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She walked down the narrow, cobblestone road struggling with the baskets of food.  She tightened her veil around her shoulders against the catcalls of the village's men.  Her face became a stony blank, as still as her thoughts, as each leering comment caused her heart to harden.  She reminded herself that though a rock never hates, it can destroy a person beneath its silent weight.

This young woman named Galatea turned the corner, and the crowded buildings opened up to new construction.  Sadness and horror still lingered in this part of town.  Most of the rubble had been cleared away after the earthquake, but more still remained.  

"So strange..." the people had whispered when the rumbling had stopped.

"Unnatural..." others would whisper back.

The only major damage sustained by the village was the collapse of the unfinished temple, which was to be dedicated to Ares.

"The gods are not pleased..." they concluded.

Once, long ago, they thought to make their village a military stronghold, a defensive point against enemy attack.  The enemy never came, though, and neither did the army.  The hopes for war boats were replaced by fishing boats.  The hills were no longer vainly searched for bronze to pound into swords and breastplates, but quarried instead for high quality marble and granite, finer than any found anywhere else in the world.

The men of the village - the priests and the elders - now gathered around the ruins of Ares's temple to decide what to do.  Included in this group was Galatea's uncle, a man named Nikomedes.  Of all the fine materials cut from the earth, her uncle's quarry was the finest.  The town decided that it should be his stone that was used to rebuild on the land where the temple once stood.

Her uncle turned from his discussion to faintly acknowledge her.  He motioned towards where she should lay their meal.

Galatea placed the lunch basket on the remains of the steps.  She pushed back the drapes of her blue veil to free her arms, taking her time to set out the food so she might listen in.

"Ares has abandoned us," gruffed a town councilor, resting his hands on top of his wide belly as he watched Galatea.

It did not matter that she shrouded herself beneath swathes of cloth.  It did not matter that every time she stepped into public, she covered her head and her curly, black hair, her ankles, her wrists... still they stared.

"No doubt!  The gods are jealous that we would continue to serve Ares when they have given us other gifts.  Because of man's sloth, we did not complete this temple, so they tore it down!" agreed another.

Her uncle rolled out plans drawn carefully on papyrus.  "Here is the temple as I would rebuild it.  Here is where we shall honor whatever god that you believe is tending to our village now that Ares has gone."

"To Poseidon!" shouted the first councilor.  "For he fills our nets with fish and treasures from the sea!"

"Do you think jealous Zeus would stand by if we were to pay homage to Poseidon, when it is Zeus who fought the Titans to give us our land and stone?" shouted another.

A single voice broke through the chaos.  It was a man named Adrastus.  His voice caused Galatea's blood to freeze in her veins.  He was like the black tipped sharks that swam in the sea, circling silently before striking for a kill.  He had been married once before, but his wife had died not long after their wedding night.  He swore she had eaten something that caused her throat to close and her breath to stop.  Rumors said there were fingerprints around her neck that were more likely the cause.  He was a man of cruel appetites.  He was hard to please and even harder to calm.  His gaze often fell upon Galatea, his hunger plain.  

"If Ares has left us, let us pay homage to his lover, Aphrodite.  Perhaps she can seduce him to return to our shores," Adrastus proclaimed as his stare at Galatea turned lecherous.  There was a murmur of agreement that rippled through the crowd.    

Galatea gathered the now empty baskets and stepped away, leaving the men to their lunch, grateful to be free of them.  She turned so she could not see Adrastus's golden-colored eyes on her.

A temple to Aphrodite, she thought.  She cast her face to the heavens as she prayed.  Aphrodite, we shall build you your temple.  I shall work my fingers to the bone to aid my uncle in this cause.  But only if, through your gifts, any couple that gains entrance finds such happiness and love that their roving eyes are stilled and never directed my way.  As long as men like Adrastus are matched with a deserving equal and never the likes of me.

*  *  *  *  *
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GALATEA STEPPED INTO the cool entry of her uncle's house.  The foyer ceiling was open to the sky where rainwater could fall into the golden-lined cistern set into the floor.  Around the edges were complicated mosaics of animals and flowers, images she had traced with her fingers since she was a small child.  She knew every inch and could draw each of them from memory.  The brightly colored walls were her canvas, given to her each year to paint as she pleased.  The inside of the house was a reflection of her.  It was given to her moods, her whims, her tastes.

She left the entry room through a wide doorway at the opposite end.  The house was a rambling, one-story building that circled a carefully tended garden.  There were fig trees for the living and rosemary for the dead.  All of the rooms of the house opened to this garden, and the breeze blew the scent of lavender and sage indoors.

She turned to the right and followed the red-tiled path to her studio.  She pushed aside the heavy material that hung in place of a door and tied it back.  The sun streamed in, illuminating the plain walls.  She had no need for color here.  The room was painted by her imagination every time she worked.  The floor was dirt, so she might chisel stone without a care.  And tall tables and benches lined the room, filled with her rasps and paintbrushes.  Peace and a sense of safety washed over her as she removed her outer veil and draped it on a nail stuck in the white plaster.  Her long, simple chiton, pinned at the shoulders and bound at her waist, gave her the freedom to move as she pleased.  

She walked to the center of the room, a surprising sense of relief settling upon her as she looked on her work in progress.  A wet cloth covered a statue of Ares she had been attempting to sculpt for weeks now.  Blocked and unable to decide on the shape of the statue, she had tried to create a maquette.  She smiled as she removed the cloth and stared at the face — that hated face.  With a mighty fist, she smashed the manlike figure of the god and pounded it down until it was nothing but a mound of shapeless clay. 

*  *  *  *
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SHE HEARD HER UNCLE come in several hours later, sighing heavily as he shuffled into the other room.  Nikomedes never stopped to see her, to check on the events of her day or see how she fared.  She did not mind.  She sat, shifting a warm, wet piece of clay from one hand to the other, listening to him as he stirred around the house.  He would need her talents for  the temple.  She wondered if he would come to her studio tonight to tell her of her assignment or if she would need to drag it out of him.

Her aunt had died long ago, along with her parents, trapped in a volcano's eruption.  As if fearful that showing displeasure over these deaths might signal to the gods he felt their divine reasoning unfair, her uncle had gone out to prove with desperate earnestness that his will and the gods' will were as one.

Nikomedes took over her father's house, her father's holdings, her father's quarry, everything.  She was allowed to keep her paintings and her sculpture.  In fact, he began using her talents to enhance his own work, bringing her marble chunks to carve that grew his own reputation.  Sometimes he told his clients she had assisted him.  Often, he did not.   

He entertained women not much older than she was.  They came and went.  He had married the last one.  It was said that she had grown bored and ran off with her lover, a man who drove a chariot.

Love, thought Galatea bitterly.  This is love.

"Uncle?" she called out, her voice battling with the twinkling water in the fountain and the birds settling in to roost with the sunset.  "Are you there?"

She heard him sigh, as if gathering
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