inhaled too much ash.”

“How dare you?” Laura felt the burn of her cheeks. It was bad enough that all these odd and violent things were happening, but it was even worse to feel disbelieved. Again, Dan fell silent. Laura got the sense that maybe he was starting to feel bad. Well, good.

“What was it like?” Kasper asked Sofie. “Inside the wall?”

Sofie took a deep breath before answering. “The wall was not there,” she said, clearly struggling to steady her voice. She seemed mad rather than scared. “I could not feel it. There was just pulling at my head, and then pulling at my legs.”

“Like I said—that was us,” Maia told the boys. “Laura and me. We were trying to pull you back.”

“Thank you,” Sofie said quietly, looking down at the floor. “In front of me there was just …”

“Air?” suggested Kasper, and Sofie nodded.

“Genau,” she said. Laura had heard her say that word a few times, and she wasn’t sure what it meant—something like “for real” or “sure,” she thought.

“When I punched the man,” Kasper said, and Laura couldn’t resist looking pointedly at Dan to see the sour expression on his face, “it felt like a man for just one moment. And then it felt like the wall!”

He laughed, and Sofie smiled at him. As though he’d done all the work of saving her, Laura thought, annoyed.

“But think about it,” Dan said, trying to be in charge again. “Yesterday something tries to suck Laura’s hand into the Mouth of Truth. I mean, at the time, we all thought she was messing around, right?”

Nobody said anything, and Laura was grateful. She could feel her face getting red again.

“Then today, something tries to grab Sofie. In both cases, it’s like some inanimate object—a piece of stone yesterday, and today a wall. Why is this happening? It can’t have anything to do with the ash cloud.”

“And Laura got rid of the bad-luck charm,” said Jack.

Everyone turned to look at him.

“What are you talking about?” Dan asked.

“You know. Laura had this charm, and we thought it might be bringing her bad luck. It just appeared in her bag—you tell them!” He gestured at Laura.

“He means the star sapphire,” Maia said, her voice and expression neutral.

“It was a sapphire?” Kasper asked.

“It’s just a stone,” said Laura, embarrassed by the attention. “Nothing super-valuable. I have one in my bracelet I can show you. Anyway, this other stone appeared in my bag, and I don’t know how it got there.”

As soon as she said this, a memory flickered: the Protestant Cemetery, the crow circling in the sky. Something in the crow’s beak falling, falling, falling … Could it have been the stone, falling into Laura’s bag?

“So I told Laura,” Jack continued, impatient with her abrupt silence, “that she should just get rid of it. And we did, walking back from the Pantheon. Dropped it into a drain. Washed it away.”

“I told them no, but they would not listen,” said Sofie.

“A sapphire?” Kasper asked again.

Laura unzipped her bag and felt in the inner pocket for her broken bracelet.

“Here,” she said, holding it up to him. “This is what it looks like. Though the other stone was more green than this one.”

Kasper dangled the bracelet’s broken chain, and the star sapphire swung in the air. In the dim light of the church it looked gray and dull, like a pebble picked up at the beach and never quite as shiny or precious once you got it home.

“I remember you wearing that,” Dan said to Laura, his voice low. “You wear it every day. When did it break?”

“The other day …” Laura began, but stopped midsentence. Maia was muttering something to Sofie, and Sofie scrabbled around in her own bag, a small messenger-style bag she always wore across her body. She held something up, pinched between her thumb and forefinger, for them all to see.

It was the other star sapphire, the one with the grayish-green tinge, the one that Laura and Jack had dropped down the drain yesterday, never expecting to see it again.
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Sofie had found the star sapphire early that morning, she told them, on the windowsill of their room in the hostel. She’d opened the window and picked it up, she said, because it was pretty.

Laura’s heart was pounding. It hadn’t been a dream after all; last night there really had been a hooded crow out there on the ledge, tapping on the window, leaving her a gift she didn’t want. Jack was right to call it a bad-luck charm. Look what had just happened to Sofie!

“That’s the same one,” Maia declared, though she didn’t bother to go over to get a closer look, as the others were doing. Laura pulled her bracelet out and lay it on the ground, next to Sofie’s stone.

“They are like a pair of eyes,” Kasper observed. “The color a little different, maybe, but still a pair.”

“We threw it down a drain!” Jack was still protesting. “I saw it fall into the water!”

“And now it is back,” said Kasper, staring down at the two stones. “When Laura has it, the Mouth of Truth grabs her. When Sofie has it, the painted wall grabs her. And if we throw it away, it comes back?”

This was more of a question than a statement. He looked at Laura, as though she could give him an answer.

“It seems that way,” she said.

“Or,” said Dan, “we could just leave it here and go. If any of us see it again, we ignore it. If it turns up on our windowsill, we ignore it. If it turns up in someone’s bag, we throw it away. Agreed?”

Maia shook her head.

“I don’t think it’s as simple as that,” she told Dan, and Laura’s stomach sank.

Kasper handed her bracelet back and she clutched it, comforted by the ridges of the chain digging into her clammy palms.

“We’re not in our usual world here,” Maia said slowly, and Jack laughed.

“You can say that again,” he said.

“Yeah, we’re in Rome,” Dan said, impatient. “So?”

“It’s an ancient place,” said Maia, not reacting to his tone. “Ancient forces are at work. Ancient powers. Something that can make a stone mouth bite, or a painted man attack.”

Or a statue shoot a bird, Laura thought. Or a boy in gray and black, the color of the Roman crows, step from the rain with feathers sprouting from his heels …

“This all sounds like superstition to me,” Dan said, wafting a dismissive hand in Maia’s direction.

“You’re the one who said we should throw away the bad-luck stone,” Kasper pointed out. “Isn’t that superstition as well?”

“Genau,” said Laura under her breath, and Sofie smiled at her.

“But maybe Dan is right,” said Kasper. “Perhaps we should throw away both stones. The one that Sofie found and the one that Laura has on the broken chain.”

Laura felt a pang of horror. “No!” she cried, startling everyone—including herself—with the vehemence of her reaction. “My grandfather gave me that! I’ve had it for years, and I’m not just throwing it away.”

“Do you know where he got it?” Maia asked, her voice almost sharp.

“No,” Laura admitted. “It was during World War II, when he was a teenager. He was in lots of different places. My mother thought that maybe he got it in North Africa. But he was also stationed in Rome, and my grandmother thinks he might have found it here.”

“I have an idea,” said Kasper. He took a step closer to Laura and she instinctively backed away; she didn’t want him grabbing the bracelet and throwing it away. “Let’s go and find a place to use a computer. We can email our families, and Laura can maybe get some more information, and we can read news in our own languages, and …”

“Yes,” said Dan. It was the first time Laura had heard him agree with anything Kasper had suggested.

“What if we’re locked in?” Jack asked, and panic rippled through their little group; Laura stuffed the bracelet into her bag, and they all hurried toward the double doors, as if running there could change anything.

Kasper reached the door first, and twisted the handle. The heavy bolt was open—they could see that—but the door didn’t move.

“No!” said Sofie. “We must get out!”

Kasper jiggled the handle again and shoved the door with his shoulder.

“Let me,” said Dan, pushing his way into position. Kasper stood back, with just the hint of a sidelong glance in Dan’s direction. Dan ignored the door that Kasper had tried, and twisted the other door’s handle. With a wheezy creak, it pushed open.

“We came in on the right,” Dan said, his voice neutral but his face twitching with a smile. Laura fought the urge to roll her eyes.

“Thank you, at last,” said Sofie, the first through the open door. When Kasper waved her ahead, Laura stepped past Dan, pointedly not thanking him: All he’d done was open a door, and she was still annoyed about his reaction to everything that had happened.

It was a relief to be outside, though, in what passed for fresh air on a day like this, in the ashy haze, the humidity settling around her bare legs like a heavy skirt.

Crows still lined the low-hanging branch of the tree outside. Lying in wait, Laura thought, glancing away. Was one of these birds her nighttime messenger, dropping the star sapphire on the windowsill and tapping incessantly until she got out of bed?

Laura turned her back on the hooded crows. She could hear the crunch of the gravel under her shoes, the sound of a distant car alarm, the faint hum of traffic. She heard the birds taking off in a flurry, their hysterical squawking overhead now. Leave us alone! she wanted to scream at them.

“Come on, Laura!” Kasper called. She hurried to join the others, who were already setting off down the hill.

“No child left behind,” said Dan sarcastically. She brushed past him, scampering to catch up with Maia. If Dan couldn’t be civil, she was going to keep as far away from him as possible. Like the crows soaring overhead, he was just another thing to be ignored.

*  *  *

They trudged in what felt like circles in the streets near the Colosseum and Forum, sweaty and ashy, with no Internet café in sight. Kasper insisted they make their way to one he half remembered, on a busy road near—or so he thought—Piazza Navona. No buses appeared to be running anymore, and when Dan tried to flag a taxi at the wildly chaotic traffic circle that was the Piazza Venezia, every cab zoomed past, either full or apparently uninterested in picking up a gaggle of disheveled teenagers.

“Everyone’s getting out of Dodge,” Jack observed, sounding less enthused with every pointless half hour spent wandering. “Maybe we should just go back to the hostel.”

A squabble followed about who wanted to go back and who wanted to keep looking, and who was in charge. Kasper finally held up a hand.

“We are all tired, I think,” he said. “But in another ten minutes we will be there, I promise you. Then we can all send an email home, to our families. We can tell them we’re okay.”

Kasper was right, Laura thought, when—almost exactly ten minutes later—Jack spotted an OPEN sign and shouted back to let them all know.

The place Kasper remembered wasn’t a café: It was a just a place to access the Internet, a small street-level office with big glass windows, white walls, and fluorescent lights. Laura could see five computer terminals—no, six—and she practically ran to the counter to hand over money. The guy sitting there, flicking through a magazine, seemed half asleep and almost annoyed to see customers. He muttered something in Italian and waved in the direction of the window.

“He is about to close,” Sofie translated, “because of …”

She waved a hand at the window as well, and they all knew what she meant: the volcano, the ash cloud, everything. Laura tensed when the guy starting speaking again, burbling and pointing, tapping at the laminated price list hanging on the wall.

“We can have five minutes only,” said Sofie. “And only four computers are working.”

“I don’t need to check email,” Maia said. “My parents are in Russia. They never get in touch with me when they go away.”

“I thought they were in Italy at a conference?” Laura asked.

“Yes,” Maia said quickly. “They were, in the north. But by now they’re back in Russia.”

“And won’t they be worried?” Laura asked her, thinking about her own parents. Her father would be glued to twenty-four-hour news right now, she knew, obsessing over every detail of the eruption.

“No.” Maia sounded unconcerned.

“I’ll use someone’s computer whenever they’re finished,” said Kasper, his blue eyes intent on Laura. “Really—you all go, quickly. Maia and I will pay the man.”

Not even Dan stopped to argue this one. Laura flung herself into the nearest seat, drumming her fingers on the desk while she waited for the right screen to open.

Beyond the smudged windows, ash swirled like dirty snow, covering the road with dusty flakes. People rushed by, brandishing umbrellas or holding their bags above their heads. Why was the guy at the desk taking so long?

The electronic stopwatch clicked into life on her screen. Laura couldn’t find Skype, but her email loaded right away, thank goodness.

Mom and Dad, she typed. Just letting you know that I’m fine here in Rome—lots of kids are sick with the flu, but I’m not. Ash is falling like snow. Weird. But we’re safe. Waiting to hear when we can fly home. Can’t get online at hostel, FYI. Love, Laura

She sent it right away, in case the desk jockey decided to throw them out early, then raced through the emails her parents had sent her over the past few days—they were worried, they were concerned, they’d tried calling the American embassy, the school knew nothing, all flights were canceled, the airline was being vague, the hostel wasn’t answering its phone … and so on.

Laura started typing a new email.

Mom, she wrote. Everything still fine! Don’t worry. I know this is a weird question right now, but do you know if Grandpa found my star sapphire here in Rome? I may be able to check email again tomorrow. XO L.

Laura pressed SEND, and glanced around. Dan was typing a million miles a minute. Sofie was finished and was waving Kasper over, so he could send an email on her computer.

“Maia!” Laura called, leaning back in her chair. “Do you want to use this one to email your parents? I’ve sent two to mine.”

Maia, standing at the counter interrogating—in what language, Laura wasn’t sure—the guy sitting there, shook her head. So she wasn’t lying: Maia really was blasé about getting in touch with her family. She was weird—or maybe her whole family was like this.

A new email pinged into Laura’s in-box. Her mother! She probably had her laptop perched on the kitchen counter, anxiously checking for news.

Honey—so happy and relieved to hear from you. We are terribly worried. The boys told Dad he should fly to Paris, rent a car, and drive down to rescue you! They’ve offered all their camp money to help pay!!! But apparently it’s chaos everywhere in Europe right now. I hope this only goes on a couple more days. We miss you so much.

Not sure about your bracelet—yes, Grandpa was stationed in Rome. He told a story once about driving around in a jeep near a fountain with bees, but—

The window disappeared, swallowing her mom’s email, and Laura’s screen turned black.
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No!” Laura howled, swiveling to plead with the guy behind the counter. He was standing up now, dropping euro coins into plastic bags and ignoring everyone’s protests and pleas. “Can I just have a few minutes more? I was halfway through reading an email from my mom.”

The guy barked something in Italian at Kasper, who shot them all an apologetic glance, shaking his head.

“We could come back tomorrow morning,” Jack suggested, but Kasper shook his head at this as well and explained: The man behind the counter was closing up shop for the foreseeable future; he was leaving Rome right away, and suggested that they do the same thing.

“Any luck?” Maia’s unsmiling face loomed over Laura’s computer terminal.

“No—well, maybe,” Laura told her. “My mother doesn’t know for sure but she remembers my grandfather talking about driving in a jeep past a fountain with bees on it or in it or buzzing nearby—I’m not sure.”

“We saw that last week, I think.” Kasper walked over and sat on the desk next to Laura, his handsome face tense with concentration. “My school group, I mean.”

“Is your school group like some Viking raiding party?” Dan called over, but Laura ignored him and Kasper seemed unfazed.

“Go on,” she told Kasper.

“Our first day in Rome,” he said slowly, “when we went to the Palazzo Barberini. Bees were the symbol of that family. So the fountain near their house was carved …”

“With bees?” Laura felt a thrill of excitement. She leafed through her guidebook while the guy behind the counter shouted at them in Italian. He wanted them out, Laura knew, but too bad. At least inside here they weren’t getting faces full of ash.

“Barberini, Barberini—here it is,” she said. “The Fontana delle Api. Fountain of the Bees. Late seventeenth century, at the end of Via Veneto.”

“Let’s go!” shouted Jack, who’d regained his high spirits. Maia frowned at him.

“Why?” she asked. “It’s not relevant, necessarily.”

Everyone looked at her.

“I mean,” she continued, gazing around them like a teacher surveying a particularly stupid class, “all its existence confirms is that Laura’s grandfather was in Rome at some point during the war and happened to see the Fountain of the Bees while he was driving around. It doesn’t mean that he got the star sapphire there.”

“No,” Laura said, deflated. Maia was right.

“The bee fountain sounds pretty cool,” mumbled Jack, his face red.

“There’s nothing to link the star sapphires with the bee fountain at all, is there?” Maia looked at Kasper. He shrugged.

“It was just a small fountain,” he said. “With a big shell, and little bees.”

“Do you remember seeing anything like my star sapphire?” Laura asked him. “Maybe some kind of decoration around the edge of the fountain?”

“Let me see the stones again,” Kasper said.

Laura hauled her bag onto her knees and felt around for the two stones—one, the original, with its broken chain dangling, as well as the interloper, as she thought of it: the sewer sapphire, the windowsill sapphire. She placed the two stones on the table, one at a time, and Kasper scrutinized them, one hand stroking his chin in an almost comical way, like some wise old philosopher. The stones were the exact same shape and size, both shot through with a feathery golden constellation. But Laura’s stone was definitely a bluish-gray, and the other stone was a little more green. The difference was very subtle; you had to stare at them really hard to see the difference.

“They kind of do look like eyes,” Dan observed. “Like Laura’s eyes.”

Laura felt herself become self-conscious. What did Dan mean by that?

“I think so,” Kasper agreed. “See? At first when I met you, I thought you have gray eyes, but when I looked again, I see that the left one is a little blue and the right one is a little green. Like these stones.”

Now Laura felt even more self-conscious, shifting in her chair.

“ ‘Mutant Girl,’ ” said Jack, fake-punching Laura’s arm. “Right? That’s why we all called you that.”

“I didn’t know you all called me that,” Laura said, irritation and embarrassment coursing through her.

“Not all of us,” Dan said quickly—too quickly, Laura thought, revealing his guilt. “Just … some stupid people.” He looked at Laura intently before dropping his eyes.

“Can we stay focused here, please?” Maia tapped the table with a fingernail. “Kasper, do you remember seeing either of these stones at the Fountain of the Bees?”

“No,” he said, sounding certain. “And anyway, the fountain is only a few hundred years old, not from ancient times. Didn’t you say, Maia, that this … this strangeness may have something to do with Rome being an ancient city?”

Laura thought of the Mercury boy she’d seen at the Pantheon. Could it really be Mercury? How was something like that possible?

Nobody even believed in those old gods anymore. Long ago, they’d meant something, Laura knew; there had been gods in Rome for everything, like doors and dogs and rainbows. But they were just figures of legend and myth, storybook archetypes like witches and goblins in fairy tales.

If Laura told anyone now about what she thought she’d seen in the Pantheon, they’d laugh at her.

“It’s just a thought,” Maia admitted. “I can’t … I can’t say for certain.”

They all fell silent. If Maia didn’t have any ideas, Laura thought, then they really were stuck.

“Ragazzi!” The counter guy was shouting now, gesticulating at them and the door. “Andatevene, subito!”

“He wants us to go,” Sofie explained, though it didn’t need explaining.

“Come on,” Laura said, and everyone scraped back their chairs and picked up their bags. They were all reluctant to leave, she sensed, as unsure as she was what they were going to do next. Find this fountain of bees, that may or may not be a clue to what was going on? Go back to the orange hostel? Wander the streets, bracing themselves for another weird encounter with an aggressive fresco?

Laura scooped up the two star sapphires, jangling them in her hand like marbles. Outside, something like thunder rumbled, except it sounded low in the ground rather than high in the sky.

“No!” Sofie gasped, and Laura grabbed the back of her chair with her free hand. It felt as though a train were passing underneath the floor of the shop, rattling through a submerged tunnel. But the subway isn’t running, Laura thought, just as the chair under her hand began rolling away.

They all looked at one another—wild, questioning looks—while the banks of fluorescent lights started swinging. The guy from behind the counter, exclaiming in staccato Italian, ran to the door, stumbling when a chair toppled into his path. He wrenched open the door and ran into the street.

“Earthquake!” Kasper said, and hurled himself at Jack, who looked as though he might be about to follow the Italian guy out the door. “Get down!”

The desks were moving, shaking back and forth. Laura threw her bag onto the floor and dropped to her knees. Everything was shaking and rattling. Heart racing, Laura crawled under her desk, grimacing with the pain in one knee from her fall in the Pantheon.

All she remembered from some long-ago earthquake drill at school was to get down, take cover. But why was Dan still standing there, frozen to the spot?

She reached out a hand and pulled his leg, tugging him down. When he dropped to his knees, Laura pulled at him again, almost dragging him under the desk.

“You don’t need to save me, okay?” he hissed.

“Well, don’t stand around like an idiot,” she hissed back, and they both recoiled as something heavy crashed onto the ground nearby and splintered—a computer, maybe, or one of the swinging light fixtures. The floor was still wobbling; Laura clung to a desk leg. She could taste plaster dust and hear nothing but a low growl, interrupted by crashes and something like glass breaking. She and Dan were huddled close together, their heads almost touching; his breath was soft and cool against her face. Laura had to resist the urge to cling to him.

“Laura,” Dan whispered, bracing himself against another of the desk’s legs. “Put the stones away.”

“What?”

“The stones. Put them in your bag.”

“Hold the desk leg—this one!” Laura waited while Dan leaned across her. The chair she’d been sitting on to send emails smacked onto the ground. Blindly she groped for her backpack and opened the zipper with her free hand.

As soon as the stones slithered out of her hand and dropped into her bag, the room stopped shaking. Laura realized she was out of breath and that her hands were trembling. Dan was still gripping the desk’s legs, intent on keeping it upright, one of his elbows wedged in her rib cage. Outside sirens pealed and car alarms were going off, the sounds discordant and incessant. Even from her restricted view, Laura could see ash dusting the floor. A window must be open, she thought, and then: A window must be broken.

“Everyone okay?” That was Kasper’s voice, and Laura was relieved to hear the chorus of yeses. Gingerly Dan released his grip on the desk legs and shimmied out from under the desk.

“Be careful,” he told Laura over his shoulder. “There’s glass everywhere.”

When she emerged, banging her head on the desk on her way out, the room made no sense anymore. It was a mess of dust and puffs of whirling ash, gloomier than before because the lights had gone out. Two of the windows were broken and all but one of the computers had toppled over.

The others were clambering to their feet, pointlessly dusting themselves off as more flecks of ash swirled in through the broken windows. They all looked at one another, their faces something between shocked and relieved, Laura thought. But they weren’t all okay, not really. Kasper’s arm was cut and bleeding, and Jack was holding his leg.

“Something fell on it,” Jack explained, wincing.

“Hostel,” said Maia, and nobody argued. They all picked their way toward the door, Dan clearing a path by pushing chairs out of the way. When Laura passed by Kasper, she noticed the blood on his arm again.

“Are you okay?” she asked. He shrugged, as though it was no big deal. But his cut looked bad to Laura, so she pulled her pashmina out of her bag, taking care not to dislodge the star sapphires, and wrapped it around Kasper’s wound.

“It needs to be tighter,” said Maia, climbing over the debris like a confident mountain goat while Dan stomped and stumbled his way around. When he started sliding on broken glass, Laura took his arm, steadying him. His hand grasped for hers, and they walked to the door together just like that, hand in hand, until it felt awkward and Laura pulled free.

Maia had finished rewrapping Kasper’s arm, but there wasn’t much they could do for Jack, who was limping badly, grimacing every time he took a step.

Sofie’s hair was speckled with pieces of plaster that stood up like white-chocolate shards decorating the top of a cake. She stood by the door—plate glass intact, the Aperto sign still turned to the street—and rattled the handle. Like the church door, it seemed to be stuck fast; unlike the church door, there was no other door to try instead.

“We could always climb out the window back there,” Kasper pointed out, but nobody seemed too enthusiastic. The glass still in the frame was sharp and jagged, and Jack would have had a hard time making it over with his bad leg. Maia suggested they use a chair to break through the door’s glass; Dan argued that they might have more success knocking out the glass in one of the already-broken windows. Sofie started rattling the door handle again, pushing with her shoulder.

“Let me try,” Laura said softly, though she suspected it was pointless. She wriggled the handle and tried pushing the door, then pulling, but the door wouldn’t budge at all. Kasper was clambering his way to the back of the room, surveying the other possibilities of escape, everyone else calling out opinions and warnings and advice.

“Be careful,” she called to Kasper; he was surveying the shards of glass still in place in the window. “Let someone else help.”

“I’m already cut,” he said, waving his bandaged arm.

“Always the hero,” Dan muttered. Laura was about to mutter something back but then she felt something give: The handle she was gripping was moving! At last the door was giving way, opening fluidly!

Someone outside was opening it, letting them out. It must be the counter guy who’d run into the street—stupidly, in Laura’s opinion—just as the earthquake began; he was returning to throw them out once and for all.

“Hey!” she shouted, to get everyone’s attention. A gust of ash blew into her face, stinging her eyes, and she stepped back to brush her face clear. Sofie, with a squeal of relief, wriggled past her through the open door, followed by the limping Jack and then Maia.

“Come on!” Dan said, gesturing to her to step outside, but she shook her head. The ash flakes felt like a cobweb stuck to her eyelashes, and she wanted them gone before she faced whatever ash-strewn landscape waited for them out on the street.

“After you,” said Kasper when he finally reached the threshold, and Laura blinked one last time before stepping outside.

The busy street they’d walked down looked almost unrecognizable, asphalt split and gaping, paving stones jutting up, cars abandoned at strange angles. The stoplights were dead. Store awnings had collapsed; windows were broken.

A hydrant, jerked free from its moorings, spewed water. The front of one store, all brick, lay crumbled on the street like mashed-up cake. People were climbing through the wreckage, their faces blank with shock, so drenched in ash and dust that they looked like ghosts.

“We have to stay close together, okay?” Laura heard Dan saying, and for the first time she realized how much danger they’d been in, and how lucky they all were to be standing in the street, shaken but more or less intact.

She didn’t move for a minute, unsure whether the ground beneath her feet would start roiling and moiling again. A hand touched hers, cold and soft—Kasper, she thought, reassuring her, encouraging her on. Dan was right: They had to stick together, and somehow find their way back to the hostel.

But the face she looked into wasn’t Kasper’s. And the guy who’d held the door open for them wasn’t the guy who’d cut off their computers and shouted at them to leave. The guy holding the door open was about Laura’s age, with sleek dark hair and eyes black as charcoal, boring into hers.

It was the boy from the Pantheon, the one who’d swirled down from the sky. The Mercury boy. Laura instinctively glanced down at his heels, but his legs were half submerged in the street rubble. Still, she knew it was him.

He brought his face close to hers, as close as Dan’s had been inside the Internet place, but he didn’t smell like Dan—like sweat and soap and muskiness. Mercury smelled the way the air smelled just after rain, fresh and clean.

“Laura,” he whispered, in that accent she couldn’t place. She stared into his dark eyes, unable to speak. He knew her name? “You have the great goddess Minerva’s protection. She has sent us here to watch over you.”

“What do you mean, us?” Laura managed to say, trying to make sense of his words. Minerva? Goddess? What was happening?

His eyes bored deeper into hers. Laura felt as though she could barely breathe. He didn’t reply to her question; he just looked at her intently.

“You have her eyes,” he said at last.

“Whose eyes?” Laura didn’t understand.

“The eyes of Minerva, stolen from her sacred temple and placed in a house of pleasure by an emperor, an emperor the gods punished for that crime,” he explained. “For many years the eyes lay buried in the ground, until your grandfather found one and gave it to you. We have been waiting for you to come to Rome to claim the other.”

Laura felt her heart lurch. “But—but,” she spluttered. “I didn’t come here to claim it. I didn’t know anything about it.”

Mercury bobbed his head; his movements were jerky, like a bird’s.

“You are a girl of virtue and intelligence. When Minerva saw you here, she was satisfied. She has no desire to punish you. It is her wish that you have both eyes, and take them with you, away from Rome. Other gods disagree, and they now prepare for battle. But remember that you are protected, and be sure that we will watch over you always.”

He jerked his head again and drew his hand away.

“But I don’t …” Laura began. She didn’t know what to think or what to say. This guy—this Mercury!—knew her name. He knew about her grandfather. He was talking about Minerva, and other gods and … a battle? And what did that mean, We will watch over you always?

It was all way, way too much.

He stepped back—one, two, three paces. Then he was gone, as utterly invisible as, moments ago, he’d been real and present and there, holding the door open, touching her hand, talking to her.

A lone crow flapped its wings and climbed into the sky, cawing its plaintive cry. Laura stood still, transfixed as the bird circled and swooped and then disappeared into the hazy cloud of ash.
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Laura’s mind was whirling as they all walked down the avenue. They clambered over rubble and skirted broken glass, clustered together like lost children in a dark forest. Kasper and Dan each held one of Jack’s arms so he could limp along. Sofie and Maia walked on either side of Laura. A policeman in a white hat and ash-smutted gloves stood on an upturned chunk of asphalt, waving creeping cars off the main road and down a side street.

Everywhere people were pouring out of shops and restaurants and offices, coughing and dusty, some of them bleeding or limping. The air was thick with smoke; maybe some drifting from the volcano or some from a building on fire.

Laura took it all in, but she wasn’t listening to the conversation around her. All she could think about was what Mercury—if he really was Mercury—had said to her.

So the two stone sapphires were the eyes of Minerva, whatever that meant—stolen from a sacred temple by some bad emperor. Her grandfather had found one buried in some ruins, and passed it along to her, and then she—unwittingly—had turned up in Rome with it. And because of that, chaos had erupted, pretty much.

Laura gnawed on her ashy lip, trying to make sense of everything. The earthquake had begun when she held the two stones in her hand, and it stopped when she dropped them into her bag. If they really were Minerva’s “eyes,” then when she held them in her hands, were they too powerful? Was she, Laura, too powerful?

She tried to think calmly, to call up all she knew about Roman mythology. Who controlled earthquakes? Neptune. Who controlled volcanic eruptions? Vulcan. So did that mean Vulcan and Neptune were working together, against Minerva? Against Laura?

And how could she think about these gods and goddesses as if they were truly real, truly having influence over life in Rome?

The policeman blew his whistle at them and jabbed a finger at a street leading south—not the direction they wanted to go, if Laura had her bearings straight, but they didn’t have a choice. The group carefully threaded their way past stopped cars and a toppled stoplight to the other side of the road.

Minerva, Minerva … Laura tried to summon up everything she’d learned in class. Minerva was the Roman version of Athena, goddess of war and wisdom. Though how those two things went together, Laura couldn’t quite figure out.

Minerva must be brave and brainy and the Mercury boy had said that Minerva was “satisfied” with her. Why? Laura didn’t feel particularly brave or brainy right now. Her head ached, and she was beyond jittery, uncertain of every step she took. A man walked by, slow as a zombie, bleeding from his forehead. A small boy wrapped in his mother’s arms wailed and kicked, and Laura knew just how he felt. Lost and confused, not brave at all.

Am I causing this? Laura thought, looking at the scared faces of passersby. Would she cause this kind of trouble for the rest of her life? If she ever got out of Rome, would Bloomington be overtaken by earthquakes and statues that came to life?

In a piazza, they came across a parked ambulance, its back doors flung open. Guys in red jumpsuits and yellow safety vests dispensed first aid to the walking wounded. Outside a café, a waiter was handing out plastic bottles of water. While Kasper and Jack waited in line to get their injuries checked—only at Sofie’s insistence, because they both kept saying they were fine—everyone else grabbed bottles and found places to sit.

Laura realized how thirsty she was. She took her water to a doorway on the far side of the piazza and lowered herself onto the cool stone of the step. She needed to keep thinking.

You have the great goddess Minerva’s protection. She has sent us here to watch over you. Who was this “us”? Mercury and his merry band of killer crows?

There’d been something written about Minerva in Ovid, she was sure: They’d read passages of his work this spring. Goddess of a thousand things, Laura vaguely remembered reading: Was that Minerva? And what things, exactly?

Laura took a big gulp of water and closed her eyes. Mrs. Johnson’s voice floated into her mind, but not from class. Laura remembered her talking just a few days ago, when they were touring the Forum, before everyone got sick and the volcano erupted. Had that really been just a few days ago?

POTUS had been telling them something about the Capitoline Hill. They’d all been most interested in hearing how traitors were thrown off the Tarpeian Rock in ancient times; Dylan had suggested that modern-day Rome should install a bungee-jumping facility there, to re-create the experience. Mrs. Johnson had ignored him.

But there was something else, she’d told them, about a temple that was once the star attraction on that particular hill, built by the last king of Rome, long before Julius Caesar or Mark Antony or any of the emperors. A temple was built in all Roman cities, she said, to honor Rome’s supreme deities: Jupiter, who was god of the sky; Juno, his wife and queen; and his favorite daughter, Minerva. They were known as the Capitoline Triad, which Jack said sounded like a bad hip-hop group. POTUS ignored that as well. These three gods, she said, were the protectors of all Romans.

Well, Laura thought, swigging some more water, Minerva wasn’t doing a very good job of protecting Rome right now. First there was the erupting volcano and its ash cloud, then there were earthquakes—not to mention so many people getting sick. Ancient Romans wouldn’t be surprised, Laura supposed, by what was going on right now. They’d say that everyone was sick because they hadn’t prayed to Febris, the goddess who protected people from fevers. They’d say that nobody paid the correct tribute to any of the gods anymore. Nobody sacrificed bulls, or made sacred vows, beneath the big statues of the three deities. The statues were long gone, and so was the temple itself.

Once upon a time it was the largest temple in the Roman world, Mrs. Johnson had told them. Every time it burned down, an emperor rebuilt it, even bigger and grander than before, until finally, two thousand years after the first temple was built, a palace was constructed on the site by some Renaissance-era rich guy. By that time, Rome was the center of the Catholic world; the Pope was in charge. Nobody believed in the old gods anymore.

But the thing that stuck in Laura’s head from Mrs. Johnson’s talk that day wasn’t about Minerva, or about Jupiter and Juno. It was about another god she’d never heard of before, called Terminus—kind of like Termini, the main train station near their hostel. (Ryan Banana Pants had pointed this out in a loud voice, as though it were some brilliant insight.) On the site where they were building the first temple, back in 500-something BC, there was a small, even more ancient shrine to this god, Terminus. He was the deity who presided over boundaries.

His boundary stone couldn’t be moved, according to the augurs—who were priests, experts in reading omens in things like the flight of birds, or the organs of a slaughtered animal. So the stone had to be built into this great temple on the Capitoline Hill, and this was taken as a sign that some things couldn’t be moved or changed or lost. Rome would last forever, POTUS said—that’s what those ancient kings and emperors believed. Like the stone of Terminus, it was immovable. There would be no end to its power. (“Wrong!” Ryan had chimed, and they’d walked on to the next point in their tour.)

When she’d heard all this, Laura had thought about it the way she thought of most stories involving the ancient world, as sitting somewhere between history and myth. That old world was long gone—burnt, pillaged, built over. Over the centuries people had taken marble from the Forum to use in their houses. They’d built palaces and churches on top of temples. Some statues ended up in museums, many of them broken, and some lost forever. Now school groups like hers trailed around museums and ruins trying to make sense of things, to imagine how things used to look, what they used to mean. The world of the ancient Romans was like a faded, jumbled-up puzzle with lots of missing pieces.

But the Mercury boy wasn’t a statue or a fresco: He looked and sounded like a real live person, albeit one with wings on his heels. Mercury, the messenger god. This message he’d given her, that the gods had been waiting for her to return to Rome with the star sapphire, and that Minerva’s decision to give her both stones had triggered all this chaos—well, it wasn’t just weird. It was terrifying.

Laura and everyone else in this city walked around gazing at what seemed liked fragments of the past, but maybe they were all being watched by the gods. Maybe those fragments weren’t quite as broken as they’d all assumed.

Laura finished her water and looked around for a trash can. Part of her hoped she was being fanciful, letting her imagination carry her away. But she couldn’t help wondering: What if the world of the ancients hadn’t gone away at all? What if it was still here, underground and beyond the sky and in the foundations of the city? What if those old gods were still lurking, in that separate and mysterious realm where gods lurked, feeling affronted and angry and jealous and vengeful?

After all, lots of bad things had happened to Rome over the centuries. It had been burned to the ground, attacked, invaded, left to rot into poverty, bombed. When her grandfather was here, almost seventy years ago, he was part of an invading army that had been dropping bombs on the city and killing people. Maybe the gods had been taking their revenge. Maybe they were taking their revenge all over again, right now.

“Laura!” Kasper was waving to her, his green shorts dusted with ash. His left arm was bandaged from elbow to wrist. He wandered over, holding out her pashmina, a rueful look on his face. “I tried to wash the blood out with water. I’m really sorry. I hope it won’t stain.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Laura told him. A stained scarf was the least of their problems.

Jack limped toward them. “Not broken,” he announced, trying to manage a grin, though it looked more like a grimace. “Well, at least that’s what they think. They said I need an X-ray when I get home.”

If we get home, Laura thought, but she said nothing. Jack was supposed to put ice on it when he got back to the hostel, he told them, and to try to stay off it for a while.

They set off again, Jack leaning on Kasper and everyone else, gingerly picking their way along the narrow street. When Maia decided to climb over a toppled trash can rather than walk through its flowing skirt of spilled trash, Kasper held out his bad hand to help her down. Dan, walking near Laura, clucked with impatience.

“What is your problem?” Laura said to him in a low voice. “You’re being really childish. Why have you got it in for Kasper?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Dan was trying to sound breezy, but he didn’t fool Laura.

“You’re constantly criticizing him. And you get all annoyed when he tries to help someone else.”

“I don’t trust him.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“How do we even know he’s Danish? Have you heard him speak any?”

“Well, there’s no one else Danish around …”

“Exactly. Very convenient. And his English is way too good.”

“Lots of Europeans speak really good English!” Laura protested. This was the most ridiculous conversation. She hadn’t even thought about whether Kasper could be trusted or not. Besides, she had much bigger things to obsess over now, like the fact that ancient gods were talking to her. “Why would he be pretending to be Danish?”

“You tell me,” Dan said in a low voice. “What’s he got to hide?”

“I don’t think he has anything to hide. You’re acting really crazy.”

“And what kind of name is ‘Kasper,’ anyway?”

“A Danish name. Obviously.”

“Do we have any proof of that? He could have made it up. And why isn’t he sick, like everyone else from his so-called school?”

“You’re not sick, either,” Laura pointed out, and then she remembered something odd that Maia had said about Dan—was it yesterday? We might need him. At the time it had just seemed like another strange Maia-ish thing to say. But now Laura wasn’t so sure. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure nobody could hear them.

“He’s always trying to help,” Dan whispered, bending so his face was close to hers. “But have you ever asked yourself why? What’s he trying to prove?”

“Maybe that he’s more useful than you,” Laura hissed. “If it weren’t for Kasper, Sofie might not have made it out of that torture church this morning.”

“If it weren’t for Kasper,” Dan said, his arm brushing Laura’s, “she might not have been attacked in the first place.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Dan didn’t answer, maybe because Maia had caught up and was walking alongside them. He flashed Laura an all-knowing look, and she shook her head at him. He could be so exasperating. Strange to think that a couple of days ago they’d barely exchanged two words, and now they were arguing in the street.

“What does what mean?” Maia was as nosy as ever, frowning in Laura’s direction.

“I was just asking Dan about Minerva,” said Laura, thinking quickly. “As in, the goddess. What do you know about her?”

“Well,” said Maia, as though this was the most normal question in the world, “she was part of the Capitoline Triad.”

“Yeah, I know that.” Laura hoped she didn’t sound too snippy, but Dan had annoyed her, so it was hard to moderate her tone. “But what else? Goddess of war and of wisdom, right?”

“And arts and crafts,” said Maia, who didn’t seem at all offended by Laura’s tone. Maybe Maia didn’t notice tone of voice. It would explain why she often came across badly to other people.

“I don’t suppose her signature creatures were bees,” Laura said, still hoping that there was a connection with the fountain that Kasper—and her grandfather—had seen.

“Owls,” said Maia. She skirted an upturned paving stone.

“And spiders,” Dan added. “Or—no, hang on. I think she turned some nymph into a spider because the nymph had totally crossed her.”

“Yes, Arachne!” Laura remembered it now. In class they’d translated a small passage written by Ovid from Latin to English.

“She wasn’t a nymph,” Maia told Dan. “She was just a maiden. She challenged Minerva to a weaving contest and lost. Hence spiders are arachnids, weaving their webs …”

“Yeah, yeah,” Dan said quickly. “And there was something about a flute. Maybe they had a flute-playing contest?”

“No, they didn’t,” said Maia, her usual blunt self. “But there is a Minerva connection. She invented the flute.”

“Ugh,” said Dan. “My sister plays the flute, and it’s so annoying when she practices.”

Laura glimpsed something strange and beautiful in the rubble-strewn clearing they were approaching—another small piazza, another fountain.

“What is that?” she asked.

Although Kasper had told them that the bee fountain was near the Palazzo Barberini and nowhere remotely close by, Laura was still hoping that they’d come across it on the way to the hostel. Maybe Kasper was wrong about where he’d seen it; maybe he was disoriented after everything that had happened today.

Something Dan and Maia were just saying was still rolling around in her head, forming itself into an idea. Maia had said that Minerva had invented the flute, and Dan had complained that his sister played the flute. Laura’s father sometimes played a particular classical piece, blasting the CD through the house—usually on a Saturday morning when he wanted them all to get out of bed and do something boring like rake leaves. Though she didn’t know the name of the composer or performer, Laura did remember what the piece was called: “Flight of the Bumblebee.” It was played on the flute.

Maybe that was the link between Minerva and the bees, she told herself, hurrying toward the fountain up ahead. Minerva, bees, her grandfather, the star sapphires—it all had to add up somehow.

Laura had to dart around a few slow-moving groups of dusty, dazed people. On the fountain, she glimpsed dolphins, shells, plus some kind of small creatures. Not bees, though, she realized, the excitement of anticipation curdling into disappointment. The bronze creatures on the edge of the fountain’s upper ring were tortoises.

Laura stopped, waiting for the others to reach her. The sky was darker now, gloomy clouds billowing high above the buildings, spitting rain. The fountain didn’t seem at all affected by the earthquake. It was still firmly in place, waters still trickling into a pale stone basin. Laura pulled her map out of the pocket of her bag and found her location, Piazza Mattei, in the old Jewish Ghetto, and the name of the fountain, Fontana delle Tartarughe. Tortoises, not bees. No connection to Minerva at all.

A hooded crow squawked overhead, and Laura looked up, startled by its proximity. The bird skimmed the fountain, dipping so low its wings brushed the bronze backs of one of the tortoises. Was it trying to tell her something? Was it Mercury? Was this a sign, or a warning?

An unseen hand tugged at the bag hanging off Laura’s shoulder, and she felt it slide down her arm, the weight of it slipping away.

“No!” she cried, but it was too late. The bag was gone. The crow had been there to warn her, she realized. Someone had stolen the star sapphires.
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My bag!” Laura cried. The wind, gusting at just that moment, seemed to carry her voice away. She spun around in a dizzying circle, looking for the mugger.

Laura’s backpack was pale blue with red piping, easy to spot even though there were lots of people drifting along the street or across the small piazza. But the man carrying it was darting through the crowd, swift and sure. She ran after him, bumping into people, her chest tight, her face burning. There was no chance of catching him, but she had to try.

The crow swooped from the sky, launching itself at the man’s head. Laura thudded across the cobbles of the piazza. The man cowered under the crow’s onslaught, smacking at its outstretched wings. She could see a red smear in the man’s dark hair, where the crow’s beak had drawn blood. But still, the man was moving, slowed but not stopped by the crow’s attack. She had to reach him, to grab her bag back, before he disappeared into the chaos of the street.

Laura’s head was pounding, so all she could really hear was the drum of her own heartbeat. Other sounds sloshed in the periphery—the screech of the crow, the man crying out—and she could see rather than hear the shock of other people, hurrying out of the way.

“Stop!” she shouted, though it didn’t sound like much of a shout. She’d always had a quiet voice; she’d never been someone anyone would describe as rowdy or raucous. Maybe I’m too meek, Laura thought, hurtling toward the mugger. She’d never had reason to shout at someone before. No one had ever tried to steal anything she cared about.

Someone was running next to her, and then speeding past her. It was Dan, she realized, and he was hurtling toward the mugger and tackling him to the ground. The crow flapped its wings and lifted into the air, still squawking. Laura still couldn’t see the face of the man tussling with Dan. They were a blur of limbs, and she got kicked hard by a flailing leg when she approached. Laura ignored the pain. One of the handles of her bag was dangling free, and she groped for it, without any luck.

Laura had never been in a fight before. Buffy made it look easy, but it was much messier—and harder—in real life. Now she was kicking wildly at what she hoped was the mugger’s leg, and, when his bleeding head rolled into view, she slammed a fist into his cheek. It hurt the side of her hand so much that Laura cried out with pain. This was why girls stuck to pulling hair, she told herself. Punching hurt.

Laura managed to grasp a small tuft of the man’s hair and tugged so hard she thought she’d uproot it. His grip on the bag loosened, and Laura seized her chance. With an almighty wrench, she pulled her bag free. She had so much momentum she staggered backward several steps, only stopping when she bumped into Maia.

The man was on his feet now. Dan lay groaning on the ground, covering his face with bloodied hands. There was something familiar about the long-faced, dark-haired mugger. Maybe the intense, angry darkness of his eyes. Laura thought of the woman trying to snap the bracelet off her wrist at the Trevi Fountain. The expression was the same—ferocious and greedy, almost feral.

He was walking toward her, slowly, those angry eyes locked on hers. Laura backed away, Maia moving with her, until they bumped into the fountain’s low railing. Without speaking, Maia helped Laura climb over it. Together they clambered into the fountain, its water splashing against their legs.

They waded backward through the water as the man advanced, and Laura tried to swallow her fear. She slipped her bag onto her back, arms through both of the straps, to make it harder for the mugger. This was no ordinary thief, clearly, flitting onto a different target when one proved too difficult. Maybe he was someone sent by the rival gods, the ones who were unhappy with Minerva’s “gift” to her. This man wanted her bag and wasn’t going to give up. Where were Laura’s protectors now, the ones that Mercury had promised?

The hooded crow returned, dipping over the fountain with a rude, ear-piercing caw, and the man—about to step into the water as they’d just done—paused to glare up at it. Someone in the distance screamed, and the crow swooped again, launching itself at the man’s head.

“Climb,” Maia ordered, and Laura swiveled, looking for something to grab. Her soaked sandals felt like weights on her feet, so she kicked them off. It was easier to get a grip on the fountain’s smooth, wet surfaces in bare feet; it was like navigating the rocks along the river near her house in Indiana.

The top tier of the fountain was small, a toadstool-like pedestal, flanked by four bronze figures of muscular boys, each of them leaning back with one arm to grab the tail of a bronze dolphin, the other arm raised as though reaching for a tortoise. Laura could just about stretch to get one foot onto the back of a small dolphin. Maybe from there she could grab the fountain’s upper rim.

Maia was behind her, pushing.

“His hand, his hand,” she was saying, and Laura didn’t understand what she meant.

Then she glimpsed what Maia must have seen. One of the bronze figures was no longer gripping a dolphin’s tail. His hand was stretched toward her, palm upturned. Laura felt a shock race through her, then placed one foot in the hand, expecting to feel cold, hard bronze. But it felt like a real hand, skin against her own skin, though much steadier. And stronger as well, Laura realized, as she felt herself hoisted easily into the air.

In an instant she was facing the fountain’s rounded upper lip, just inches from one of the small tortoises. They’d been sculpted at the very edge of the fountain, so they appeared to be clambering into the basin, just as Laura was trying to do now.

She flopped into the shallow water, realizing it was too perilous to try to stand up. If she knelt she could keep her bag out of the water, though her shorts would be soaked. From this new perch she could survey the tiny piazza and beyond, trying to find her group in the blurred crowd of people.

The man trying to reach her batted the crow away; he pushed Maia so hard she fell sideways into the water, her head just missing the fountain’s stone rim. He was coming for her, Laura knew; she’d be easy to reach. There was nowhere else to climb or hide, no crow strong enough to carry her away on its gray wings. With her sandals gone, she didn’t even have anything to throw at the thief.

A woman standing near the fountain started screaming, pointing up at Laura, crossing herself, and then other people were screaming as well. At last, she thought: Someone would try to help her! But instead of running toward the fountain, people were scrambling away. Even two policemen who’d just marched into the piazza from the other side turned around and bolted out of sight.

The crow’s caws sounded in her ears; it was flying so close Laura felt the breeze from its flapping wings. And around her, close enough to touch, the tortoises were moving. That was why people were screaming: The four bronze tortoises had come to life.

No longer suspended half in the air, they patrolled the fountain’s rim, jaws snapping. Not snapping at Laura, she was relieved to see, but at the rapidly thinning crowd.

She suppressed the urge to reach out to stroke them, their shells shiny and beaded with raindrops. They were her miniature guard dogs, summoned into action, it seemed, by the crow’s incessant rallying cry. When the man below her in the fountain tried to climb up, his hands creeping over the basin’s edge, a tortoise snapped at his fingers. He yelped and stopped trying to climb. Once, twice, three times it happened, Laura shrinking back, knees aching from kneeling in the water, shivering as soft rain drizzled down her face, while the tiny tortoises hissed and snapped, seeing off the intruder.

The fourth time the man’s hand appeared, one of the tortoises bit so hard that Laura was sure she heard bone crunch. The offending hand slithered away, and Laura edged forward, still on her knees, anxious to see what was happening below.

“Maia!” she shouted, but all she could see was one of the bronze figurines, kicking a muscular leg at the intruder. Laura leaned farther forward, and could see one of the round dolphins writhing and spinning like a log rolling down a river, making it impossible for the man—now with bloodied fingers—to regain his foothold.

Sofie was standing in the fountain now as well; Laura could see the top of her blond head. And there was Maia, struggling to her feet in the water, and passing something to Sofie. One of Laura’s sandals!

Sofie grabbed the sandal and used it to smack the intruder on the back of his head, hitting it so hard that Laura could hear every thwack. Above them the crow cawed and dipped. The tortoises formed a shimmering barricade in front of Laura, bronze jaws clanging, as though they were daring the intruder to approach again.

Rain, heavier now, splashed around them all. In the midst of all noise and movement, Laura knelt completely still, as though she were part of the original fountain, made out of bronze herself. Girl with Backpack, she thought, the strangest fountain in Rome. Her heart was thundering. Really, all of this was way too much. What was she doing here? She was from Bloomington, Indiana! She studied Classics!

Laura heard splashing and a roar of rage; the crow swooped again, circling the fountain. The intruder wasn’t going to climb up again, she saw, and a feeling of immense relief flooded through her, so intense that she wanted to cry. He was sprinting away across the piazza. Laura watched his back disappearing down one of the narrow streets, her whole body trembling with fear.

As suddenly as it had begun, it was all over. The tortoises no longer hissed or snapped; once again they were inanimate, poised on the edge of the fountain’s upper tier. She could hear police sirens in the distance, and a motorcycle revving; light rain pattered into the fountain—or perhaps it was the trickle of water from the dolphins’ mouths.

The piazza had emptied. Jack was bent over Dan, who was still clutching his face. Kasper was helping Sofie and Maia, both drenched, out of the fountain.

“Need a hand?” Kasper called up to Laura. She threw her bag down to him, hands shaking, and lowered herself down from the fountain’s upper tier. This time there was no bronze hand stretched out to help her, and Laura felt as though she was bumping every bone possible—knees, elbows, shoulders—on her way down.

She sloshed through the lower basin and stepped over the railing, her legs trembling. Between her wet clothes and the drizzle, she felt chilled and miserable. Kasper stood smiling at her, but Laura could see a wariness in his eyes that wasn’t there before.

“Here’s your bag,” he said, holding out her damp backpack. “I don’t know, but maybe you should …”

“Yes,” Laura said. She took the bag from Kasper and slipped the straps over her shoulders. She needed to hang on to this, to guard it. To guard the stones.

Their group was a mess. Maia clutched the side of her head. Sofie was bent double, heaving for breath. Jack was gripping his leg in pain. Dan sat on the ground, his leg scraped and bloody, and blood clotting his upper lip. Her squabbling with him forgotten, Laura wanted to rush over to comfort him, to make sure he was fine—but her old awkwardness was back, too, and she felt almost shy around him. It was so much more complicated, she thought, when boys were involved.

“Is Dan okay?” Laura asked Jack, who was limping over to the fountain to fill a plastic bottle with water, and he nodded.

“He’ll have a black eye,” observed Kasper, “but he should be fine.”

When Jack poured the water over Dan’s bleeding leg, Dan lay back on the ground, as though he was too exhausted even to sit up anymore. They were all exhausted, Laura knew. Exhausted, beaten, confused—and still nowhere near the hostel.

“Here,” said Sofie, straightening up. She handed over Laura’s soggy sandals. “Sorry there is blood.”

“That’s okay.” Laura felt too tired to smile. “Thanks. For everything.”

“We should keep walking,” Maia announced. Jack groaned, and Kasper offered to go back to the first piazza, to see if he could find a paramedic to take a look at Dan’s nose. The others propped themselves up around the fountain, now serene and stony again.

“That lump looks painful,” Laura said, noticing the grimace on Maia’s face when she stroked the side of her temple.

“Could be worse.” Maia sounded her usual unruffled self. “If my head had hit the rim of the fountain, I’d be concussed. Or dead, probably. I’d have drowned in the water. But that didn’t happen, so …”

“So—good.” It really was incredible, Laura thought, that Maia could be so cool about something like that. Nearby, Sofie’s long legs were shaking, even though she was sitting down. Laura was huddled, clutching her knees and shivering. Rome was falling apart—the world was falling apart—around them, and Laura wished she could take all this in stride, the way Maia seemed to. She needed to think of something else, talk about something else, to pull herself together.

“Hey,” she said, nudging Maia with one shoulder. “I know you said that owls were associated with Minerva. But what about tortoises? Could they have something to do with her as well?”

“Not with Minerva,” Maia said firmly. “But remember how I was telling Dan that Minerva invented the flute? Well, Mercury invented the lyre. That’s like a harp.”

“Yeah, I know.” The mention of Mercury’s name sizzled through Laura like an electric current. “What does that have to do with tortoises?”

“Mercury used a tortoiseshell to make the first lyre,” Maia reported. “So the tortoise is one of his creatures.”

Tortoises are Mercury’s creatures, Laura repeated to herself, trying to steady her breathing. Maybe that’s why the tortoises had all come to life when the hooded crow brushed them with its wings. Maybe that’s why they tried to help her, to guard her bag and its precious, dangerous, mysterious cargo.

And maybe that’s what Mercury had meant when he said, She has sent us here to watch over you.

The trouble was, Laura thought, that dangers seemed to lurk everywhere. A dart-wielding cherub on a tomb. The Mouth of Truth. The walls of a fresco. The woman at the Trevi Fountain and the man here at the tortoise fountain. Stone horses that moved, painted snakes that slithered, bronze tortoises that crawled and snapped and bared their teeth. Rome was alive with danger, seen and unseen, real and artificial. How could she believe anyone when they told her not to be afraid?
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It took a lot of effort from Maia to get them moving again. Nobody wanted to get up, let alone start the long trudge back to the hostel. It was possible, Laura thought, creaking to a standing position and discovering that the back of her shorts were still wet as well as incredibly dirty, that Jack was actually asleep on the ground.

Although Kasper hadn’t managed to find anyone to help—the paramedic team was gone, he said, and the nearest policeman he could find just shouted at him to keep walking—Laura was relieved to see an injured Dan clamber to his feet. He was holding a balled-up wet T-shirt against his swelling eye.

“Kasper’s,” he told her when she approached.

“So, he’s not so bad after all, right?”

“Yeah, well,” said Dan. “Now he gets to walk around shirtless, like a rock star.”

He managed a rueful smile, and Laura smiled, too. But she was worried about Dan. He’d really taken a beating from the mugger. She almost wanted to hug him, but she didn’t dare. There was still some kind of tension between them.

“You need to rest,” she told him, in a tone that sounded more offhand than she intended. “When we get back to the hostel.”

Dan reached out for her, his fingers brushing her bare forearm.

“Sorry I couldn’t stop him,” he said, his voice gruff. “I mean, the guy who tried to steal your bag. After he punched me in the face I just … I couldn’t do anything. I’m glad the others helped.”

“You don’t have to apologize!” Dan’s hand still rested on her arm, and Laura’s skin tingled. She wished he didn’t have that effect on her. “He would have escaped if you hadn’t tackled him. I’m just really sorry about your eye, and your leg, and everything. You were really brave.”

Dan shrugged, staring down at the ground. His hand was still on her arm, his fingers cool against her burning skin.

“At least you got your bag back,” he said. “That’s the main thing.”

“Yeah, but only after—you know.”

“What? Did Kasper come to the rescue?” Dan sounded disappointed. Maybe he thought he’d been trumped, yet again, by the Viking. Dan was used to being the golden boy at Riverside High, Laura knew.

“It was Maia and Sofie,” she said. “And a crow. And the tortoises.”

“The tortoises?” Dan seemed genuinely confused.

“You didn’t see them?”

“After that punch in the face, I couldn’t see anything. I still can’t open my left eye. You mean the tortoises on the fountain?”

Laura nodded, not sure what to say, or whether Dan would believe her.

“I know this sounds ridiculous, but they came to life. Ask the others,” she added, in case Dan thought she was imagining things again. “They were like guard dogs, biting at that guy’s hand until he ran away. All of a sudden, the whole fountain just came to life. I know it doesn’t make any sense, but everyone saw, I promise you.”

“Okay,” he said quietly, and Laura wasn’t sure if that meant he believed her or if he just wasn’t in the mood for another argument. Dan pulled the wet T-shirt away from his face and she winced: The skin around his left eye was dark and puffy, his eye could barely open, and there was a livid gash just above his eyebrow.

The sight of Dan’s beaten face was awful, but hopefully the worst was over, as long as they could get back to the hostel safely. The teachers might be feeling better by now; they’d know what to do. Maybe the ash cloud would lift tomorrow and they could all go home. At the very least, she and Maia and Sofie could hunker down in their room, and everyone could treat their wounds with ice and antiseptics. When they got back to the hostel, everything would be fine.

Nobody could walk very quickly, and nobody had much energy to speak. Laura wondered if what they’d just seen—most of them, anyway—was too fantastical, too hard to process. Maybe nobody wanted to be the first to mention that the fountain had sprung to life, in case they thought the others would call them crazy.

A shirtless Kasper, lithe and tanned, his blond hair crusted with dirt and dust, led the way, helping poor limping Jack. Maia and Sofie flanked Laura, and Dan insisted on walking right behind her, to make sure nobody tried to steal her backpack again. Every time she slowed down he bumped into her, and after the first five times they stopped apologizing to each other.

By the time they stumbled down the lane toward the hostel’s front door, they were all even more tired and dirty and aching. At least their clothes were dry, though Laura’s sandals still felt gritty and damp. She’d never been so pleased to see the hostel’s glass sliding door, still miraculously intact, though they had to step over smashed flowerpots from some high-up windowsill or roof terrace.

“Everyone!” Kasper swung around to face them all and stopped just shy of the door. He waited until they’d all ambled up, everyone sweaty and breathing heavily, and when he spoke again his voice was low. “This is all earthquake, okay?”

At first Laura didn’t get what he was talking about, until she followed his gaze from Dan to Maia and back.

“It’s too complicated to explain,” said Kasper.

“What?” asked Jack, clearly dead on his feet. He swayed where he stood.

“To our teachers,” Maia said, brisk as ever, one hand massaging her temple. “If we start talking about men attacking us, painted or otherwise, or about creatures on a fountain coming to life, they’ll never let us outside again.”

“I don’t want to go outside ever again,” groaned Jack.

“So all of this happened in the Internet place, right?” said Dan. Kasper nodded, his hands on his hips. Really, Laura knew that lying—or at least not telling all the truth, exactly—was the best thing to do. There was too much they couldn’t explain to themselves, let alone other people, and adults tended to go crazy if words like “attack” or “mugger” entered the conversation. But when she glanced at Dan and caught his eye, she could guess what he was thinking. Why was Kasper so eager to keep what had happened on the down low?

“So we are agreed?” Kasper asked.

“Sure,” said Dan, and everyone else mumbled assent. All Laura really wanted right now was a shower and clean clothes.

A hooded crow fluttered onto the flapping green awning above the door and cawed at them—just once, but enough to unnerve her. By the way everyone hurried inside, Laura suspected she wasn’t the only one wondering if the crow was trying to warn them again.

*  *  *

The hostel was quiet—maybe too quiet, but at first that was a relief. Instead of answering questions, the girls could take lukewarm showers, get changed, and use their stash of first aid supplies to patch themselves up. Sofie’s neck was still red and raw from the strangling hands of her fresco attacker, and Maia studied the bump on her head in the mirror with a detached, almost medical interest.

Above her knee Laura discovered an impressive bruise from where someone—either Dan or his attacker—had kicked her during the fight in the piazza; her knees were sore, and her wrist still ached from her tangle with the Mouth of Truth the day before.

When it was her turn to use the shower, Laura carried with her a change of clothes, along with her backpack. She needed to keep the star sapphires close by. The eyes of Minerva, stolen from her sacred temple … It is her wish that you have both eyes, and take them with you, away from Rome …

Before she turned the shower on, Laura checked that the door was locked and that the small frosted window was secure as well. But still, she didn’t dare close the mold-spotted shower curtain, or even to turn her back on the bag for more than a second or two. Everyone in Rome—everyone and everything—seemed to want to get their hands on those star sapphires. Other gods disagree, and they now prepare for battle …

Laura didn’t want to know what that meant. There was no better feeling right now than the gush of water over her head, washing away all the dust and dirt, and the clean, minty smell of her shampoo, which reminded her of home. She wished she were home now, a breeze wafting the curtains of her bedroom, the cat leaping onto her creaky old wicker chair, a stack of books waiting on the painted stool that served as a bedside table. As long as she could remember, Laura had thought of her life as ordinary—a little too quiet, a little too calm, with everything always the same.

Everyone in the house had their hobbies and obsessions, of course, and for the past few years hers had been the Classical world, the long-ago past of the Greeks, Egyptians, Etruscans, Romans, Mesopotamians. She had a map of the ancient world tacked up over her desk, along with pictures torn from magazines, of things she could only dream of seeing—an artist’s impression of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon and the Colossus of Rhodes, both gone forever—and things that she really could see in person, like the rooms of Nero’s long-buried Golden House, the ruins of Ephesus in Turkey, or La Primavera of Pompeii, a patch of fresco that somehow survived the eruption of Vesuvius.

Two Christmases ago, before Laura was even old enough to take Classics at school, her parents had given her a cast-marble replica bust of Thalia, the muse of comedy. Thalia—complete with stone braids and a chipped nose—sat on Laura’s desk, eyes downcast, oblivious to any pranks by annoying little brothers who liked to decorate her for Halloween.

Every week for the past two semesters, Laura had turned the pages of her book on Roman rulers—kings, tyrants, usurpers, emperors—memorizing the names of each one in turn, even though Morgan—usually slumped in the wicker chair, leafing through a magazine—would complain that it wasn’t necessary to learn them all. As she kept reminding Laura, they wouldn’t be tested on it.

But Laura had wanted to learn everything, to see everything, to know everything, whether it came up in a class test or not. Other people might think it was boring and weird to be so interested in long-ago lost civilizations, but Laura thought they were much more interesting than the fantasy worlds of her brothers’ video games. She couldn’t wait for this school trip, to tour ancient sites in Turkey and Greece and Italy, and to see the remnants of the past for herself.

But this wasn’t quite what she’d had in mind, Laura thought, rinsing the suds out of her hair. Not Mercury taking the form of a boy with wings on his heels, telling her she’d unwittingly gotten herself entangled in some kind of god war …

Water coursed down her face, a combination of the shower and a sudden gush of tears. Free for a few moments from worrying about who could see or hear her, Laura gave in to her tears, her body shaking with sobs. She was tired and confused and shaken; she missed home, its calm and its comforts. She missed her ordinary life—a lucky life, Laura realized now, in that she’d never really been afraid before.

When the water turned from lukewarm to cold, Laura knew it was time to get out of the shower. Part of the problem, she thought, drying her hair with one of the hostel’s sandpaper-quality towels, was not having anyone to talk to. Maybe Morgan was feeling better; maybe the quarantine would be lifted by now. But trying to explain today’s events alone to Morgan … well, where to begin?

Laura pulled on her red vintage dress, the one she’d been planning to wear to the final-night dinner; it wasn’t clean exactly, but it felt fresh and soft compared to the gritty, damp T-shirt and shorts she’d been wearing all day.

She could try talking to Maia again, she thought. Or maybe even Sofie. Unlike Dan, they’d seen the biting tortoises. Maybe they’d seen her talking to Mercury in the street—although, weirdly, no one had mentioned this to her at all. And why was Kasper so eager to keep everything a secret from their teachers? Where was he when the girls were all fighting off the mugger in the fountain? Maybe Dan was right not to trust him.

Or maybe Dan’s paranoia was getting to her.

She had to talk to someone, she decided, shaking her damp hair. All these years she’d been fascinated with ancient worlds; she’d seen their drama, violence, and passions as stories, their beliefs as myths. Everything, bad and good, was at a safe distance, long ago. But now that it was vivid and real and happening around her, it was terrifying.
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Laura padded down the empty corridor, her bare feet cool against the tiles, hair wrapped in a towel. Dan was like the Emperor Domitian—the emperor who was so paranoid he executed most of his senators and aides just in case they were conspiring against him. He killed so many people that his closest allies feared for their lives; they turned on him and stabbed him to death.

Not that Dan was that bad. He wasn’t as arrogant as she’d thought earlier in the trip, when he’d just seemed smug and aloof. He looked out for her; he’d chased down that mugger by the fountain to get her bag back. Sure, he was bossy, but … she had to admit, she liked being around him, even if half the time they were bickering. And even with his battered face, he was still undeniably good-looking—if not quite Kasper-level handsome.

Back in the room she found the others sitting on their bunk beds, Sofie wearing the big T-shirt she slept in and complaining about her sore neck.

“I can’t lie down,” she was telling Maia. “It is all stiff.”

“I could go and ask for some ice downstairs,” Laura offered, dumping her bag on her bed. There had been no one at reception when they’d arrived, but maybe the pretty girl in the white dress was there now. Even if she wasn’t, Laura had spotted a small fridge in the back room; maybe she could find some ice in there.

“Yes, I think—yes,” Sofie said, managing to sound pouty rather than grateful, in Laura’s opinion. She might have stepped up in the fountain fight, but the German girl was still kind of sulky.

Laura reached under her bed for a pair of flip-flops. If she was leaving the room, she should do something with her bracelet and the other star sapphire—but what? Hide them inside her pillowcase, or the inner pocket of her toilet bag?

“I don’t think that Laura should go,” said Maia. “Sofie, you can go downstairs yourself.”

Laura was taken aback by Maia’s tone: She was channeling Dan-level bossiness right now. But Sofie didn’t argue: She just looked offended and annoyed. She pulled on some denim shorts and slipped on her red Converse without bothering to tie the laces.

“I will find the ice,” she announced in an overdramatic voice.

“And maybe some cold drinks,” Maia suggested, “if you can …”

But Sofie was already gone, slamming the door behind her. Laura shook off her flip-flops and settled on the bed. At least now the problem of hiding the star sapphires could be postponed. And this was the chance she’d been waiting for, to talk to Maia.

“Did you see the guy who let us out of the Internet place?” she asked. Maia, curled up like a cat on the opposite bunk, cocked her head to one side. “Did you see me talking to him?”

“The Internet place,” Maia said slowly, her face a blank. “This afternoon.”

“Yes,” said Laura, wondering why Maia was speaking in this odd, drawly way.

“After the earthquake?”

Before Laura could reply, a sound outside the door caught her attention—soft steps, and then the door handle turning, as though someone was about to come in. Sofie always thudded around, so it didn’t sound like her. And anyway, the door didn’t open: whoever was turning the handle let it spring back into place.

“Hello?” Laura called. Maybe it was Dan or one of the other boys, looking for them. But still, the door didn’t open. She heard a click, and then footsteps running away down the hallway.

It sounded to Laura as though someone was locking them in. Maia must have been thinking the same thing, because she was on her feet, rattling the door handle.

“Locked,” she announced.

“Here,” Laura said. She scrambled up and dug in her bag pocket for the room key, dangling from its wooden block, their room number scrawled on it with black marker. “We can just unlock it.”

But though her key unlocked the latch the way it always did, the door didn’t budge.

“What?” she said, jerking the door handle up and down in irritation.

“Look.” Maia pointed to another lock, one they never used, lower down the door. “Try that one.”

The lower lock needed a different key. Laura’s key wouldn’t turn either direction; it barely fit in the lock at all.

Someone had locked them in.

“Did Sofie do it?” Laura asked, frowning at the locked door.

“I don’t think she would,” said Maia, and Laura saw the logic in that. Sofie had the same key they all did, not this extra, special key. And although Sofie could be aloof and occasionally petulant, she didn’t seem that spiteful—or organized.

Laura’s heart was beating fast again; she didn’t like this at all. Something like dread was churning up her stomach, a sensation that was more and more familiar every day she was stuck here in Rome. Rattling the door achieved nothing, nor did banging and shouting for help, though she and Maia did both.

“Maybe it’s the boys playing a joke.” Laura didn’t really believe this, but she said it anyway, mainly to calm herself down. From the grim look on Maia’s face, she could tell that Maia didn’t buy that, either.

“It must be someone who has access to the second key,” Maia said, peering at the low lock. “Someone who works here, maybe.”

“Why would they lock us in?” Laura squeaked. She wanted her heart to stop racing, and for something practical and rational to spring into her feverish brain. It was hard to concentrate with the sound of a seagull shrieking right outside the window.

“The star sapphires,” Maia announced in her most matter-of-fact voice. She stomped back to her bed and sat down.

“What?” Laura wished the stupid bird would stop flying up and down outside, making a racket.

“They’re the problem, of course,” said Maia, sounding almost bored with the obviousness of it. “You were carrying them in your bag when you were attacked at the Mouth of Truth. Sofie had one when she was attacked at the church. The man at the tortoise fountain tried to steal them from you. And …” Maia paused and bit her lip. The seagull flew past the window at top speed, so close its wing brushed the glass.

“What?” said Laura. Her stomach rumbled, and she realized it had been hours since they’d eaten.

“You had the two stones in your hand when the earthquake happened.”

Laura nodded. Maia had obviously made the same connection as Dan. But Maia didn’t know the rest of it. Laura already felt guilty enough about that. You have the eyes of Minerva, stolen from her sacred temple …

“The thing is,” she said to Maia’s back; Maia had walked to the window to peer out at the noisy gull, “I didn’t want that stupid second stone. I threw it down a drain, remember? Sofie was the one who took it off the windowsill.”

Laura knew she was sounding whiny, but she couldn’t help it. If only she’d left her bracelet back at home, in Indiana! She could have come to Rome without setting off some kind of ancient-god alarm.

Rain was falling now, a soft drizzle pattering onto the sill. It was still only early in the evening, but it already seemed dark outside. The seagull’s cry sounded more distant. Laura’s stomach rumbled again, so loud she was sure that Maia could hear. If they weren’t locked in right now, she would leave to go get food.

“Sofie had to take the stone off the windowsill,” Maia said quietly. “If she hadn’t taken it, someone else would have.”

Laura stared at her.

“What?” she asked. Maia didn’t meet her eye.

“You were saying something about the guy who let us out at the Internet place,” Maia prompted, running a hand across her sleek dark head. “The one you were talking to.”

“You saw that?” Laura was still confused about Maia’s earlier comment. If she hadn’t taken it, someone else would have.

“Oh yes,” said Maia, as though it were no big deal. Laura leaned back against the window, trying to ignore the cawing seagull.

“I saw him before, in the Pantheon,” Laura said, wanting to get it all out now, before Maia could interrupt or contradict her. “I talked to him there, too. And I know this sounds crazy, but I think he had wings on his heels.”

“You think?”

“I know. I mean, I saw them. And they weren’t, like, novelty sneakers. They were these small wings, feathery and black. On his heels.”

Laura felt her face prickle with heat. It was almost embarrassing to say this out loud.

“Wings on the heels,” said Maia, her voice steady, betraying no emotion.

“Like Mercury,” Laura said. “As in, the messenger god.”

“And,” Maia continued, still with the same measured tone, “you’re thinking it’s the same guy who opened the door for us at the Internet place.”

“I’m absolutely certain of it,” Laura said, the relief of a confession washing through her. “Like I said, he spoke to me both times. In English. But I guess gods can speak whatever they want. I mean, they don’t just walk around speaking Latin.”

Until yesterday, Laura hadn’t thought gods walked around at all, but this was a different Rome from the one she’d expected, with very different rules. Maia said nothing.

Something thumped against the window and instinctively Laura jumped away, flashing to the time back home when a cardinal flew into the glass doors that led onto the patio. It sounded exactly the same.

“Seagull,” Maia told her, perched on the edge of her bed.

Laura peered out the window, trying to make sense of the ashy, rainy twilight. The seagull was swooping up and down the lane, followed—chased?—by what had to be a crow. They were moving so fast it was hard to see more than a flurry of shapes, the wild flapping of wings. It was like the aerial fight in the Protestant Cemetery all over again, except this time it looked more frantic, more violent, and there wasn’t any stone Cupid to intervene.

Someone out in the hallway was rattling the door handle and banging on the door. Laura nearly jumped out of her skin.

“Hallo?” It was Sofie, sounding annoyed. “Why did you lock the door?”

“We didn’t lock it,” Maia called back, not bothering to get up. “Someone locked us in. Was it you?”

“No!” Now Sofie was indignant. “My key is in the room. Let me in, please.”

“We can’t,” Laura shouted. “Someone locked the bottom lock.”

She could hear Sofie muttering and complaining in German. The door handle jiggled a few more times.

“Who locked this?” Sofie demanded.

“We don’t know,” Maia said, scribbling something in her little book, as though being locked in was no longer of any interest or concern at all.

“Was there anyone downstairs?” Laura called.

“I don’t know,” said Sofie, her voice muffled. “I was upstairs talking to the boys. Kasper wants to look for some food.”

Laura’s stomach rumbled again on cue.

“Go downstairs,” Maia ordered. “Look around the front desk for the second key.”

“Okay.” Sofie let out a long-suffering sigh. “I find ice and a key.”

Thumping footsteps declared Sofie’s retreat. Laura wondered why Maia was ordering her around this way, and why Sofie was doing Maia’s bidding without protest. They’d only known each other for five minutes.

“So,” said Maia, gazing at Laura. “What did he say to you?”

Laura was relieved that Maia wasn’t questioning her sanity.

“He talked about Minerva,” Laura said. “He said he was bringing a message from her.”

“He’s the messenger god, and Minerva outranks him in the pantheon,” said Maia. “That’s why she doesn’t need to come herself.”

“I know,” Laura said, hoping she wasn’t in for another of Maia’s lectures. Of course Mercury was the messenger god; of course Minerva outranked him. She’d known all that when she was eight years old. She didn’t need Maia to explain rudimentary things about the ancient world to her.

“He also looks after travelers,” Maia continued, oblivious to Laura’s tone. “He helps people crossing borders and boundaries.”

A horrible thought struck Laura: Mercury also guided people from life to death. Was that why he was here—to usher Laura and her strange little group of non-friends to the underworld?

“And people transgressing boundaries,” Maia continued. “You know what transgressing means? Breaking a—”

“I know what transgressing means,” Laura interrupted. Transgression meant disobeying a law, breaking a rule. In Latin the word was transgredi, to step across a line. That’s what her grandfather had done, she supposed, when he took the star sapphire—the eye of Minerva—from wherever it was buried.

A bird thumped against the window again, this time so hard and loud that Laura almost jumped out of her skin. She turned to the window to rap on it, the way she’d seen her mother rap on their patio doors to shoo away a raccoon that dared to venture too close to the house.

It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dim light outside. There was the seagull, screeching again, climbing in the air. The crow was there as well, gray-shouldered wings flapping, but this time it wasn’t chasing the seagull. It was dive-bombing the seagull from on high, slamming hard into its back, pecking at its head. The seagull was shaking off the hooded crow, circling back for an attack of its own. With a screech it launched itself at the crow and dove straight into the other bird’s head, so hard that the crow seemed to fall through the air.

“What’s going on?” Maia asked, but all Laura could do was shake her head. The crow hadn’t fallen; it looped up again, driving its beak into the seagull’s white underbelly. The seagull screeched—a nasty, high-pitched sound like a child’s scream—and plummeted out of sight.

The crow stayed aloft, circling. Laura watched it swoop back and forth outside the window: It was patrolling, she thought, like a feathered night watchman obscured by fog.

She wondered if this was the crow who’d woken her up last night, tapping at the window, depositing the second star sapphire on her windowsill. Maybe it was Mercury himself, in bird form.

“Birds were fighting outside,” she told Maia at last. “But it’s all over.”

“Hallo!” Sofie was outside the door again, rattling the handle. “I have keys, many keys.”

There was nothing for Laura and Maia to do but wait while Sofie tried one key after another, exclaiming and complaining in German. Finally something clicked, and there was Sofie, pushing the door open, a triumphant smile on her face. From one fist dangled a heavy-looking swag of keys.

“Thanks,” Laura said, relieved that they weren’t trapped anymore. She was ravenous with hunger.

“What did the girl at the desk say?” Maia asked. Sofie’s eyes widened.

“At first she wasn’t there, so I found the keys,” Sofie announced, looking pleased with herself. “And then the girl walked in, from the street. Oh my god, she was bleeding! On her head! And holding herself here.”

Sofie gripped her stomach and doubled over.

“There was blood there, too. On her dress.”

“Was she okay?” Laura asked. Sofie shrugged.

“I don’t know. She looked angry. I just run up the stairs to let you out.”

“Good,” said Maia, and Laura gazed from one to the other. Why were they both so cold and heartless? Serena, the girl in the white dress, wounded in the head, wounded in the belly, had staggered in from the street, and Sofie had just walked away? Now Maia was congratulating her? These were two of the strangest girls she’d ever met in her life.

“So,” said Sofie, looking at Maia. “The crow defeats the seagull. This time, anyway.”

“Sofie!” Maia shouted, and Laura started: She’d never heard Maia raise her voice, or show that much emotion. And why was Sofie talking about the bird fight? Had she seen it?

“Oh.” Sofie glanced at Laura and made a face. “Sorry.”

The crow defeats the seagull. Serena in her white dress, wounded in the head, wounded in the belly …

Laura’s head swirled.

“It’s time to go.” Maia slid her notebook into her bag, her voice calm again. “We have to leave here. Now.”
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Laura stared at Maia, not moving. She’d seen the seagull get pecked in its head and its belly, bleeding. Just like Serena. The nice girl at reception was … a seagull? An enemy of the crows? An enemy of Laura? What had Mercury told her? Other gods disagree, and they now prepare for battle. Was Serena another god? And did Maia and Sofie know this already, somehow?

“We have to go,” Maia repeated. “Laura?”

“Why does she stop talking?” Sofie asked, looking at Laura as though she was crazy. She turned back to Maia. “And, you know, Jack cannot go anywhere. He can’t walk. We must leave him here.”

“Leave him?” Laura managed to squeak. Poor, injured Jack—they couldn’t just abandon him and run away. And run away where, exactly?

“He’ll be fine,” said Maia. “We don’t need him, and he’s no worse off here than any of the kids who are sick. Sofie, go tell the boys to keep their door open. We don’t want them getting locked in, too.”

“You forget,” said Sofie, jangling the bundle of keys. “I am die Schliesserin now. I open the doors to the jail.”

“I’m not going anywhere without checking that the others are okay,” said Laura. Suddenly this seemed the most important thing in the world. If Serena was some otherworldly enemy, wasn’t everyone in the hostel at risk?

“I’ll go with you.” Maia started pulling on her sneakers. When Laura hoisted her battered backpack onto one shoulder, Maia and Sofie shook their heads.

“This bag is too easy to steal,” Sofie told her. “You must hide the stones somewhere else.”

Although it was annoying to have both Maia and Sofie telling her what to do, Laura knew this was sensible. The next time someone grabbed the bag off her, bronze tortoises might not be on hand to attack. She unzipped the inside pocket and pulled out the broken bracelet, placing it on the bed. Then she retrieved the second stone, careful not to hold the two in her hand at the same time, just in case the ground below them starting rumbling again.

“You could put them in your shoes,” Maia suggested. “Unless you have a better idea?”

“No,” said Sofie, shrugging, and Laura realized that Maia was looking at Sofie, asking her opinion, not Laura’s. Suddenly they were BFFs!

Laura managed to wedge the loose stone between her toes, but it felt so uncomfortable she didn’t think she could walk. She grabbed a hoodie from her bag and slipped the bracelet into the pocket, then zipped the hoodie on over her dress. Not ideal, but if would have to do for now.

“We’ll meet you in the boys’ room in fifteen minutes,” Maia told Sofie. “If we don’t turn up, come and look for us on the third floor. We’ll check on the other girls.”

Sofie went ahead, and then Maia and Laura left their room, locking the door behind them.

The third floor was dark, the hall’s one light so dim that the walls looked a pale apricot rather than their usual dire orange. Every door was closed. Laura and Maia weren’t heavy walkers like Sofie, but it still seemed to Laura that the floor creaked and complained with their every step. The silence was excruciating, she thought, and just plain wrong, given how many girls and teachers were staying on this floor. It was still early evening. Just two days since Morgan and so many of the others got sick; only one day since Woody, the last teacher standing, had left them outside the Pantheon. But surely someone was feeling better by now? Shouldn’t some people be up, laughing and talking?

The room that POTUS and Woody were in was at the end of the corridor. Laura hesitated outside the room she’d shared with Morgan, Nicole, and Courtney.

“I want to check on them,” she whispered to Maia.

When Maia didn’t protest, Laura cracked open the unlocked door and peered in. The room was in darkness, curtains drawn, and she waited for her eyes to adjust to its gloom and for the familiar shapes of the bunk beds to emerge. Her bed was empty, covers drawn taut, but there were lumps in the three other beds. The only sound was the soft hum of regular breathing. She inched in, stubbing her toe on someone’s suitcase, and groped her way to the bunk where Morgan lay. Her friend was fast asleep.

“Hey,” Laura whispered, hoisting herself up on the bottom bunk until her face was close to Morgan’s. POTUS would probably go nuts about her disregard for quarantine, but Laura didn’t care. Something was happening in Rome now that was worse than regular old sickness. “Hey, Morgan. It’s me. Are you awake?”

Morgan murmured something incoherent. Her eyes stayed closed. A water bottle, at least half full, was tucked underneath her pillow.

Maia walked over, stepping lightly. Morgan mumbled again and shifted in her sleep. Laura touched her friend’s forehead; it felt clammy.

“We shouldn’t wake them,” Maia whispered.

“Morgan?” Laura tried again in a low voice, but still her friend didn’t stir. At least she knew the girls were alive, and not in any obvious distress. She lowered herself down onto the ground, this time knocking her sore ankle on yet another suitcase, and followed Maia toward the half-light of the hallway.

“They have probably taken medication,” Maia speculated, and Laura closed the door behind them. “A doctor came yesterday, remember?”

“I guess,” said Laura. She wanted to hide away in that dark room and go to sleep herself. Maybe everything that was happening was just a terrible dream.

Maia tapped on the teachers’ door and turned the handle when there was no reply. But this room was locked.

“We need Sofie’s keys,” Maia said. “There could be a master key on that chain for every room in the hostel.”

“Should we go find her?” Laura whispered, annoyed that they hadn’t thought to take the keys in the first place. Her stomach twisted with hunger, and her ankle throbbed in sympathy.

Before they could do anything, the door to the room opened, just a few inches—enough to reveal the gray face of Mrs. Johnson and her Riverside High Jumping Buffalos T-shirt. Her hair was disheveled and it looked as though she could barely keep her eyes open.

“Girls,” she whispered, her voice groggy. “What are you doing down here? Is everything okay?”

“There was an earthquake,” Maia told her, “but we’re all fine.”

“An earthquake?” POTUS looked confused. “We must have slept through it. The doctor came by again this morning and gave us all shots. Really, you’re okay? I wish I could say I’m getting better, but all I seem to do is sleep.”

“Do you have everything you need?” Maia asked her.

“Well,” said POTUS, rubbing her eyes, “I went around with the doctor this morning and gave everyone water. Nobody feels much like eating, but the doctor had some minestrone soup delivered to us at some point. Maybe lunchtime, maybe later. I don’t know.”

The teacher stifled a yawn, and Laura felt something between relieved and disheartened. Everyone was getting medical help, water, and food. But, she realized, she’d been secretly hoping that the teachers would be better by now, and ready to take charge, to make everything okay again. Clearly, that wasn’t going to happen.

“What time is it now?” POTUS asked, her eyes bleary.

“It’s a little after seven at night, I think,” Laura managed to say.

“You need some money for dinner?” POTUS could barely speak for yawning. There was no point in worrying her, Laura realized. No point in saying that the earthquake had messed with the city so much that normal things like grocery stores and restaurants were probably closed, or all smashed up. No point mentioning that the old gods Minerva and Mercury were taking an overactive interest in their little group. In the state she was in, Mrs. Johnson couldn’t do anything to help them.

“We have money,” Maia told her. “We’ll be fine.”

“Stay close to the hostel, all right? And stick with the boys. Make sure they don’t starve. They’re not sick, are they?”

“Oh, no,” Laura said quickly. They were bruised and cut and limping and beaten up, but there was nothing anybody could do about that. “They’re just hungry.”

“Good,” said POTUS, her eyes drifting closed again. She was gripping the doorframe with one hand, as though she needed it to keep herself upright. “Wait one second.”

She ducked into the room, and appeared again clutching a big thermos.

“It’s some of that minestrone, in case one of you wants it. But if you go out to eat, don’t stay out too late, will you?”

Laura managed to nod.

“Hopefully tomorrow we’ll all be better, and this ash cloud will lift, and the airport will open, and we can …” POTUS couldn’t even finish her sentence.

“You go back to bed, Mrs. Johnson,” Maia said. “Don’t worry about us. We’re fine.”

Their teacher managed a grim half smile before she closed the door.

“We’ll leave the minestrone with Jack,” Maia said to Laura in a low voice.

“Where are we going?” Laura whispered back, but Maia didn’t reply. There was nothing Laura could do but follow her up the endless stairs to the boys’ room, and hope they could devise some kind of coherent plan—to eat, to hide, to get through the night.

*  *  *

The boys’ room resembled a very small, very orange ER waiting room, though it still smelled like socks rather than rubbing alcohol. Dan was sitting on the ground, his head resting back on a bed, a wet towel clamped over his black eye. Jack lay on the bed behind Dan with his bad leg raised on a suitcase topped with a pillow. When Maia handed Jack the thermos of minestrone, he looked disappointed.

“It’s not really hot anymore,” Maia told him. “But there are no nuts in it.”

“Thanks,” Jack said, unscrewing the cap and peering in. Whatever he saw mustn’t have been that appetizing, because he made a face.

It was no surprise to see Sofie clucking around Kasper, who’d managed to put on a new T-shirt. He was sitting on another bed, dabbing at the gash on his leg with a washcloth. It didn’t look too bad, Laura thought, and it didn’t seem to be causing him much pain.

“We were just thinking about coming to look for you,” Dan said, sounding annoyed. “We heard about you getting locked in.”

“I rescued them,” said Sofie, manhandling the washcloth out of Kasper’s grip so she could take over the dabbing of his wound.

“Where’s your bag?” Dan asked Laura. “You didn’t leave the stone things in your room, did you?”

“I’m not that stupid,” she said. “One’s in my shoe and the bracelet is in my pocket.”

“We have to get out of here,” Maia announced.

“We have to get food, that’s for sure.” Dan threw the wet towel onto the floor and pushed himself up. His bad eye was almost completely shut, red and puffy, with a shadowy welt smudged along his cheekbone. “Did you see POTUS?”

Laura nodded. “She’s still sick. They all are.”

“They can’t help us,” Maia said. That was such an odd turn of phrase, Laura thought. Maia kept talking about who could and couldn’t “help” them.

Kasper looked equally confused. “Do we need help?” he asked. “We can go out and find food ourselves.”

“I can’t go anywhere,” groaned Jack, clutching the thermos to his chest.

Kasper stood up. “We can bring you back something,” he told Jack.

“One second.” Maia held up her hand, sounding so commanding that everyone looked at her. “We’re not coming back here. Not tonight, anyway.”

There was silence in the room. Maia looked around at them all with that quizzical expression Laura had come to recognize as trademark Maia, somewhere between impatient and bemused.

“Laura, tell them what happened to you today,” she said.

“We know—she got attacked by stuff,” said Jack, leaning back on his pillow and wincing. “We all did. This is, like, the worst school trip ever.”

Laura didn’t know what to say, or where to begin, so she gazed at Maia, hoping to be prompted.

“The guy who let us out of the Internet place,” said Maia, nodding at her.

“I didn’t see him,” said Kasper. “What did he do? Did he try to steal your bag, too?”

Laura shook her head.

“He talked to me,” she said, and hesitated. How much could she say? How much would they believe? “He talked to me about the star sapphires. He said that … that … they were the eyes of Minerva.”

“So some weird guy says a weird thing.” Dan riffled through his duffel and pulled out a sweatshirt, as though the conversation wasn’t worthy of his full attention.

“Not just a weird guy,” Maia continued. “It was Mercury.”

No one said a word. The only sound was the patter of rain against the window, and the distant, discordant wailing of fire engines and ambulances. Sofie smiled knowingly, but the boys just looked confused.

“You mean, Mercury—the god?” Kasper asked in shock. “And Minerva—the goddess?”

“He had wings on his heels,” Laura managed to say, barely believing the words herself. “And he talked about Minerva.”

“Is that why you were asking about her this afternoon?” Dan asked. He still looked skeptical.

“You all probably know that Minerva’s chief physical characteristic was—is—her gray eyes,” said Maia.

Is? Laura thought. Did Maia really believe these gods were alive and well and living in—wherever Roman gods lived?

“Huh. Gray like Laura’s,” Dan said. Her cheeks started to burn again, because he was looking at her so intently. “And like the stones,” he said. “The star sapphires.”

“What else did this … this Mercury say?” Kasper asked.

Laura turned to him. “That they were stolen, hundreds of years ago, by some emperor. He took them from Minerva’s sacred temple and put them somewhere else—I don’t know where. But the gods destroyed him, and destroyed that place, and the stones lay buried until …”

“Until when?” Jack had propped himself up on his elbows.

“Until my grandfather took one,” Laura said, her face still burning. She felt ashamed, though she was sure her grandfather didn’t know he was stealing, exactly—and certainly not that he was stealing something so important.

“Can we see them again?” Kasper asked, and Laura nodded. She tugged off one shoe and tipped the stone onto the floor. The bracelet she pulled from her hoodie pocket and dangled by its thin broken chain; Dan took it from her and laid it on the floor. Her hands were shaking, she realized, but she didn’t know if it was from anxiety or just hunger.

She moved the second stone closer to her bracelet, bumping heads with Dan when he leaned over to adjust their positions and scoot the chain out of the way.

“Sorry,” they said at the same time.

“Look,” Dan added, and everyone huddled around, staring down at the floor. “Imagine them as eyes on a statue.”

“Maybe not a statue,” said Kasper. He nudged the stones with a fingertip. “Maybe some sort of artwork on a wall or a floor.”

“A mosaic.” As soon as Laura said it, the image made sense to her. She could see the star sapphires as eyes, staring up from some grand, intricate, giant mosaic set into the floor of a long-lost temple—one eye a bluish tinge, the other green, both shot through with golden veins like the sparkling trails of fireworks. “A mosaic of Minerva. And these are her eyes.”

No one said anything. The rain sounded heavier now, drumming against the window. Finally Kasper sighed and rocked back on his heels.

“I don’t know if I can really believe that the boy you saw was Mercury,” he said. He looked up at Laura, a frown on his handsome face, and Laura understood. She wouldn’t believe it herself, if she hadn’t seen Mercury with her own eyes, and talked to him.

“If Laura says it’s true, then it’s true.” Dan looked so stern that it was almost comical. She suspected that he didn’t entirely believe her, either, but he just couldn’t resist the chance to disagree with Kasper.

“Okay,” said Kasper, holding himself steady with one hand, peering down at the stones. “Let’s say it’s all true. That Laura really did meet—a god. Okay. And he had a message for her from Minerva, and it was that these stones were taken, without permission. Well …”

He trailed off.

“What?” Sofie asked, gazing at him in her usual love-struck way. Kasper looked up, his blue eyes intent on Laura’s face.

“Maybe,” he said, “I’m thinking that the right thing to do is to put them back.”
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Put them back where, exactly?” Dan asked. “The elephant church?”

He had to then explain to Kasper that this was the name they’d given the church of Santa Maria sopra Minerva. They’d walked past the church their first day in Rome but hadn’t gone inside. They’d all seen the statue outside, though, of a small elephant carrying an obelisk on its back.

Laura thought back to that day. The church was built hundreds of years ago over the ruins of a temple to Minerva, POTUS had mentioned as they walked past. Did that mean the remnants of a fresco to Minerva could be buried under the building? And, if so, how were they supposed to get to it?

“There’s the Capitoline Triad temple thing,” Jack said. “POTUS was talking about it the other day.”

“But that was built over hundreds of years ago,” Dan pointed out. “What are we supposed to do—tunnel our way in?”

“You have no idea where your grandfather found the stone?” Kasper asked Laura, and she shook her head, still unable to speak. She couldn’t believe the boys were discussing this with so much enthusiasm and so little sense. Mercury had told her that the stones were stolen back in ancient times. And then, wherever they’d been moved to was destroyed, and they’d lain buried, underground, for centuries. Somehow her grandfather had found one during the war—maybe because the ruins had just been uncovered, or maybe because a fallen bomb had exposed it.

And now Mercury and his army of crows had gotten ahold of the second stone, and—on the orders of Minerva herself, apparently—kept throwing it at Laura, so she’d have the pair. The eyes of Minerva. She didn’t want them; all she wanted was to keep her bracelet and get out of this city before it fell to pieces. But it seemed as though she didn’t have any choice.

Sofie straightened up, sighing in a theatrical way and stretching her long, pale arms toward the ceiling. The sky was dark, and the rain kept falling. A soggy curve of ash piled up on the windowsill outside.

“So there is no Temple of Minerva in Rome,” she said, as though that was the end to it. “Nowhere to put the stones back. We should go to find something to eat.”

“Yes,” said Maia, and Laura realized that Maia had said nothing for some time—very unusual in a conversation about the ancient world. Maia usually liked to show off her knowledge and correct other people. “Good idea. We’re all hungry.”

“Wait.” Kasper, crouched on the ground, tapped the scratched-up floor next to the two star sapphires. “Laura said they were taken from a temple and placed somewhere else. There they lay in peace, yes? Until her grandfather took one. So that’s the building we need to find. It could be an old villa or palace, a place where the person could afford mosaics on the walls and the floors and the ceiling …”

The ceiling.

Something dinged in Laura’s brain, a floating memory. She thought of the collage of pictures—photographs torn from magazines, illustrations, maps, drawings—on the wall above her desk. There was something she could half remember and almost see, ripped from a copy of National Geographic her father had brought home one day, because he knew she’d be interested in one of the stories.

On one half of a page was a photograph of a vaulted ceiling above a vast empty space, everything the color of dusty clay apart from spots of faded mosaic fragments set into its soaring heights.

The other half of the page was an artist’s impression of what the mosaic looked like originally, spreading its intricate net over the entire ceiling. The shape of a woman, a goddess, in a flowing robe, a shield in her hand. Minerva.

“The Golden House,” said Laura. As soon as she said it, she knew this was the answer. She also wished she’d kept her mouth shut.

“What’s the Golden House?” Dan asked. “Is it here in Rome?”

“Nero’s palace,” said Maia, nodding. “The Domus Aurea.”

“It’s closed,” Laura said quickly. “It keeps collapsing, and nobody’s been able to visit it for a couple years.”

“Was it open when your grandfather was here?” Kasper asked.

“I don’t think so,” Laura told him, trying to remember what she’d read. The belowground ruins had been discovered sometime in the Renaissance, when painters like Raphael would lower themselves down on a rope, carrying a taper of light, so they could see the frescoes and mosaics. But it still remained romantic, vine-entangled, cavelike ruins until well into the twentieth century, and most of its hundreds of rooms were gone.

“Maybe it wasn’t a museum your grandfather could tour,” said Dan, trying to open his bad eye. “But he and his buddies might have gone to kick through the ruins. He might have come across whatever was left of the mosaic and just picked up the stone.”

“The Golden House,” Kasper mused, rocking back and forth on his haunches, his amber pendant swinging. “The emperor Nero stole the eyes of Minerva from her temple to make a big mosaic in his palace. And then the gods destroyed him as punishment.”

“And the Golden House is closed,” Laura said again. “Like, with scaffolding and bars, to keep people out because it’s unsafe.”

She didn’t know if this last part was entirely true, but she wanted to stop this discussion right now, before anyone got carried away and suggested trying to break in.

“We could ask the girl at the desk downstairs if she knows,” said Kasper, standing up straight. “She found a way for us to see the closed church. Maybe she can get us into the Golden House.”

“No.” Sofie shook her head at him, and Kasper wasn’t the only one in the room looking surprised: Sofie usually agreed with everything he said. “She’s not a good person. Probably she’s a harpy.”

“A—what?” Laura blurted.

“Sofie!” Maia exclaimed. This was the second time Laura had heard her reprimand Sofie, and it didn’t make any more sense now than it had earlier. She didn’t know why Maia cared what Sofie said, and why Sofie seemed to take it without complaint. Right now she looked completely unrepentant.

“What?” she asked Maia, shrugging. “They should know. She might attack them. She already tries to lock us up in our room.”

“What are you talking about now?” Dan sounded completely exasperated. “Serena locked you in your room?”

“And then she fought the crow,” Sofie went on, ignoring Maia’s ferocious expression. “But the crow won. For now. This is why we have to go.”

A harpy—Laura’s mind whirred. In mythology, harpies were monsters, women in the shape of birds; Mrs. Johnson had read Virgil aloud in class. Suddenly the harpies arrive, in a fearsome swoop from the hills, flapping their wings with a huge noise …

If Serena was a harpy—and anything seemed possible now—maybe she had been recruited by those “other gods” Mercury had mentioned, the ones who didn’t want Laura to have the star sapphires. And maybe Serena wasn’t the only harpy in town. The seagull that was shot down in the cemetery; the one that swooped on her at the fountain outside the Pantheon. Maybe they were harpies as well.

Laura felt sick with fear just thinking about it. It was bad enough when she’d thought they were just aggressive birds.

And now there was one right downstairs, in this very building.

At least, if Sofie’s theory proved right. And how did Sofie know that, anyway? And why did Maia seem to agree with her? Laura knew that there was still some piece of the puzzle she wasn’t seeing.

“Okay,” said Dan, sounding tired and sarcastic. “First we have Mercury chatting up Laura, and then Minerva sending her messages, and now there are harpies working in the hostel.”

“Just one,” Sofie corrected him. Maia’s mouth was a tight line of disapproval. “We think.”

“You think,” said Dan. “Look, if we don’t get something to eat soon, I think we’ll all be hallucinating.”

“Jack should stay here,” Maia said, “with his minestrone.”

“Cold minestrone,” he said, looking miserable. “And a dangerous harpy at the reception desk. Thanks.”

“And the rest of us will go out to eat and make some kind of plan,” said Dan. “We can discuss mythical creatures later. Let’s go.”

“I don’t want to offend anyone,” Kasper said slowly, “but maybe, if people keep trying to steal the stones, Laura should not be the one to carry them. Or Sofie. Or Maia.”

“You mean, any of the girls,” Laura said, annoyed.

“I mean, if angry men attack us—or harpies,” he said, nodding in Sofie’s direction, “then perhaps it’s better if I’m the one fighting them off. I have two inside pockets in my jacket, here. The stones will be safer.”

“He’s right,” Maia told Laura after a minute. “You can’t walk far with stones in your shoes, and carrying them in your hoodie pockets isn’t safe. If Kasper’s attacked, he could fight off someone more easily.”

“I could take one,” Dan volunteered, but Maia looked unimpressed with that idea.

“You can’t see properly,” she told him in her blunt way, and Laura knew she was right. Much as she’d rather hand the star sapphires—particularly her bracelet—to Dan to take care of, Laura wasn’t stupid: his black eye still looked swollen and angry. And if they did get jumped again—well, one black eye a day was enough. Dan looked offended, but he didn’t argue. His face had to be throbbing, Laura thought.

“Fine,” she said. “Please be careful with the bracelet.”

“I promise I will.” Kasper held out his hand, and Laura pooled the bracelet in his palm. After he zipped it away in an inner pocket of his light jacket, she handed him the second stone. This he stowed in another inner pocket. Then, after waving good-bye to a sour-looking Jack, the five of them trooped downstairs.

Serena—the alleged harpy—was nowhere to be seen in reception. But they all still hurried out, Sofie splashing the set of keys on the counter as they raced by. Outside, the rain had stopped but the darkness felt deep and velvety, the moon hidden by the ash cloud and the streetlights in their lane not lit up, maybe because of the earthquake.

“I could have taken the stones,” Dan whispered. “Europeans can’t fight anyone. That’s why they needed people like your grandfather to come here during the war and save their—”

“Sssh!” Laura nudged him. It was too late for sniping, and she felt hungry and afraid and unsure whether she’d done the right thing. Should she have told everyone about Mercury and his message? Should she have handed over the star sapphires to Kasper for safekeeping?

She looked at the battered little group around her. What if they really couldn’t return to the hostel tonight: Where would they go? What terrible thing would happen next?






[image: image]



They had one mission now: food. But every restaurant they reached was closed or, in one case, blackened with fire, smoke still steaming from its second-story windows.

All the handbag sellers and toy hawkers had disappeared, as though the earthquake had swept them all away, though there were a few other tourists out. Laura watched them taking pictures of damaged buildings until someone shouty and bad-tempered in a uniform ordered them away.

With every step Laura felt hungrier and hungrier. At this point, anything would do: potato chips, a candy bar, a hunk of bread. The nearest convenience store, which they’d all visited earlier in the trip to buy a cold drink or a snack, was dark, its doors boarded up. The pizza place where they’d eaten on Sunday night had cracked windows, its sign upside down and smashed on the sidewalk.

When Dan drifted up to suggest another route to Maia, Kasper fell in step with Laura.

“Don’t worry,” he said, patting his jacket pocket. “Everything safe and good.”

“Patting your pocket kind of gives it away,” she told him. “We had the big street-smart security talk at our school before we left.”

“Did they mention volcanic eruptions and earthquakes?”

Laura smiled. “Just pickpockets and con artists. You know, don’t stop when anyone asks you to sign a petition. Don’t fall for anyone’s hard-luck story. Don’t get sucked into street gambling games. Don’t let your bag dangle, or your wallet show.”

“Don’t anger the gods.”

“Something like that.”

“You’re too smart to fall for petty thieves,” he told her. “It seems like you’ve traveled a lot. Not just in the US, I mean.”

Laura wasn’t sure, but it kind of felt as though Kasper was flirting with her. She remembered how he’d stroked her wrist at the Pantheon.

Or maybe hunger was making her light-headed.

“Mexico once,” she told him. “And Montreal when I was little, so I don’t really remember it. I’ve never been to Europe before, though I’ve wanted to come to Rome, like, forever. I never thought any of this would happen, of course. Be careful what you wish for, right?”

Kasper’s pace slowed, so Laura slowed down as well, a little space opening up between them and the rest of the group.

“I want to say something,” he said, his tone more earnest. Laura’s arms prickled with cold, although the evening air was quite warm, and the city had that almost-fresh after-rain smell she usually liked. Now, of course, it reminded her of Mercury, and the way he smelled more like an element of nature than a person.

“What?” She tried to keep her voice steady, but she was dreading whatever Kasper had to say. When boys started talking earnestly—well, it was almost always personal and embarrassing.

“I know your bracelet has a lot of sentimental value,” he said. “I understand. This piece of amber I have?”

He patted at the leather string around his neck, and its amber animal with the strange scratches.

“You said it was your father’s,” said Laura. “He found it in a bog in Norway, right? When he was little.”

“That’s right. But it’s very old, we think. Not just ancient—maybe from prehistoric times. Thousands and thousands of years ago, people wore things like this, little animals carved out of amber, as magical protection.”

“Wow,” said Laura, wishing her bracelet offered protection. All it seemed to do was get her into trouble.

“So I understand how you feel about your bracelet,” Kasper continued, and now Laura knew what he was trying to do: talk her into abandoning it. She kept her eyes fixed on the sidewalk, stepping over some broken glass and another upturned store sign. “With the stone your grandfather stole …”

“I don’t think he stole anything,” Laura said, her voice terse, though Kasper wasn’t entirely wrong. She remembered her grandfather saying that lots of soldiers came home from the war with “souvenirs” they’d picked up in bombed-out houses or abandoned stores. He and his pals were just teenagers, not much older than Dan and Kasper.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. But you know what I’m saying, yes? Maybe if we take both stones to the place he found one, we move the clock back. Then it’s no more bad luck for you, no more trouble, no more people attacking us. We all leave Rome, and everything is fine again. Otherwise …”

“What?” Laura asked, looking up at him—Kasper with his golden hair and broad shoulders, like a god himself, come back to life.

“Otherwise maybe we’ll never be able to leave.” He was dead serious, she could see. He almost looked upset. “Maybe there’ll be another earthquake, a worse one. Or something else—a tsunami, I don’t know. Maybe the volcano will erupt even bigger, and we’ll be buried like Pompeii. I know this sounds extreme, but we don’t know, do we? Yesterday we had no idea of what bad things were about to happen.”

“But even if I agreed to give up the bracelet,” Laura said, trying not to get upset herself, “I don’t know how we’d go about making things right. Like I told you before—the Golden House is all boarded up. Even if we knew the right room to look for, and even if all this earthquake-and-ash stuff wasn’t going on, nobody’s allowed in there. It’s dangerous.”

A hooded crow soared out of the shadows and settled on a striped awning on the other side of the street.

“Hey!” Dan called. “That place looks open!” The others were crossing the road now, running to get out of the way of a fire truck rumbling by.

“Food,” said Kasper, grinning at her. Laura was relieved he was letting the subject of returning the bracelet drop. “At last, something good today.”

The crow took flight, sailing across the street and then looping back, just visible in the darkness. When Laura reached the restaurant door, it flapped away into the sky, disappearing into the ash and the clouds.

*  *  *

In the restaurant, where most of the chairs were already stacked on tables, the usual menu wasn’t available. They all had to have a strange salad with bits of corn in it, veal pounded thin and coated in breadcrumbs, and some soggy fried potatoes, but no one complained. They all started devouring everything, and it was the most delicious meal Laura could remember having in days.

She made sure she sat at the opposite end of the wobbly table from Kasper. He hadn’t been rude to her, or insulting in any way; he was being very reasonable, not trying to bully her at all. She just didn’t want to get drawn into another conversation about “giving back” the stones. It wasn’t as though she could go and buy another one at a store when she got home. This one was special, because the star sapphire had been found—taken, whatever—by her grandfather, and it was the only thing of his that she had. To give it away would be worse than losing it, worse than having it stolen.

Really, if she’d left it at home, would any of this have happened? Mercury had said that Minerva was “waiting” for her to come to Rome, but maybe what he meant was that the gods were just waiting for the missing stone to return. Laura had been in Rome two wonderful, carefree, eruption-free days. Nothing had happened until the third day, when a woman—maybe another harpy, if Sofie was right—tried to steal the first stone at the Trevi Fountain, and the crow in the cemetery dropped the second stone into her bag. That was the day the volcano erupted. That was the day everyone else got sick. What was it Mercury said? When Minerva saw you here, she was satisfied. What would have happened, Laura wondered, if Minerva hadn’t been satisfied? Maybe Laura would have been punished in some way for what her grandfather had done—a punishment even worse than what they’d gone through the past two days.

Every so often she caught Kasper looking at her from the other end of the table. He wasn’t trying to get her attention. In fact, he seemed pensive, no big smile lighting up his handsome face. He barely engaged in conversation with Sofie and Maia, who were sitting closest to him.

Dan sat opposite Laura, finishing off the burned potatoes she hadn’t eaten. Back at the hostel he’d changed into a red Vans 66 T-shirt, and it was pretty much the same color as the welt under his eye. He was feeling much better, he told her. He’d taken some kind of pain med that Maia had in her bag, and he insisted that his face wasn’t hurting that much anymore. Certainly, he gobbled down his dinner with gusto.

“I’m sorry about before,” he said to Laura softly, picking up a charred potato.

“What do you mean, before?” Laura had to bend her head toward his to hear what he was saying.

“That stuff I said about Europeans and the war and all that.” Dan looked sheepish. “I guess I sounded like an ugly American. Anyway, you know what I’m saying. It’s just …”

“Kasper. I know. You have to stop letting him get to you. He’s not that bad.” Although she disagreed with Kasper, Laura didn’t think he was a bad guy. Maybe Dan disliked him because Kasper was tall and blond and good-looking. He would have been top dog, no doubt, at their high school. Morgan would have been besotted with him. In other circumstances, Laura could see herself falling for Kasper as well—though back at school he would be totally out of her league. Boys like Kasper and Dan usually had nothing to do with nerdy girls like Laura, a girl who wore secondhand dresses, rode her aunt’s old bike to school every day, and only went to the mall when she had to work a shift as a camera elf in Winter Wonderland.

With his fork, Dan toyed with the scraps left on his plate, drawing a pattern in the grease. He started to say something, then stopped.

“What is it?” Laura prompted.

“It’s … I mean, does he have to stare at you all the time?”

Laura glanced down the table at Kasper, just long enough to register him gazing toward her, still with that pensive expression on his face. Now she didn’t know where to look—not at Kasper, and certainly not at Dan.

“He’s just staring into space. You know, thinking,” she mumbled. “It’s nothing.”

“I don’t just mean tonight,” Dan said, setting down his fork. “He does it all the time.”

“I’ve never noticed,” Laura told him, and this was the truth. Kasper had always been perfectly friendly and maybe a little flirtatious. But she hadn’t detected anything more. Maybe she was dense about these things, because she wasn’t used to boys looking at her—unless they were staring at her “mutant” eyes, or trying to copy her work in class when they thought she didn’t notice.

When Dan said nothing more, Laura didn’t, either, but inside she was fizzing and churning. Was Kasper staring at her all the time? Why did Dan care so much if he did? And what, exactly, was she supposed to do now—smile, argue, change the subject?

“I’m just going to the bathroom,” she mumbled, scraping her chair away from the table. She followed the pointing hand of their flustered waiter and headed toward the back of the restaurant. Down a narrow corridor, Laura spotted a scrawled sign and followed its arrow outside, through a heavy metal door and into a small courtyard. The bathrooms seemed to be set into the next building, though in the dark it was hard to make out which door was which.

Someone stepped out of the shadows and Laura gasped, staggering back until she bumped into the brick wall. It was a man, a dark man—no, a boy, around her age. It was Mercury, smelling like a fresh, cold breeze, a rain shower. He seemed as dark as the night itself: dark clothes, dark hair, dark eyes.

“Laura,” he said, and she could barely breathe, her heart pounding. For the first time she noticed that the gray of his shirt was a feathery down rather than fabric.

“The crow we saw outside just now,” she said, conscious that her voice was shaking, “was that you?”

Mercury twitched his head.

“You take the form of a bird?” Laura really wanted to get this straight, once and for all. Mercury twitched again, something between a bow and a nod. “And that was you at the hostel, fighting the seagull? And at the fountain, attacking the guy who tried to mug me?”

“No,” he said. “I do not fight: I am a messenger only. But Apollo commands the crows of Rome, and they carry out his wishes. And his wish now is to please his sister, the great goddess Minerva. The crows protect you, as you have seen. And they delivered the second stone to you, Minerva’s other eye.”

Apollo, Minerva, Mercury. The crow flying in the cemetery, the crow tapping on her window, the crow attacking the mugger at the fountain. All of them watching Laura. She could barely breathe.

A breeze wafted a drift of ash across the enclosed yard and she shivered, though it wasn’t really cold. Her hands scraped the brick of the wall behind her and she felt fixed to the spot, watching the ash swirl like mist, transfixed by Mercury’s dark eyes.

“The creatures of this place still hear the gods,” Mercury said. “They do as we wish.”

“Even—even creatures carved out of stone?” Laura managed to ask. “Even things painted on walls?”

“We command them all,” he said, his head twitching forward again. He was so close that if she reached her hand out, she could stroke the gray feathers on his chest.

“So the … the things that attacked me?”

“Commanded by other gods.” Mercury bowed. “Minerva wishes to bestow on you a great honor, to be her representative on earth. Her handmaiden. But not everyone wishes it. You understand?”

Laura felt miserable. Great honors were fine, but she’d rather win, say, a Pulitzer Prize one day than serve the rest of her life as the handmaiden—whatever that meant—of an ancient goddess. The old gods were notoriously vengeful, capricious, and touchy. And violent—they were superviolent. People who crossed them or let them down in some way ended up beheaded, buried alive, or condemned to some brutal eternal punishment.

“The thing is,” she spoke, her voice still shaky, “I’m an American, not a Roman. No disrespect at all, but … but we don’t believe in the old gods. Nobody does anymore. Not even here in Rome.”

This sounded more insolent than she’d intended; Laura didn’t want to offend Mercury, or, worse, bring Minerva’s wrath down on her head. While she was talking, his head twitched to one side, his short dark hair ruffled by the breeze and dusted with silvery ash. Luckily, he seemed to be intently listening rather than looking enraged.

“Just because Romans have deserted their gods,” he said at last, “doesn’t mean that the gods have deserted Rome. This you must see, from everything going on around you. You must persevere until the battle is over, and Vulcan and Mars are vanquished. Then you will be able to leave with the sacred stones.”

Vulcan. Mars. A battle. Mercury might think he was passing on some upbeat message about hanging tough, but from Laura’s point of view, the news just got worse and worse. A helicopter’s blades chattered close by, stirring up a storm of ash and drowning out the wail of a passing fire engine. Above the rooftops she could see flames shoot into the cloudy sky. She didn’t want honor and glory and special attention from the great goddess. She just wanted all this to stop.

“Remember, you are to keep the sacred stones,” Mercury went on. “The eyes of the great goddess. You have let them leave your possession, and that is unwise.”

The door to the restaurant began to creak open; it was heavy, and squeaked as though it hadn’t been oiled in years. Suddenly, Mercury sprang into the air and was transformed in an instant into a hooded crow that flew off, in a shadowy blur, into the night sky.

Sofie emerged from the bright lights of the restaurant, tripping over the doorstep and staring at Laura with wild eyes.

“You must come!” she said, holding the heavy door ajar. “Quick!”

“What’s wrong?” Laura asked, her heart still thumping from the conversation with Mercury, with all its strange and unwelcome information.

“The stones are gone,” said Sofie. “Kasper has taken them and run away to the House of Gold.”
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What?” Laura couldn’t believe her ears. “He ran off to the Golden House?”

“Yes, yes. That’s what I said to you.” Sofie sounded annoyed. “This is where we think he goes, anyway. He tells us he goes to the bathroom, but instead he walks out the front door. And now Dan runs after him.”

Laura pushed herself off the wall and squeezed past Sofie. This was insane: It was nighttime, and the Golden House was closed, and the city was a jumble of roadblocks, rubble, and fires. By now there were probably roving bands of looters as well, clambering through the wreckage of stores and homes, not to mention the people—or harpies or spirits or other vicious minions of the gods—who were after the star sapphires. Kasper had no idea what he was letting himself in for.

At the table, Maia was calmly counting euros into the waiter’s outstretched hand.

“We must go at once,” Sofie said, practically bouncing with impatience. “Hurry, hurry!”

“This is your fault,” Maia said to Sofie, without acknowledging Laura at all. “You were supposed to be watching him.”

“I cannot go to the bathroom with him,” Sofie complained. “You are the one who says—yes, Kasper, please put the stones in your pockets. They will be so safe.”

Maia had nothing to say to this.

“Let’s go,” Laura said. This was no time for one of their confusing arguments, and the Golden House was a long walk from here, beyond the Colosseum. It would be hard to catch the boys if they were running. And it would be hard for Dan to catch Kasper, if Kasper had any sort of a head start. Dan was a really strong runner, but he’d taken quite a beating today, and the city was dark and confusing.

When she and the other two girls stepped out into the street, Rome was a jumble of shapes and shadows, lit up here and there by shooting flames. The air felt so warm and smoky, Laura felt as though they walking toward fire.

*  *  *

By the time they skirted the hulking skeleton of the Colosseum, Laura had worked herself up into a fear-fueled anger. Kasper was so arrogant, to steal something that didn’t belong to him. And how he imagined he’d “return” the star sapphires was beyond Laura. The ruins were closed to the public. What did he really think he could do?

Silently, she, Maia, and Sofie managed to wend their way into the hilly park that now enclosed the ruins. Laura was exhausted and disoriented. In the smoky dark, any light blocked by tall trees, she could barely see her map, and the twisting paths were confusing.

Her only clue was the tall chain link fences, the kind erected by building contractors, curtained with mesh. Warning signs depicting a large hand, and the words Vietato L’Ingresso—entry forbidden—dangled at regular intervals. These fences had to be protecting the perimeter of the ruins, to stop any visitors wandering in. At least now they had something to follow.

The search for the main entrance—any entrance—seemed endless. Maia kept peering through gashes in the fence’s mesh coverings but must have seen nothing worth reporting on. Finally, after Laura jogged past a clump of trees that smelled of damp pine and woodsmoke, the fence gave way to more substantial iron gates topped by spikes.

“This is it,” Laura hissed at Maia, running up to a sign that told her, in six different languages, that the Domus Aurea was closed indefinitely because it was unsafe. The structure of the ruined palace itself was hard to make out in the dark, and Laura had to peer through the bars of the gate to see its two stories of brick colonnades, patched with weedy growth. A park bench and a trash can sat at peace outside the main door, as though they were waiting for the tourists currently banned from visiting.

This wasn’t exactly what Laura had been expecting. This looked more like a crumbling barn than an ancient villa. There were only pieces left of Nero’s great pleasure palace, she knew; it had been pillaged and dismantled, and most of it had been buried under Trajan’s baths, not to mention a more modern park, where the trees had sunk their roots into what was left of the roof. That root system was letting in dangerous amounts of soil and damp, which was why the ruins had been closed for years.

“We will have to get over the gates,” said Maia.

Laura pressed against the bars, gazing up at the forbidding spikes. “How?” she muttered.

“Hey,” Sofie shouted, pointing into the air. “Can you see them? Hey!”

It took a moment or two for Laura to work out what she was supposed to be seeing. She followed Sofie’s flapping hand, looking above the brick facade. There was another fence up there, marking the ridge of the hill where the ruins had been dug out. Shadowy figures moved along the fence, one pausing to try to scale it but sliding back down almost immediately. Two figures—the boys!

“Hey!” Sofie shouted again. “Kasper! Dan!”

One of the boys on the ridge above them lifted a hand to wave.

“Hey!” he called, his voice faint, swallowed up by the night. It sounded sort of like Dan, though it was hard to tell.

“Is he stopping Kasper or helping him?” Laura asked the others. It was so hard to see. She wanted to scream at them to come down from the ridge, but they would never hear. The other figure—was it Kasper?—had bent over. Now, moments later, he was staggering back, holding what looked like a big manhole cover.

Oh no. Had he found a place to drop the stones?

“We have to get up there,” she said.

“Impossible,” Sofie replied. “We must walk and walk up the hill, and even then we might not find the place they are.”

“We can still catch them.” Laura was trying to talk herself into this. No way was she just standing here doing nothing while Kasper threw the star sapphires into some cavernous ruins, thinking it would solve everyone’s problems. Who knew what would happen next? What if some harpy got her claws on the stones—what would she do with them? And what would Minerva do if the stones fell into the wrong hands? Maybe she’d take revenge on Laura, for betraying her sacred mission or whatever it was.

“We need to go over this.” Maia waved a hand at the security fence and its spiky gateposts.

“Yes,” said Laura. She looked at the park bench, and then at the weedy trees growing out between the bricks of the building. They could tip the bench on one end and use it as a ladder, maybe. There had to be a way.

A crow flapped overhead; Laura heard the whir of its wings before she could see it. It landed on one of the branches growing out of the building—a sign, Laura decided. The hooded crows, Apollo’s creatures, were there to look out for them. Maybe it was even Mercury in crow form, watching and waiting.

“Okay,” said Maia, sounding as though the task ahead was the easiest thing in the world. “Let’s do it.”

To their right a part of the gate was embedded in a low brick wall, and Maia hauled herself onto the lowest rung of railing. If they pushed her, she could reach the top of the iron fence, and if she was really careful, Laura thought she could elude the spikes.

She and Sofie both followed Maia’s lead, reaching for the rails and dragging themselves up the short brick wall. Laura had just enough of a foothold to help push Maia up. Although Maia was heavier than she looked, she managed to claw her way to the top, Sofie helping to keep her steady.

“Got it!” Maia shouted, but whatever she’d gotten didn’t last long, because she slithered down the gate again, almost knocking Sofie off the wall.

“I am the tallest,” Sofie pointed out. “I should go first.”

She and Maia managed, with some difficulty, to trade places, and then the girls tried their hoist maneuver again. It worked better this time, because Sofie’s long arms could easily reach the top rung of the gate, though it was still a huge effort to get the rest of her up there. Maia and Laura each took hold of one of her feet, and Laura managed to get kicked on the chin and in the shoulder before Sofie, amid much squealing and what sounded like swearing in German, wedged herself into a sitting position between two spikes.

“Now you push, I reach,” panted Sofie, her long legs dangling, one hand gripping a spike for balance. Laura pushed as hard as she could. Maia felt like a lump of concrete, but she had strong arms and managed to pull herself up pretty well, grabbing a low-hanging branch from the nearest tree to help.

Only Laura was left now.

She really didn’t know if she could climb the iron gate herself without someone pushing her from behind. Sofie was leaning over, waiting to grab her, but Sofie wasn’t that strong, not strong enough to hold Laura’s entire body weight with one hand. Sofie needed the other hand to hang on to the nearest spike, otherwise they’d both fall.

Maia slid, bumping all the way, onto the ground on the other side of the gate, ready to push through the bars. For the first time in her life, Laura wished she’d made more effort in gym class, and worked on pull-ups rather than joking around with Morgan.

The hooded crow was circling overhead now, calling out what might be a warning, or possibly encouragement.

“Why can’t you be something useful, like a griffon?” Laura said under her breath, glancing at the swooping bird. She wedged a foot onto the low bar of the gate and stretched to reach the top with her left hand; Sofie grabbed her right, almost dragging her arm out of her socket. Laura could feel Maia’s hands gripping her legs as her sneakers scrabbled against the iron railings.

Her sore ankle bashed the iron, and there was searing pain in her bruised wrist when she managed to grab a spike, but it didn’t matter: She was up there, with Sofie pulling her over, and Sofie and Maia catching her—more or less—when she tumbled down the other side.

The crow whooped and wheeled overhead. Long-legged Sofie slid down the other side without any help. Laura strode toward the park bench, rubbing her aching wrist. The three of them made easy work of turning the bench on one end, and again Sofie led the way. She climbed up the first story, using two branches to pull herself up while Maia, precariously balanced, pushed from below. Laura hadn’t seen Sofie so enthusiastic about anything the past two days. Breaking and entering was clearly her thing.

When it was Laura’s turn, she felt like a toddler compared to Sofie’s effortless climb. Maia boosted her, but it took several attempts before Laura could catch a branch, and she bashed her face and knees on multiple bricks. While Maia climbed, Laura lay prone on the walkway above, bark stuck under her fingernails and her forehead moist with blood.

“You are still alive?” Sofie asked her, with disdain rather than sympathy, and Laura nodded, dragging herself onto her knees.

The next level was trickier without the park bench to use as a ladder, but there was a rough stone wall here with more footholds. Sofie, stretching as far as she could, managed to haul herself onto what was left of a buttress. Maia was next, crying out when her bare legs dragged against the stone on her way up. Was that the first time she’d ever complained? Laura wondered.

“Throw me your hoodie, Laura,” Maia shouted down. “I’ll make a rope.”

It sounded like a good idea. Laura unzipped, glad to be rid of the warm outer layer, and tossed the hoodie to Maia. But actually going up took forever. Laura squirmed and dangled on the makeshift rope, swinging like a pendulum and bouncing off the stone wall. Finally, though, after a couple of tries, Maia was able to grab her. Sofie lunged for her, and Laura thought they might both topple off the ledge.

Too exhausted to speak, the girls lay in a heap, breathing hard. When Laura looked up, she was relieved to see the hillside and its long fence, obscured by some pungent flowering bush, only a few feet above them. They still had to get over that fence, but it was nothing as high as the gate they’d climbed, and, thankfully, didn’t have spikes.

Sofie climbed over easily, then Laura, then Maia—they were getting good at this, Laura thought, even though every part of her ached, and what might be sweat or might be blood was dribbling into her left eyebrow.

“So now we must find the …” Sofie began, but if she said anything after that, Laura didn’t hear it. All she could hear was a rumble deep beneath her feet. Like a subway train, she thought, again. Then the ground started shaking, and a tree, bouncing around as though it was on a trampoline, thudded onto the damp ground. Laura dropped to the ground as well, her face pressed to its loamy wetness, the world still shivering, the crow shrieking somewhere unseen overhead.

This time she knew exactly what it was: another earthquake.
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Maia’s leg was pretty much the only thing Laura could see, apart from dirt and grass. Maia and Sofie must have been flat on the ground as well. No one spoke as the earth trembled.

This felt even longer and bigger than the last earthquake. Laura dug her fingers into the dirt and wished it would stop shaking. Now Sofie was saying something she couldn’t make out, and when Laura propped herself up, the fence was shaking and dancing. And where Sofie was lying, the ground was splitting open, like a wound when stitches break.

“Get back!” Laura shouted, but she didn’t know if anyone could hear her. Maia didn’t budge from where she lay, but Sofie seemed to be wriggling across the ground. She was falling, Laura realized, falling headfirst into this schism in the earth.

“Sofie!” Laura cried, crawling toward her like an insect, her belly scraping the grass. She groped blindly for one of Sofie’s long legs and made contact, but she couldn’t see the girl’s head or arms. She could feel Maia now crawling along beside her, trying to get to Sofie, too.

The ground shuddered one last time and then everything got quiet again.

Still gripping Sofie’s leg, Laura pulled herself up to her knees. Sofie was on her stomach, her legs still visible, the rest of her dangling, Laura assumed, inside the hole in the ground. It reminded Laura of when Sofie had almost been swallowed by the fresco.

“Great,” said Maia, who’d perched on a mound of upturned turf and was hanging on to Sofie’s other leg. “Now we have to save her.”

“Are you okay?” Laura called down, ignoring Maia’s typical lack of sympathy.

“Yeah,” came the muffled response. “But …”

“But what? Don’t worry—we can pull you out.” Laura wasn’t sure if this were true, but there were two of them, and they could try.

“No, not me,” Sofie said, and Laura realized that her voice was echoing. A chunk of turf near her shoulders dropped out of sight, collapsing into the hole, and moments later there was the unmistakable sound of a splat as it hit something—the ground?—deep below them.

“Can you see anything?” Maia called.

“A light,” said Sofie’s muffled voice. “Pull me up, please.”

Standing felt strange to Laura, as though the ground were still shaking beneath her. But it wasn’t. Every time she and Maia tugged, more of the earth around Sofie dropped away, the hole in the ground growing larger and larger. Soon, Laura worried, it might all cave in and take them with it.

It was hard to see anything clearly, because the moon and stars were all obscured behind dark clouds. Trees rustled close by, and Laura could taste clammy flakes of ash in her mouth every time the breeze stirred. She wondered where the boys were, if they’d found a way in through the grate she’d seen one of them holding. Hopefully they’d found somewhere safe to ride out the earthquake. However annoyed she was with Kasper, she didn’t want anything bad to happen to him. And she couldn’t even think about something bad happening to Dan. All she wanted right now was to see his beaten-up face again.

When they finally managed to pull Sofie free, she lay panting on her back for a moment, then sat up, dusting dirt off her shoulders.

“They’re down there,” she said. “I’m sure of it.”

“Who? The boys?” Laura asked, and Sofie nodded.

“You saw them?” Maia asked.

“Kasper has a flashlight,” said Sofie. “He showed it to me yesterday—it’s on his penknife. He’s down there, shining it around.”

“And Dan?” Laura’s stomach churned; she was dreading Sofie’s answer. The crow took off from a tree nearby, swooping close to them before landing on another branch.

“I think I can see his legs,” Sofie told her. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

Laura wanted to freak out and scream. Could Sofie see Dan or not? She crawled to the edge of the hole in the hill, and stuck her head in.

“Dan!” she called, her voice echoing. There was no reply—nothing they could hear, anyway—so she leaned in farther.

“You should really stay back from that thing,” Maia observed. “It may crumble some more and you’ll go straight down.”

Laura recoiled and, as though on cue, another chunk of earth fell away, disappearing into the void. The crow flapped by again, even lower this time. Help us, Laura thought, knowing there was no way a bird could do anything tangible at this moment. Fighting harpies in seagull form was one thing. Rescuing two tall teenage boys from a cavern on a hillside was beyond the capability of any bird, even if Apollo was its boss.

The crow didn’t land: It hovered, bouncing on the breeze, directly above the jagged hole in the ground.

“There’s the light,” Sofie said. For a moment Laura thought she meant that the flashlight—Kasper’s flashlight—was shining up from belowground, wherever the boys had fallen or crawled or reached, before the earthquake hit. But the light, Laura realized, was coming from the sky. The billowing gray clouds, all they’d seen above them for days, had parted just a sliver, enough to reveal the moon. It was a sickly yellow, still clouded by shadows, but its light was strong enough to pick out the trees, a tumble of fallen branches, the fence—uprooted and askew in places—and Maia and Sofie’s scratched faces.

The crow rose a little in the air and then dove into the fissure, its black wing tips the last thing to disappear belowground.

“We should follow,” Maia said, as though a bird flying into a hole in the ground was totally normal and expected.

“I think maybe this is crazy.” Sofie sounded doubtful. “If it’s deep, then none of us can climb out. Maybe we take some of the fence, the parts on the ground over there. Then we make some kind of ladder to get in and out.”

Maia had climbed to her feet while Sofie was talking and was busily tugging at one of the fallen tree’s branches.

“Now you’re thinking,” she said to Sofie. “I’m going to need some help—this is heavy.”

Laura walked over to see what they were doing. When the tree had been uprooted, some of its branches had snapped off, and Maia had picked out the biggest, one that sprouted potentially useful mini branches, reeking of sap. It took all three of them to drag the huge branch over to the hole in the ground. They lowered it in until it struck earth, and only a foot or so of its splintered end stuck out. Maia tried to wiggle it around, and it moved a little, but it seemed sturdy enough.

“I hope we are not dropping it on someone’s leg,” said Sofie. “Maybe they would scream if we did that.”

“I don’t hear any screaming,” said Maia, unsmiling. These girls were so weird, Laura thought. How could they be so calm about everything?

“I go first,” Sofie announced, and wriggled into position. Laura held her breath as she watched her disappear, bit by bit. The thick branch trembled as it took Sofie’s weight, although Maia and Laura were both trying to hold it steady.

“Okay!” Sofie called up, her voice echoing.

“You go next,” Maia said to Laura. “I’m smaller than you. It’s not so important to have someone holding the branch up here when I go down. You guys can catch me.”

“Right.” It sounded more like an order than a question. Laura hesitated, not sure exactly what she was doing.

“Go,” Maia told her, clearly puzzled that she was still standing there, and Laura lowered herself into the pit, grasping for the branch with her legs. Some of its smaller offshoots had already snapped off, because there wasn’t much to hang on to apart from the branch itself—rough, jagged, and lumpy. Laura wished she were wearing jeans instead of a dress: Her legs were going to be scratched to pieces.

There was a little light from the moon, and as she descended, scraping and sliding her way down, Laura was aware of the pinpoint light Sofie had mentioned, possibly from Kasper’s flashlight. All she could see clearly, though, was the sharp fins of bark scratching her nose and hands and shins.

When her foot finally thwacked someone’s head—Sofie’s, she saw, looking down; she was holding the branch steady—Laura could barely believe she’d made it down in one piece. She jumped off, shivering even though the air was really humid in this space, this cave, whatever it was.

And then Mercury stood before her, his slender, feathery form spotlit by jaundiced moonbeams. His dark eyes were wide. Laura was suddenly certain that he was the crow who’d been watching them, the one who’d flown down into the hole.

“Laura,” he said softly. “You will stay here. Until the morning. This is a safe place for now.”

“For now?” Laura’s voice was shaking. “The boys …”

“You will all be safe for now,” he said. “Take care of the eyes of Minerva.”

He held something out toward her, and Laura saw a thin string of gold glinting in the moonlight—her bracelet.

Maia thudded to the ground, exclaiming on the impact, and bent over, as though she were tying her laces. She didn’t seem at all fazed by the presence of Mercury here in this hot cavern, and for a moment Laura thought that Maia couldn’t see him.

But when she straightened, Maia was holding something in her hand; she held it up for Mercury to see, and when he twitched his head, she passed it to Laura. The second star sapphire, Laura knew, without even looking.

“If we cut a small hole in the waistband of your dress,” Maia said, peering at Laura, “then maybe we can feed the stone in, and the bracelet. There’s a double-layer of fabric, right?”

Laura nodded, plucking at the material.

“Kasper’s flashlight has a penknife attached,” Maia continued. “I think this’ll work.”

“Until the morning,” Mercury said to Laura, his inky eyes like pinpoints. “Don’t be afraid. The sisters will watch over you.”

He sprang into the air and landed on the tree branch as a bird. His feathers velvety in the moonlight, he scuttled away up the branch and out of sight.

The sisters will watch over you.

“What did he mean, the sisters?” Laura asked, but Maia was talking to Sofie about the penknife, and didn’t hear her.

When Sofie pointed the little flashlight in her direction, Laura could just about make out Kasper’s tall form, lying on the ground. Something leaned against him: a slab of stone, maybe, or part of a column.

“Churt,” said Maia, and Laura suspected by her tone of voice that she was saying something bad in Russian. Laura stumbled over just as Maia reached for the slab. It seemed to crumble in her hands, a huge chunk coming away. She staggered back, clutching it.

“It’s turf,” said Maia. “From up there. Just clay and grass. It must have fallen on him when the ground caved in. It’s not that heavy.”

Kasper mumbled something, wincing when he tried to sit up and rubbing his head while Maia pulled the slab of turf away. He seemed okay, just dazed. But where was Dan?

“Light!” Laura cried, waving a hand at Sofie. “We need to find Dan!”

“I’m here,” croaked a voice behind her. “I’m okay.”

He didn’t look okay. He was propped against a wall, covered in sandy dirt, looking like a dog who’d been swimming in a lake and then rolled, over and over again, on the beach.

Laura hurried over, tripping on another mound of fallen turf in her haste.

“You look terrible,” she said.

“You’re the one bleeding,” he replied, trying to smile, then rubbing at his mouth with the back of his hand. Laura pulled a water bottle from Dan’s bag and dribbled some of the water onto her balled-up hoodie, using it to clean the grit off Dan’s face. Dan drank some water, and Laura felt herself relax a little: Her neck and shoulders were aching with tension, and her scrapes stung. But the boys were all right, and they had some kind of plan for transporting the star sapphires. And now, according to Mercury, they were safe here, if only for the hours of darkness.

The sisters will watch over you, whatever that meant.

“Seriously, this is the last time I’m rescuing you,” Laura told Dan, half smiling.

“Sorry,” he said, returning the water bottle to her. She sat down next to him, her back against what felt like stone. It was hard to see much down here, now that the shafts of moonlight were weak and intermittent. Sofie was using Kasper’s flashlight to examine his wounds.

Laura cleared her throat and glanced at Dan. “Thanks for trying to—you know. Get the star sapphires back.”

“I only caught up with him on the hill. He’s a really, really fast runner. The next thing I know he’s dropping into this place, and I’m following. And then I guess he must have taken the stones out of his pocket and held them together in one hand.”

“Because—the earthquake,” Laura said, and Dan nodded slowly.

“I guessed that’s what was causing it. I shouted at him to drop them, and then stuff was falling on us, and flying around, and I got thrown over here.” Dan glanced toward the section where Sofie and Maia were bending over Kasper. “Your boyfriend okay?”

“My boyfriend?”

“Kasper.”

“You know he’s not my boyfriend.” Laura would have laughed, but it would require too much effort. She felt exhausted, bone tired, after the dash through the city and then all the climbing.

“So do you … do you have a boyfriend back home?” Dan asked her.

“No,” she said quickly, glad now that it was dark here, and he couldn’t see her face flush. “You know that.”

“Why would I know that?” His voice was low. The others, on the far side of this strange underground space, were talking, but Laura couldn’t make out what they were saying.

“Well,” she said, staring into the darkness, grateful for obscuring shadows, “I’m Mutant Girl, remember?”

“That’s just stupid kid stuff,” Dan said. “People are in awe of you, that’s all. Because you’re smart and pretty. And you do your own thing—you know what I mean.”

Laura didn’t, but she didn’t trust herself to speak. Their shoulders were brushing; she was conscious of how loud her breathing sounded. Her heart was about to beat its way out of her chest. Dan was still talking, his voice low and calm.

“What I mean is,” he said, leaning even closer, “you don’t look the same as other girls. You don’t act the same or talk the same. You’re weird in a good way. You’ll probably make a thousand friends at college. High school doesn’t count. At college you’ll meet other brainy people who value individuality and, I don’t know, imagination.”

Laura bit her lip. He was giving voice to thoughts Laura had had herself—thoughts and wishes, vague hopes. His hand reached for hers and grasped it, their gritty palms pressing together.

“Look how calm you’ve been through all this,” he went on. “All these terrible things happening to you the last couple of days, and you’re not freaking out.”

“What?” Laura couldn’t help but laugh now. “I’m totally freaking out,” she admitted. “Half the time I just want to curl up and hide.”

She didn’t add and cry. Even though she realized that Dan, at least the Dan she was getting to know now, would understood.

“Well, nobody could tell,” he said. Laura suspected he was just being nice, but she appreciated his kindness. “Anyone who gets to know you would know you’re something special. I kind of knew this whole trip, but everything that’s happened the past few days …”

He didn’t finish his sentence, and Laura didn’t speak, either. She didn’t know what to say. Dan thought she was something special; that she was pretty and smart. The words were dancing through her brain.

“And that guy you were talking to just now, that bird guy—”

“You saw him?” Laura asked, catching her breath.

“Sure. Well, I could see his face, and then I think I saw him turn into a bird, but I may have been hallucinating. So that’s … Mercury? Really?”

“You didn’t believe me before?”

“I did,” he protested. “Well, I kind of did. I wanted to believe you. But it all seems so unreal. So surreal, I mean.”

“I know,” Laura told him. She wanted to tell Dan everything, everything Mercury had ever said to her—even the latest weird news that Vulcan and Mars somehow had it in for her. If only her heart would stop thumping and her voice would stop shaking.

She did her best to remember what Mercury had said, and Dan listened as she explained. He was still holding her hand, so Laura decided he wasn’t about to tell her she was crazy. She didn’t leave out anything—not the crow in the cemetery dropping the second stone into her bag, or the way she’d seen Mercury descend in the rain falling into the Pantheon. She told Dan how Mercury had kept saying that Minerva had chosen her, and was pleased with her, and had decided she should have the two star sapphires—the eyes of Minerva—forever. Dan kept listening, occasionally prompting her with questions.

“So if you take the two stones home with you, what happens?” he asked.

“I don’t really know,” she admitted. “If I’m Minerva’s handmaiden or whatever, maybe it means that I’ll be brainy like her?”

Dan squeezed her hand, and Laura’s heart raced again.

“But you’re already smart,” he said. “It’s not as though you need help from the gods or whoever. You can achieve whatever you want to achieve without magic, right?”

“I hope so,” Laura said slowly. Her back felt damp against the stone wall. She was all talked out. And so tired, she could fall asleep right now, sitting next to Dan, holding his hand. She hadn’t even told him about the “sisters” comment yet, or how Maia had seemed completely unsurprised to see Mercury standing there in front of her.

“I think so,” Dan said quietly. Then he leaned toward her, so their temples touched.

Laura held her breath. Then in the next instant, his lips touched hers—tasting of dirt and ash and sand and grass, but Laura didn’t care. He let go of her hand and stretched his arm around her instead, pulling her close.

“I promise that I’ll never call you Mutant Girl again,” he said, his voice soft, and that was the last thing Laura remembered hearing before she fell asleep.
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When Laura awoke—her head resting against Dan’s shoulder, her back stiff from leaning against the stone wall—morning light filtered through the crumbling hole above them. Now that she could get more of a sense of this place, she realized it wasn’t a cave at all. There were chipped frescoes barely visible on the floor, and three arched alcoves along the wall. This was a room in Nero’s Golden House! The boys had entered it from above when Kasper pulled the grate away and jumped in.

Dan was still asleep, his head resting against the wall and his arm still around her, so she tried to wriggle into a slightly more comfortable position without disturbing him. Nearby, closer than she’d realized last night, Kasper sprawled, snoring. Sofie and Maia were each curled up sleeping in separate corners, and Sofie appeared almost as catlike as Maia.

Laura took a breath. It was chilly and damp in here, and the air tasted like dust, but at least they were safe. Her bracelet and the other stone lay next to her on the dusty floor.

She’d done what Mercury told her to do—stayed in the cavern overnight, and kept the stones with her. But this wouldn’t keep them safe forever; she knew that. Eventually they had to leave this hiding place and face whatever battle might be brewing. But when could they leave Rome? Should she really take the stones with her?

Last night Dan had asked her what Minerva’s interest actually meant. Would Laura have some kind of special power? She wasn’t sure. What if it was the power to rule the world, the power to change the world, the power to do harm as well as good? Maybe this so-called power would disappear as soon as she left Rome; maybe everything that was sacred and potent about the stones only meant something here, and other places—like, say, Bloomington, Indiana—were beyond the reach of Rome’s ancient gods.

Or would she live out her life under Minerva’s watchful gaze?

In the past, whenever Laura had thought about her future, she’d thought about going to college and then maybe traveling some more, if she could save enough money to go see the world. She’d thought about learning and exploring and figuring out what she wanted to do with her life—something interesting and useful, she’d hoped—rather than obsessing about being rich or powerful. And what kind of power could you really have if it was bestowed and controlled from on high, dependent on something like possession of a couple of sacred stones? To her it sounded like a power that could be stolen or withdrawn at any time. You’d spend your life paranoid, always worried about what you had to lose.

Last night, right before he kissed her—had he really kissed her? That felt almost as surreal as everything else—Dan had said something sweet. He’d said that she didn’t need help from the gods. Maybe he was right. Maybe she was smart enough to face the world on her own, even if right now, aged sixteen, she was still uncertain a lot of the time, blushing too much and daydreaming and not paying enough attention in gym class …

Much as it was an honor to be singled out by Minerva, apparently, and deemed worthy of her “eyes,” Laura couldn’t help feeling that it was all a big cheat in a way, like getting help on a test, or having someone write a paper for you. True, you might try hard and work hard in life, and not get everything you hoped for: Her parents had told her that. Life wasn’t fair; the world wasn’t fair. But they always encouraged her to fulfill her potential and to find her own path. She wouldn’t want them deciding everything for her: Why be beholden to some supernatural power?

Maybe, Laura thought, shifting uncomfortably on the hard ground, it was time for her to stop being so sentimental. Maybe Kasper had been right. True, he didn’t know all the details, and trying to bring both stones back here, to the Golden House, was never going to work out. There’d always be potential for this kind of turmoil and danger in the world while one or both of these stones were floating around. Much safer, Laura realized now, was that she give the bracelet up. She needed to ask Mercury if he could take both star sapphires back with him to the other world, or wherever it was that the gods lived.

She looked up at the gray slice of sky visible through the fissure in the hillside. The tears dribbling down her face didn’t dismay her: It was a natural reaction, she told herself, to deciding to give the bracelet away. After all, it could have been stolen on Monday afternoon at the Trevi Fountain, or yesterday by the tortoise fountain. At least now she was making the decision herself.

Next to her, Dan shifted, mumbling in his sleep.

Really, Laura knew, deep down, that she could face the world without wearing the bracelet every day. She didn’t need a piece of jewelry—just a thing, a material possession—to remind her of her grandfather and their special relationship. Lots of people in the world lost everything they had—people who lost their homes to tornadoes and hurricanes, fires and floods and wars. Earthquakes. She thought of the destroyed shops in Rome yesterday. Things weren’t important: people were.

Just looking around this cavelike room at her strange little group gave Laura all the proof she needed. The main thing was that they were all okay. If she gave Mercury the two star sapphires and he took them away from this world forever, then maybe the battle he’d talked about could be averted. There’d be no more earthquakes and fires. The ash cloud would lift, and they could all go home.

Laura heard a flapping of wings, and there was the hooded crow, soaring in through the hole in the ground and landing inches from her feet. In the blink of an eye Mercury stood over her. His downy shirt glistened with dew.

“I need to talk to you,” Laura whispered, and he knelt at her side. She sat up fully, feeling resolved. “I want to give the star sapphires back.”

“What?” Mercury cocked his head to one side. He looked puzzled.

“I want to give them to you, for you to take back to the other side.”

“I don’t understand,” he said. “These are yours. It is decreed.”

“I know, I know. And please know I’m very grateful and honored to be … to be chosen in this way. But not everyone wants me to have these. Isn’t that what you told me?”

He gave one of his twitchy bows, still looking puzzled.

“And because of that, all this is happening,” Laura went on.

Dan was stirring now, and Laura wondered if Maia was awake, and Sofie, and Kasper.

“But after the battle—” Mercury began.

“I don’t want there to be a battle,” she told him. “I don’t want to go through my life afraid that there might be a volcanic eruption, or an earthquake. Or that everyone I know will be struck down with an illness, or that there might be some kind of battle taking place, just because of me having these two stones. I think they’re too powerful and too dangerous to be carried around on earth by a—well, by a mortal like me.” She swallowed, summoning up the nerve to continue. “They belong to Minerva, and I want you to take them back to her, where no one else can ever defile or steal or use them. Is that possible? For you to take them away, I mean? To the other side?”

“Perhaps,” he said. “But you …”

“I mean it,” she said, looking into the dark beads of Mercury’s eyes. “Wouldn’t Minerva think that’s the wise thing to do? To take them out of the hands of mortals and rival gods and whoever else is after them?”

“You don’t want the power she offers?” Mercury cocked his head to one side again and squinted at her.

“I don’t think that anyone here on earth should have the power of Minerva,” Laura replied.

Mercury stood there silent, considering her words. Finally he spoke.

“I will do as you ask,” he said, bowing his head. “But you must carry them for me until we reach the Pantheon. Minerva wishes no one on earth but you to have the stones.”

“The Pantheon—that’s how you’ll get back? To your world, I mean?” Laura asked, and Mercury nodded.

“It’s the only way,” he said. “But I must wait for Jupiter to send more rain.”

“You can’t just fly there?” asked Laura. She was conscious of the others all awake now, everyone sitting up, everyone listening.

“Birds can only fly so high,” he told her, with the hint of a smile. “Where I must go is beyond the sky. It is another world, another sphere. It’s impossible for you to understand, because no mortals will ever see it.”

Dan stretched and leaned forward, pushing hair out of his eyes. His injured eye didn’t seem quite so swollen today.

“Well, I guess we’re going back to the Pantheon,” he said, looking at the others. Everyone began getting up, stiff and awkward, still not speaking. Watching Mercury.

“I will fly ahead, if I can,” Mercury said to Laura. “But there are many dangers, and you must be careful. The sisters will tell you what to do.”

“The sisters?” said Laura and Dan at the same time. Mercury twitched his head, darting a glance over to the corner where Sofie and Maia were dusting themselves off.

“You two are sisters?” This was Kasper, sounding incredulous. Laura was in shock, too.

“There are seven of us,” said Sofie, looking smug. “We hardly ever see each other. We live in different places and we usually work alone.”

“Which I prefer,” said Maia, flashing Mercury a hard look. “Especially when some of us keep changing our names all the time, and can’t keep our mouths shut.” Then she looked over at Sofie.

“Electra is a stupid name,” Sofie complained. “Everyone would laugh at me at school. Germany is not Russia—everyone is much more fashionable.”

Maia and Electra. Seven Sisters. Laura couldn’t believe she hadn’t realized before. So that was why Maia had asked Sofie what she called herself. Why they were always whispering and bickering.

“The Pleiades,” Laura murmured to Dan. “They’re two of the Pleiades!”

“I thought they lived in the sky,” he whispered. “And were, like, stars.”

“These two live in Germany and Russia, apparently.”

“So,” Dan said to Maia. “I’m confused. Are you coming to our school next semester or not?”

Maia sighed.

“Please,” said Mercury, backing toward the tree ladder in short, precise steps. “Listen to them. Do as they say. If Jupiter is willing, we will meet again at the Pantheon. Be aware of the danger outside.”

“What kind of danger?” Kasper asked, his voice husky.

“The battle we spoke of,” Mercury said, nodding at Laura.

“Yes?” she said.

“It’s already begun.”

*  *  *

From the hillside above their pit, all they could see was the roiling ash cloud, dark and angry today, and the smoke and flames of fires all over the city. The second earthquake, Laura thought. As the group made their way down the hill, she kept glancing at Maia and Sofie. They were sisters—and they’d been with her the whole time for a reason. To look out for her, to keep her safe. That’s why Maia had been so concerned with who else could “help.” Laura felt a rush of gratitude toward them.

Before they’d climbed the tree ladder, they’d borrowed the penknife from an apologetic Kasper. Maia had cut a small slit in the outer layer of Laura’s waistband, and slid the bracelet in. Laura could feel it now, a little lump against her ribs. The other stone Maia wrapped in a ripped piece of tissue, and wriggled it to the other side of the waistband, so there was no chance of the stones bumping together. There was no way to close up the hole, they’d feared, until Sofie proffered a piece of chewing gum. Disgusting, Laura thought, but so far it seemed to be working.

The sisters walked side by side, with a pensive Kasper following and Dan and Laura in the very back. Occasionally, Laura’s hand would brush against Dan’s, and they would exchange a kind of secret smile. Laura felt grateful to him, too.

Before they reached the Colosseum, Maia turned to give them the briefest of warnings and explanations. Neptune was lined up against Minerva and her allies, she said; he controlled horses and creatures of the sea, so they had to be ready to fight them. Except for dolphins, apparently: they were part of Apollo’s domain, so they could be trusted.

“Dolphins?” Kasper asked, wide-eyed. “You’re saying we don’t have to worry about dolphins?”

“They’ll be fighting,” Maia explained. “But they won’t attack us. Just keep out of their way.”

“Snakes and wolves won’t attack us, either,” Sofie added. “Apollo commands them also.”

“What about the snakes in the fresco in the church, when you were getting attacked?” Laura asked.

“They were biting the leg of the man,” Sofie explained. “Did you think Kasper alone saved me with his big punch?”

By the deflated look on Kasper’s face, it was clear that was exactly what he’d thought.

“Remember that dogs and vultures are bad,” Maia went on. “They’re all under the command of Mars. And Juno commands lions and peacocks.”

Laura nodded, trying to keep everything straight.

“And watch out for the mermaids,” said Sofie, squeezing Kasper’s arm. “They are the worst. Really, I hate them. They are just spiteful show-offs, and they are all over Rome, in almost every fountain, with all this hair and tail and thinking they are something special. Be careful, Kasper.”

“Kasper will be all right,” said Maia. “It’s Dan I’m more worried about.”

Dan looked annoyed, and started blustering about how he was superfit, ready to fight, and not scared of anything.

“I know all that.” Maia looked unimpressed. “But Kasper has the protection of Odin. Around his neck.”

Laura spotted Kasper’s amber pendant, and another piece of the puzzle clicked into place. Kasper smiled, touching the animal with a kind of reverence.

“Odin’s not a Roman god,” Dan complained, still sulky. “He’s, like, Norse. So now suddenly it’s a pan-ancients thing?”

“Don’t worry—I will help you,” Sofie told Dan, and Laura wasn’t sure if she was being truly helpful or snide.

“And don’t forget,” said Maia, “the seagulls. Some of them are harpies. And, no, I don’t know which ones. So fight anything that gets too close, okay?”

“Jack was right,” Dan muttered to Laura. “This is the worst school trip ever. If our parents knew we’d be fighting random seagulls and statues, they’d sue the Department of Education.”

By the time they got to the road encircling the Colosseum, Laura felt her stomach drop with horror. She realized neither Mercury nor Maia had been exaggerating. The streets of Rome were a battlefield.

The long avenue that ran through the Forum, so quiet and dark last night, was thronged with people fighting. But not fighting each other—fighting the monuments. Fighting the fountains and statues of Rome. These creatures, apparently free from their stone moorings, were all roaming the streets, ferocious and alive.

A giant stone horse galloped down the road, teeth bared: It knocked over two policemen who didn’t jump out of its way in time and then trampled a line of parked motorcycles, crushing the metal under its enormous hooves.

Carved dolphins, their faces twisted in grotesque anger, squirmed along the ground, snapping at shins and ankles, taking out the tires of an abandoned ambulance with a swish of their heavy tails. They won’t hurt us, Laura reminded herself, even as she felt a swell of fear.

Stone bees swarmed, hitting rather than stinging the scattering crowd, surging up and down the street like a tornado of hail. Four nymphs in draped robes, their faces as serene as ever, pushed a food vendor’s van over and chased its terrified owner down the road.

A hooded crow—Mercury? Laura wondered—flew overhead, cawing at the group, doubling back to make sure they were following. Laura stumbled, distracted by a stone Cupid, perched on the back of a bucking horse. The statue was pulling arrows from a miniature quiver on his back and firing at any seagulls in close range.

“Stay together, everyone!” Dan shouted, but Kasper had grabbed onto another stubby stone horse and was trying to jump on.

“Horses bad!” Laura shouted at him, but maybe he thought he was invincible with his amber pendant.

“I’ll clear a path,” he yelled, clinging to the stone ridges of the horse’s mane while it screeched and bucked in protest. “Follow me!”

“Give me a break,” Dan said to Laura. “Seriously, this guy is delusional. He thinks he’s the Norse god.”

“Would you stop obsessing?” shouted Laura, smacking bees away from her face. Real bees were bad enough, she decided; stone ones were monsters. “Watch out for that lion!”

A stone lion, almost as big as Kasper’s horse, paced toward them, back low, a great roar erupting from its carved jaws.

“I don’t know how to fight a real lion,” Dan said. “Let alone one made out of stone. Maybe these stupid bees will help.”

He reached into the air and grabbed a handful of the bees, flinging them at the lion’s head. Laura followed his lead, pelting the lion with the stone bees buzzing around her ears; they vibrated in her hand, their sharp-edged wings scraping her palms. But at least they didn’t sting. The lion flinched and recoiled, and they swerved out of its path, scampering away before the great carved beast had a chance to recover.

But their path ahead was blocked by a battalion of mermaids. Sofie was right: They looked evil. Balanced on curving tails, the mermaids spun around and around like whirling dervishes, the stone locks of their hair whipping anyone who ventured too close. Armed men in uniform, sprinting up the road in a line, fired at them, but all the bullets did was make dents in the stone torsos and tails.

The mermaids kept spinning—all hair and tail, as Sofie had complained—with their line spreading until it formed a barrier across the entire expanse of the avenue. Kasper’s horse reared and bucked until Kasper slid to the ground, wincing with pain. The horse galloped off, and Laura wasn’t sure how any of them would get through this line.

Sofie and Maia, the sisters, stood perilously close to the mermaids. Their heads—light and dark—bent together as they conferred, and then they both dropped to the ground, sitting on the asphalt of the road as though they were settling in for a protest. It took a moment or two for Laura to register what they were doing—using their feet to kick at two of the mermaids’ tails.

Sofie seemed particularly adept at this, slamming her feet over and over where the tail curved, until her mermaid toppled, crashing to the ground and scattering shards of stone across the road. Maia’s mermaid took a little longer to fall; it collapsed so close to Maia that on the way down one of the stone strands of hair knocked Maia hard in the face.

Maia fell back, clutching her jaw, and Kasper dove into the fray, groping around in the bouncing spray of stones until he emerged clutching something in his fist. When Dan pulled Maia clear of the debris, she was trying—and failing—to tell him something.

“She has lost a tooth,” Sofie reported, barely able to keep the glee out of her voice. “This is why I do not like the mermaids.”

Kasper held the bloody tooth aloft, and Maia grimaced. One of her bottom teeth was missing, and there was blood smeared across her face.

“Are you all right?” Laura asked, but Maia nodded, waving them forward.

“Come on,” said Dan, urging them all through the break in the mermaid line before the other mermaids—whirling even more furiously now—closed the gap. Kasper was already through, kicking at a strange-looking crocodile with long snapping jaws.

“This way,” said a voice in Laura’s ear, and she was startled to see Mercury there in the street, steering her by the elbow.

“Why aren’t you flying?” she asked him. Above the fray seemed a much better option than this wild obstacle course along the Via dei Fori Imperiali.

“Now it is too dangerous,” he said, jerking his head toward the sky. Dozens of birds were circling—crows, seagulls, starlings, blackbirds; their squawks and cries were audible even over the screams and roars, amid crashes of stone and popping gunshots, down here on the street. A nymph hurled herself at Laura and tore the pocket off her dress. Laura staggered back, clutching her ripped dress in horror. Thankfully, the waistband—and its chewing-gum buckle—was still intact.

“She’s looking for the star sapphires,” Maia told Laura, then shouted to the others. “Everyone, over here!”

Maia, Sofie, Kasper, and Dan formed a protective circle around Laura, and Mercury stayed by her side. The group walked on, managing to keep together and to avoid any major incident, though Kasper’s legs were both bleeding from his encounter with the crocodile, and Dan was rubbing his arm: He’d been walloped in the elbow by another nymph trying to grab Laura’s dress. Progress was slow with so many of them limping, especially with the bees swarming them and, for one terrifying moment, Kasper’s abandoned horse charging toward them—stopped only by a police van reversing into its path.

The huge marble monument on Piazza Venezia, usually as stately as an oversized wedding cake, was another field of battle today. Its statues of Winged Victories were hurling broken-off pieces of columns at anyone passing, and the bronze horses galloped headlong down the flights of stairs, chariots bouncing behind them. Laura was speechless, but also, somehow, entranced by the ludicrous spectacle of it all.

Mercury directed their group down small streets, where lion-head doorknobs snapped at them. Sofie had to use a trash can to smash a persistent bull door knocker into smithereens, just as it was about to lunge at Kasper. It would be a miracle if they reached the Pantheon, Laura thought. It would be a miracle if the Pantheon was still intact.

In the Piazza della Minerva, outside the “elephant church,” the elephant still stood on its plinth. But it was trumpeting and tossing its head, the obelisk on its back shaking from side to side. As they passed, the elephant gave an almighty bellow, and tossed the obelisk aside as though it were an annoying fly. The obelisk cracked and scattered over the ground, and they had to run to avoid getting hit by the debris. Laura could only hope the elephant wouldn’t come charging after them.

The sky darkened to a deeper shade of charcoal, and rain began to fall. This was it, Laura knew. Jupiter was sending the rain Mercury had asked for.

Mercury could leave Rome, and take the star sapphires with him. Now all they had to do was get to the Pantheon.
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The rain was persistent but still a drizzle rather than a downpour, enough to make the cobbles slithery. But not enough, Laura suspected, to create the thundering funnel of water Mercury needed to return to the other side.

The piazza in front of the Pantheon was quiet, all the shops and restaurants shuttered. It seemed months ago rather than days, Laura thought, when she’d taken the second star sapphire from her bag. She’d shown it to Maia—one of the Seven Sisters—there at the fountain, and the seagull—a harpy—had swooped down to try to steal it. Everything seemed different in retrospect, now that Laura knew the truth.

That day, the piazza had been crowded with tourists and shoppers, buskers and hawkers. Now there was no one near the fountain with its dolphins, snapping and writhing, tails flicking, defying anyone to get too close to them. Seagulls were flying overhead, their eerie cries like warning shots echoing around the empty piazza.

“Dolphins okay,” Laura muttered to herself, remembering Maia’s explanations. “Seagulls not.”

Today no one huddled around the granite columns of the Pantheon’s porch to take shelter from the rain. The vast bronze doors, the same color as today’s sky, were closed. Panic made Laura’s heart beat faster: What if the Pantheon was locked? She hadn’t considered the possibility of not being able to get in. They might have been able to climb up the ruins of the Golden House, but the Pantheon was huge. There was no way in for them but the doors. She looked over at Dan, Maia, Sofie, and Kasper, and she could see by the looks on their faces that they were thinking the same thing.

Mercury, his downy shirt ruffled by the wind, seemed unperturbed by the closed doors. He walked resolutely toward them and, as he approached, they creaked open, as though unseen hands were pulling them from the other side. Laura hurried through, Dan at her side, the others crowding in behind them.

Inside it was empty and quiet—no tour groups, no recorded announcements, just the sound of light rain falling through the oculus and pattering onto the marble floor. The stillness felt false and almost oppressive after the noise and chaos, the unbelievable sights and sounds, they’d encountered on the way here.

After they’d all crowded in, the heavy doors clanged shut.

“Now we must wait,” Mercury told them. There wasn’t enough rain yet: Laura understood that. She wondered if now was the time to hand over the star sapphires, or if she should hang on to them until the last possible moment.

Maia sank onto the floor and hugged her knees; her jawline was bruised. Sofie rummaged around in her bag for some water, then sat down beside her sister.

“Laura,” said Kasper, his face contrite, and still handsome despite a nasty graze on his forehead and red scratches down one cheek. “I must say sorry to you again. I was wrong to do what I did last night, taking the stones and running. I thought it was the best thing, but maybe it was the worst. Finding the mosaic was impossible, and then there was the earthquake, and now—this.”

Laura nodded, remembering the sight of Kasper’s stone horse coming at them.

“I think the battle today was always going to happen, one way or another,” she told him.

“It should be over soon, I hope,” Kasper said. “Then we can forget about what happened here today.”

Laura shot him a rueful smile. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget what happened,” she said. “Even if I wanted to.”

Kasper gathered her up in a hug and Laura hugged him back. When she spotted Dan a few feet away, frowning with irritation in Kasper’s direction, Laura couldn’t help but smile a little.

There was nothing to do at this point but recover from the battle scene outside, and sprawl around on the cool marble floor, watching the rain create a damp circle. Dan, though, couldn’t settle: He paced around, and more than once walked over to the big doors, shaking the handles to make sure they were locked. Rain was still falling, but it wasn’t heavy enough yet. Mercury was walking around as well, taking small precise steps and glancing up at the circle of gray sky visible through the oculus.

Laura stood up to stretch, and Dan sidled over.

“At least he doesn’t go to our school,” he muttered to Laura, nodding in Kasper’s direction, and she shook her head and smiled. Obviously he wasn’t going to let his grudge drop, especially if Kasper insisted on hugging her. “You didn’t have to let him off so easy, you know.”

“It’ll all be over soon,” Laura told him, though she was really telling herself. All they needed was some more rain, and this could end. Maybe it was getting heavier, or maybe it was her imagination.

A familiar cry sounded overhead—seagulls crisscrossing the sky above them, flying closer and closer. Laura’s stomach dropped. Of course, seagulls. The closed door wouldn’t keep them out, not when there was a gaping oculus open to the sky. She should have thought of that.

Maia was on her feet now, speaking in a slurred voice after the blow to her jaw.

“I thought this might happen,” she said, frowning up at the sky.

“What?” Dan asked.

“Harpies,” said Maia and Sofie in unison, exchanging grim-faced glances.

Mercury gave a strange little hop and launched himself into the air, transforming into a crow so instantly that Laura felt the way she always did when she saw it—as though her eyes were playing tricks on her. He flew in low circles around the big, echoing space, around the scant shower of rain splattering the floor. Kasper, who’d been sitting down, was standing up, rubbing his bruised knuckles. They all knew now what seagulls meant: nothing good.

“You’re the one with the star sapphires,” Maia told Laura. “They’re really going to come after you.”

“So you’re saying: Be ready to fight,” Laura said, hoping her voice sounded strong and brave, the opposite of the way she was feeling.

“Fight dirty. They will.” Maia cast a wary eye at the oculus, where the seagulls still swooped and cried, just outside the building. “We have to get them to the ground.”

“Those harpies think they are so clever,” said Sofie, contempt in her voice; she was staring up at the oculus as well. “They are just stupid monsters. We are the daughters of a titan.”

That was all very well for Sofie and Maia, thought Laura, but she and Dan just had regular American parents. And all Kasper had to protect him—aside from his height and strength—was a supposedly magical amber amulet that some monster could probably just wrench off his neck.

Sofie, Laura noticed, was brandishing Kasper’s flashlight/penknife in her hand. A good idea, Laura decided, wishing she had something on hand she could use in an attack.

“Nothing but brute strength for me,” said Dan, as if reading her mind. He didn’t sound very confident, either. “I hope they don’t decide to punch my other eye.”

“We should be like Roman soldiers,” Kasper suggested.

“Like, wear armor?” Dan asked snidely.

“No,” Kasper said, glancing at him. “I mean we should keep together, not spread out. That’s how the Romans fought, protecting each other.”

“So the enemy couldn’t divide and conquer,” said Maia, still looking up at the sky. “We stand in a tight circle, and when people are tired, they move inside the circle, and get ready to fight again.”

“We could use bags as shields,” Laura suggested. She wished she’d brought her backpack. Luckily, Maia, Sofie, Dan, and Kasper all had theirs. “If we get attacked from overhead.”

Dan lent her his bag and the three girls slipped on the backpacks so that they hung in the front, like rudimentary armor. They agreed that Kasper’s bag would be held aloft by whoever was in the center of their circle, to protect them from aerial attack. Laura, Maia said, should stand in the middle, sheltered by the others, to begin with, because she was the main target. When Kasper suggested that Dan be the one standing in the middle, because he had no “bag armor,” Dan got annoyed, and Maia had to shout over the boys to stop them from arguing.

“Be quiet!” she yelled, and everyone was startled: Maia almost never raised her voice. But it was instantly clear why she was shouting. Mercury, in his crow form, was cawing, his echoing cries raising the alarm, and two seagulls dipped into sight, entering the Pantheon through the oculus, followed by two crows.

Mercury’s troops, Laura thought. If only there were more of them.

“Take your positions now,” said Maia, calm again, and they all obeyed.

Another two gulls flew in, and another two, and then Laura lost count. She scuttled into the interior of their little fighting formation and hoisted Kasper’s backpack above her head for extra protection. She couldn’t see anything now, tucked away in the tight circle of bodies, but she could hear the rain slapping the marble floor, and, much louder, the throbbing shrieks of the seagulls. They were getting closer, their screeches ringing in her ears.

When they launched their first attacks, Laura heard rather than saw it—the whir of wings, the cries (from the gulls and from her friends on the outside of the circle), the incessant cawing of Mercury and his crows, the whack of a makeshift weapon smacking at a seagull.

Kasper’s backpack, brandished above her head, absorbed some of the impact of an attacking beak, but not all. Laura braced herself, flinching every time a bird thudded into the bag. It was taking all her strength to soak up the impact without dropping to the ground. She needed a different tactic—to be more aggressive. She remembered how she’d been able to fight the mugger yesterday. Maybe she wasn’t so meek after all.

Every time she sensed a bird was close, she pushed the bag hard, up into the air, trying to bat it away rather than let it get so close to her head. Hopefully she was hitting seagulls rather than crows: it was impossible to tell with all the noise they made. Her new tactic seemed to be working, and maybe, she hoped, she’d take one of those “stupid harpies,” as Sofie called them, by surprise.

“Laura out, Sofie in!” Maia called, and Sofie, panting hard and bleeding from her temple, squeezed next to Laura. There was no time to think, or to fear, anymore. Laura hesitated just long enough for Sofie to get a grip on Kasper’s bag, and then she wriggled into the outer circle, between Dan and Kasper. Before her eyes had even adjusted, a seagull flew at her head, its beak pecking at her skull.

“Ow!” she screamed. The pain was terrible, searing its way into her brain. How everyone else was managing to stay upright getting attacked like this was incredible.

“Tighten up,” Maia ordered the group when Laura took her place. Another seagull hurled itself at her, this time smacking straight into her backpack armor. Maybe it could sense the star sapphires, she thought, swiping at it wildly and coming away with a handful of white feathers. A crow swooped low, circling their group, and when another seagull dove toward Laura, the crow intercepted, driving the screeching white bird off course.

Laura had only the vaguest sense of Dan on one side of her and Kasper on the other, arms and legs hitting out, Kasper back in possession of the flashlight; it cracked every time it made contact with a gull’s beak. Another seagull soared toward her, its beady eyes fixed on her, and Laura—her legs shaking, willing herself not to duck—tried another new tactic: lifting her fist and punching it as hard as she could. The bird’s body felt tough as elephant hide under its downy coat, but it recoiled and flew away.

Laura could taste blood—her own blood, dribbling down her face. The air was thick with floating feathers and drifting ash, with the rain, heavier now, splashing up from the floor. Her feet were wet, and she ground her heels against the floor, telling herself not to slip and fall. She was hot and panting hard, and couldn’t make out how many gulls were still attacking them.

But she was doing it. They all were. They were staying upright, and they were fighting.

“Sofie out, Dan in,” shouted Maia, her voice clear and imperious. Unfazed as ever, Laura thought, with immense relief—when Maia started to panic, she’d know they were in real trouble.

“No way!” Dan shouted back. “I’m just hitting my stride.”

He grabbed a seagull’s wing and tugged it so hard, dragging it toward the ground, that the seagull let out a blood-curdling scream, sounding more like an enraged woman than a bird. And then it—she?—was an actual woman, standing on the ground in front of them. Dark hair and eyes, in a white dress or robe; Laura could barely see. So this was a harpy, like Serena at the hostel. And also like the dark-haired woman who tried to mug Laura at the Trevi Fountain.

Face contorted with rage, the harpy leapt at Dan, clawing at his face. Laura remembered Maia’s exhortation to fight dirty, and she grabbed a handful of the harpy’s hair, wrenching as hard as she could. The harpy’s head jerked back, and her scream was so angry and piercing, Laura almost let go. Another seagull was zooming toward her, but Kasper was reaching for it, grabbing one wing and hurling it to the ground.

“Hit it,” Laura encouraged Dan, holding the harpy’s hair.

Dan hesitated. “I can’t hit a girl.”

“They are not girls!” shouted Sofie, wriggling in next to Laura. “They are harpies, and they want to kill us.”

“Okay.” Dan took a breath and then swung at the harpy’s pointy face, making contact.

Black and white feathers were everywhere—stuck to Laura’s bleeding face, trapped under her fingernails, drifting in the air. All but one of the crows lay dead or injured on the ground. And too many of the gulls around them were turning into dark-haired harpies, each one more ferocious than the next.

Laura and the others were fighting almost back-to-back now, punching and kicking. While Dan tried to wrestle a harpy to the ground, Laura wriggled close to Maia: A sneaker in each hand, Maia was walloping the ears of another harpy who shrieked in pain and outrage.

“Get her down flat,” Maia ordered, and Laura pushed on the harpy’s strong shoulders. Finally, the harpy’s knees buckled, and Maia leapt on her, shoving the harpy’s torso onto the marble floor. At last Laura understood what Maia meant. As soon as the harpy’s shoulders hit the ground, her body dissolved into nothingness. Just like the seagull that day in the cemetery, shot down by the Cupid on the gravestone. When the harpy’s body hit the ground, it couldn’t survive.

“Get them to the ground!” Maia shouted, and the thrill of adrenaline coursed through Laura’s body. They could do this: They could defeat the harpies. They just had to get them to the ground.

In the whirlwind of ash and feathers and splattering rain, it looked as though there were still four harpies fighting. But four harpies equaled about ten normal people, Laura decided, glimpsing one bulldoze Dan to the ground. Mercury still flew around overhead, cawing: If only he could fight! They could do with a few dive-bomb attacks on some harpy’s head right now.

Instead she had to resort to pulling the hair of the harpy pummeling Dan. Fighting like a girl, Laura thought sardonically—well, she was a girl, an ordinary girl, not one of the Pleiades, or a demigod, or a monster, and anyway, it seemed to work. The harpy fell to her knees with a roar of rage, and Dan rolled free of her grip. Laura managed to jump on the harpy, pushing her until her back hit the marble and, just like that, she dissolved into nothingness.

“Three more!” shouted Laura. There was blood running down her hand as well, and her skirt was torn—but she could still feel the stones secured in her waistband, pressing against her every time she breathed out.

“Serena,” Dan said, his voice cracking with exhaustion, and they both faced the woman who’d seemed so nice, so pleasant, so helpful back at the hostel. Now she was revealed in her true form, an enraged harpy: Her once-pretty face was twisted and grotesque, her eyes bulging, her nose sharp as a beak, her forehead red and scabbed from the fight outside the hostel with one of Mercury’s hooded crows.

She lunged for Laura’s neck, managing to make contact even as Sofie pummeled her in the belly. Serena’s hand gripped Laura’s neck, her twisted face so close that Laura thought for a moment the harpy might try to bite her. Although she was choking, Laura fought back, tugging at Serena’s clawlike fingers, but she didn’t have the strength to wrench the harpy’s hands away.

Then Sofie’s face loomed, shoving the small flashlight into Serena’s gaping mouth until the harpy flung her head back, unable to breathe. Her grip on Laura’s neck loosened, and Laura pushed her away as hard as she could. Maia was there as well, whacking at Serena until she fell back onto the marble floor.

“No!” Serena screamed, but it was too late. Her body dissolved into nothingness, her angry screech still echoing in the air.

Then there was silence—or quiet, more accurately.

Laura, on hands and knees, could hear everyone panting and heaving, completely spent. She could hear the rain falling. She could hear Mercury’s caw, and the rhythmic flap of his wings, and then even that stopped; he must have landed, she thought. The fight was over. They’d beaten the harpies.

“Is everyone okay?” Maia called. The others nodded. Dan reached out a hand and squeezed Laura’s shoulder.

But now she could hear footsteps approaching and her heart started thundering: not another one! She didn’t have the strength left to fight anymore. She didn’t think any of her friends did, even if two of them happened to be Pleiades.

“Laura,” said a soft voice, and she raised her head, exhausted and relieved.

It was Mercury, no longer in bird form, holding out one of his slender hands. Laura clambered to her feet, spitting out the feathers and ash clogging her mouth. Rain poured through the oculus now, splashing down onto the marble floor in a heavy curtain of gray. She gazed into Mercury’s black eyes, and he nodded: It was time.

Laura plucked the sticky piece of gum from her torn dress and retrieved the stone wrapped in tissue, placing it in Mercury’s left palm. His hand closed around it. Then she squeezed her bracelet out of its hiding place, holding it by its broken chain, gazing at her grandfather’s blue-gray star sapphire one last time.

“Sorry, Grandpa,” she whispered. She thought of her grandfather’s eyes, and his smile—things she’d always carry with her, in her heart, whether she had the stone or not. “I have to let it go.”

Mercury held out his right hand, and she dropped the bracelet into it.

“The goodwill of Minerva goes with you,” he said, twitching his head at her in one of his jerky bows. Then he stepped into the whorl of rain and stared straight up at the oculus, silvery water beating onto his upturned face.

Did the gods see him? Laura wondered. Was this ancient oculus still their eye on the world? Just because Romans have deserted their gods doesn’t mean that the gods have deserted Rome.

This time when Mercury’s feet left the ground, he didn’t turn into a bird. He remained as he was, a boy soaring through the air, arms at his sides, drawn through that waterfall of rain to that unknown place where he and Minerva and the other ancient gods roamed. He was taking the star sapphires, Minerva’s eyes, away from this world, to a place where they could no longer be stolen. Laura wondered if the stones would simply dissolve into dust, or if Minerva would cast them into the sky as a new constellation of stars.

In the blur of rain thundering through the Pantheon’s oculus, Mercury disappeared. The last thing Laura saw of him was the feathered wings on his heels, jet black and glistening, soaring up to the world beyond the sky and beyond the stars, the sphere that no mortal would ever see.
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When a sudden strong wind from the east blew the ash cloud into the sea, the people of Rome returned to their homes and businesses. Everyone began putting the city back together again. The earthquakes that had followed the volcano’s eruption had damaged many of churches, palazzos, and ancient ruins. Outside the church of Santa Maria sopra Minerva, the stone elephant still stood on its plinth, but the ancient obelisk that had once stood on its back now lay in a hundred shattered pieces.

One of the strangest discoveries was the fragments of many of Rome’s fountains and monuments, scattered across the Via dei Fori Imperiali. Bees from the Fontana delle Api, dolphins from the Fontana del Tritone, nymphs from the Fontana delle Naiadi, mermaids from the Fontana del Nettuno—shards and smashed chunks of these were found all over the great avenue that ran the length of the ancient Forums of Rome. The horses from the Trevi Fountain were discovered near the Column of Trajan, lying on their sides, as though they were sleeping in a field.

Nobody had any idea how any of these figures were ripped from their stone moorings, or how they ended up so far away from their original homes. The police and firefighters and medics, the soldiers who’d patrolled Rome after the volcanic eruption—none of them remembered anything. The city had been under a spell, some people said. The ash cloud descended and then it disappeared, and now Rome seemed to be waking up from a very bad dream.

The Fiumicino International Airport was jammed with tourists eager, after the cancellation of three days of flights, to leave. Not long after the volcano erupted, many visitors to the city had come down with a mystery virus, sleeping through the earthquakes and whatever had taken place in their violent aftermath. Everyone was recovering now, and they were eager to make their way home to their own countries, their own towns, and their own families. They crowded the airport terminals with long, snaking lines and heaped baggage carts.

The Riverside High School group was there as well. Curious observers might have noticed that some of the students herded by the three dazed-looking teachers bore the scars and bruises of recent injuries. One boy was limping so badly he could barely walk. Another boy had a black eye. And one of the girls had bandages on her arms and legs.

The girl was Laura Martin, and she was crying. Not from the pain of her injuries—things stung and ached, but everything would heal quickly, she was sure. Jack and Dan would be okay as well. She was thinking of what had happened earlier that day, their last in Rome.

She and Dan, along with Kasper, Sofie, and Maia, had crept out of the hostel as soon as the sun rose. The sky was blue, with no trace of ash cloud or rain.

This morning they had decided to make one final pilgrimage as a group to the Trevi Fountain, to throw coins into its pale blue waters, and make the wish all travelers made there: to one day return to Rome.

Maia had been skeptical, of course.

“It’s just a superstition,” she pointed out on the walk there, and Laura couldn’t help laughing out loud: It was kind of rich for Maia to talk about “superstition” when she and Sofie were two of the Pleiades, seven sisters who were mythological beings rather than actual human girls. Or, at least, they were human but were also—what was it Sofie had said? Daughters of a titan?

At the fountain they lined up, five in a row, with their backs to the burbling water. As they’d approached, Laura stared hard at the fountain, to make sure nothing was moving this morning, but all of its beings and creatures, shells and seaweed, looked reassuringly frozen and carved. Several other tourists were there as well, posing for pictures, throwing coins. An old man sat on one of the broad steps, drinking coffee and squinting into the sunshine. Maybe he was happy to see the sun out again at last, Laura thought. He reminded her of her grandfather, drinking his morning coffee on the back steps of his house, smiling face raised to the sky.

The water was a serene blue, the sun glinting off the coins scattered below the surface. Two policemen patrolled, reprimanding a boy when he started climbing onto the fountain’s lip, as though he were planning to jump in. That was all the police had to worry about now, Laura realized, smiling again: Someone climbing into the Trevi Fountain.

Dan squeezed in next to her, nudging Kasper out of the way.

“You think he’s going to kidnap me and take me back to Denmark?” she whispered to Dan.

“I can fight harpies,” Dan murmured back. “I can take him no problem.”

“I will count to three and then we will all throw,” said Sofie. She was on the other side of Kasper, of course.

“Should we sing the song?” said Maia, in what almost sounded like an impersonation of Woody, and Laura burst out laughing. She was laughing so much she didn’t even hear Sofie’s countdown, and only threw her coin when she saw Dan chuck his.

Maia was right, of course. It was just superstition. Throwing a coin into a fountain was a symbolic gesture. Laura realized she might not return to Rome until she was older; she might never return at all. Maybe none of them would.

Kasper was about to rejoin his school group and fly to Copenhagen. Though he kept telling Laura and Dan to visit him, and to bring Jack along as well, Laura suspected they wouldn’t see each other any time soon. Sofie was going back to Germany, she said, and maybe she would see them again, maybe not.

“Maybe I come to America on holiday,” she said, looking as though she had no intention of doing any such thing. “Maybe I get sent there, when one of my sisters needs help.”

Maia raised an eyebrow.

“So, you’re not coming to our school this fall, are you?” Laura asked her, and Maia shook her head. “Was that just a … I don’t know what you call it. A cover story?”

“You should hope you don’t see me again,” said Maia. “You should hope you don’t see either of us. When one of us turns up, it usually means there’s some kind of trouble to deal with.”

“But Denmark is very close to Germany,” Sofie hurried to tell Kasper, flashing him her most winsome smile. “I can go there on the train, any time.”

Back at the hostel, when they’d all brought their bags down to the lobby and handed their keys to Agent Orange, who looked grumpy about being back at work, Sofie said her good-byes. She kissed Dan and Laura good-bye, once on each cheek, and she kissed a bemused Kasper at least six times, and made him write down his address for her. Maia didn’t kiss anyone. She waited until POTUS had talked to her parents—her real parents? Laura wondered—on the lobby phone, then walked outside to a car with tinted windows that had reversed down the narrow lane. It would take her to Naples, she said, where her parents would collect her.

Laura wanted to ask her if that was really going to happen, or if she’d been summoned for another mission. But there was no time to ask anything. Maia nodded her head at Laura, in a sort of brisk dismissal, and opened the car door.

“Maia!” Laura called from the doorway. “Good-bye and—thank you!”

Maia paused, one foot inside the car. She looked puzzled. Maybe nobody had ever thanked her.

“I hope I do see you again,” Laura said. She would miss Maia, and her odd, know-it-all, capable ways. They could have been friends at Riverside High. They could have been weird together. “Anytime you need a hand, you know. Get in touch.”

The beginnings of a rare smile flickered on Maia’s face. “Okay,” she said. “I just might do that.”

Laura stood in the doorway while the car drove away, until Dan told her the rest of the kids from their school were on their way downstairs with all their bags.

“I asked Kasper to go up and help Jack,” he said. “If he’s the Son of Odin or whatever, he can carry Jack down with one hand.”

“You are so ridiculous,” Laura told him, rolling her eyes, but she didn’t mind when Dan grabbed her hand and didn’t let go.

She didn’t cry when Sofie left, or when Maia left, or when Kasper left. But at the airport, with BOARD NOW flashing by their flight number, and Morgan dumbstruck when she saw Dan—OMG, Dan Sinclair!—holding Laura’s hand, Laura felt a sudden gush of emotion, impossible to repress.

In Rome she’d met one of the ancient gods, Mercury—that crosser of boundaries, the lord of transgression and of travelers, the god of dreams. He’d called her by name, watched over her, tried to protect her. As long as she lived, Laura would never forget him—just as she would never forget her grandfather, who had done just the same, really, in a different life, a different world.

And what her teenaged grandfather had begun in Rome all those years ago, she’d finished in Rome, returning the star sapphire he’d taken, making things right again. If he were still alive, he’d know it was the right thing to do. Wherever he was now, she hoped he was watching, and that he knew that she’d always love him, even if she had to give his precious last gift away.

Laura boarded the plane as though she were walking in a dream, thinking of Sofie and Maia and Kasper off on their own adventures, and Dan staying close to her. Wherever the future took them, Laura knew they would never forget one another. How could she ever forget the past few days in Rome, when the gods raged, birds fought one another in the sky, and stone creatures came to life to do battle? After all these years of studying the ancient world, Laura had learned more than any class or book could ever teach her. At last, she thought, she knew what it meant to step into an eternal city, beyond any limits of world or time, an empire without end.
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