

[image: Girl, Goddess, Queen; Bea Fitzgerald]



To S1,

without whom there would be no light, no book and no me.




[image: A Note from the Author]
While this book is a work of fantasy fiction, it is grounded in many aspects of our world and addresses concerns about our reality. And, though it covers some serious topics, my hope is that it will ultimately be a fun and enjoyable read. To enable that, I want to give a brief summary of things in this book that might be emotionally draining or difficult to engage with, depending on your own lived experience. There are certainly topics I am affected by, some of which have been unpacked in the writing of this book, so if any resonate with you I send my love and best wishes. Be gentle with yourself, and please take care of yourself – whether that involves talking to a loved one, a trusted adult, a doctor or referring to another resource – and know that you are not alone.


	[image: ] This book contains discussions and references to rape culture and sexual assault. There are no graphic scenes of this content.

	[image: ] A character navigates war-related trauma and suffers undiagnosed PTSD.

	[image: ] A character experiences emotionally manipulative, coercive and abusive parental relationships. There is no physical abuse.

	[image: ] References are made to physical harm and injury. There are no graphic or explicit scenes of this content.






[image: ]



[image: Chapter One]
WHEN THEY ASKED ME WHAT I wanted, I said: ‘The world.’

‘And what would you do with the world?’ my father asked. His words were lined with sharp edges but I didn’t catch their threat until Mother squeezed my shoulder. Her fingers were too hard to be a comfort – a warning, perhaps? Or a threat of her own?

I stared from god to god, no one giving me any indication of what I’d done wrong. They had asked me a simple question. I had given a simple response. Now everyone watched me from the shaded porticoes of the megaron, their faces distorted in the reflections on the bronze pillars that ringed the throne hall. I had no idea what they wanted, no idea why everyone suddenly seemed tense. A few people glanced to my father, whose glower was so fierce he could have passed for one of his own statues.

I considered his question, my mother’s nails digging deeper with every passing second that I remained wordless.

‘I’d fill it with flowers,’ I decided.

A heartbeat as the words landed.

Then my father laughed. Long. Loud. The kind of noise that had me shrinking into my chair. The assembled gods joined in a split second too late.

I wanted to turn to my mother, to see if I’d answered correctly, but her hands held me in place, though her nails were less piercing.

She hadn’t let me out of her sight all evening.

‘It is good practice to be wary around strangers, my child,’ she had said. But these people weren’t strangers – at least not to my mother. They were her sisters and brothers, in arms if not in blood. They were gods she had known her entire life.

I’d wanted to know more, but ‘Don’t ask questions, my child’ was Mother’s favourite saying.

Still, at least all this ‘my child’ nonsense would stop soon. I was eight years old – or thereabouts. It’s hard to keep track when you’re immortal, and all the other gods had, until that point, been locked in a war against the lord of time, who shifted it about as he pleased.

But regardless of my age, it was my amphidromia, the day a child receives their name. And, as I was a goddess, I was also due to receive my domain – the aspect of the world that I would be responsible for.

‘Very well,’ Father said, rising from his throne. The laughing strangers fell silent at once. ‘Let it be so.’ He paused, the corners of his lips twitching as he took in the concerned expressions of the other gods, particularly the other members of the council who sat either side of him. They were his advisors, and now they nudged each other and whispered, keen to hear his judgement.

Then Father smiled, though nothing about it eased the tension. ‘Goddess of the flowers it is.’

My jaw dropped and my mother’s grip became vice-like once more, holding me back. She knew me well enough to sense I was just shy of screaming, my rage intensified by the confusion of having asked for something so large and received something so small. All my hopes, all my lofty ambitions crumbled away. But I kept my mouth closed and curled my hands into fists that I hid in the folds of my dress. My anger was not worth challenging the king of the gods.

‘And I name you … Kore.’

My eyes widened as the meanings of the name ran through my head: pure, beautiful maiden, little girl. Apparently that was all I would ever be to him.

‘Goddess of the flowers and of beauty –’ Aphrodite made an almost imperceptible noise of discontent before Father continued – ‘in nature.’

As the ceremonial fire was lit, I fought back tears.

This felt like a punishment.

And I had no idea what I had done wrong.

I’m thinking about my amphidromia now, while trying not to wince as Mother tugs my hair into place. My thoughts often return to it. There was a lot at play – and I’ve had years to unpack it bit by bit. But now my thoughts linger where they rarely have before: on the sea of faces lost in the shadows.

Mother told me certain things about them back then – things to keep me safe, but also stupid. Now that she’s told me more, the memory is drenched in fear.

So many people, all watching me. Two of the three courts gathered, gods from Olympus and Oceanus surrounding me. None from Hades, of course. I hadn’t been near that many people before, and I haven’t since. Now, in a matter of days, I’ll be married to one of them – and I can’t even remember them well enough to imagine who might be waiting for me at the end of the aisle.

According to everyone I know, it’s natural to be nervous before you are married, but no one has told me whether it’s natural to be terrified, filled with such abject horror at the thought that you can’t breathe properly.

‘Please hold your head still, Kore.’ Mother sighs, her fingers loosening the tangled mess of my hair.

My head is attached to my hair, Mother. Pull it and the head goes with it.

‘Put whatever sarcastic comment you’re thinking out of your head.’

In her weary words lies the echo of the lecture she’s given a dozen times: ‘Men don’t take sarcasm well, Kore. They take it as a challenge to their authority.’

I wonder if her lessons will ever sink in or if they’ll forever ring through my mind in her voice, oil on water, condemning my actions without helping me stop doing the things that so annoy her. The things that apparently make me undesirable.

I’ve tried. Fates know I’ve tried.

‘Demeter, are you sure you wish for such a tightly coiled look? The fashion now is much looser,’ Cyane says from the doorway, the only space left with Mother and I both crammed into my tiny bedroom. She is the nymph ordinarily entrusted with the important and arduous task of combing my hair, and, from the way she’s worrying at the edges of her own tightly coiled curls, I assume she’s quietly livid that Mother has decided to interfere on such an important day.

Gods forbid my hair looks a mess – the universe might end. Or curse shame upon my household at the very least.

I grit my teeth as Mother’s fingers catch on another knot.

‘Loose?’ Mother sneers, as expected. ‘What would that imply about her? No, a traditional look is best. She will look beautiful but still virginal, precisely what is needed.’

‘Yes, because if I don’t look virginal how will the fine suitors know that the girl whose name literally means chastity and who has lived her entire life alone on an island is pure?’

‘None of that today, Kore.’ Mother sighs again. The sound has become so common that my name feels odd without it.

Still, there’s something about hearing her sigh on a day like today that pulls at a cord in my chest. I’m disappointing her, even when I’m agreeing to the biggest thing she’s ever asked of me.

She puts the final pin in place. ‘There, you look just as beautiful as all the rumours claim.’ She holds a looking glass up and I take in her work: my thick, unruly hair pinned tight against my scalp, frizzy black strands already trying to escape. Hair aside, I try to see myself the way a stranger might, the way my future husband might – smooth olive skin and a long straight nose, thick eyebrows and hollowed cheeks. Eyes that are just a bit too big, too dark, that always look inquisitive and naive, like those you’d expect of someone named ‘little girl’.

She’s right. I’m beautiful. Of course I am. We’re goddesses. We’re all beautiful.

What I notice isn’t my beauty, it’s how defeated I look. Like I have resigned myself to my fate.

In other words, I look perfect.

‘We’ll have you a husband in no time,’ Mother chirps happily, setting the glass down. It clatters on the table a little too roughly and when she pulls her hand back I see it’s shaking. I don’t like seeing evidence of her fear that I won’t get a good match. Especially when I’m terrified of getting one at all.

I tug at the ridiculous dress Mother has forced me into: a monstrosity of lilac silk, draped and twisted again and again to hint at the body on offer while obscuring enough to keep my modesty intact. It’s less an outfit than gift wrapping. It’s also too long to be practical, trailing along behind me. Considering how shallowly I’m having to breathe, I suspect it’s been designed to stop me running away.

I nearly trip down the stairs following Mother to the kitchen. Cyane stays behind to tidy up but she must have been cooking before she joined us because the kitchen is steamy – worryingly so in a house made almost entirely of wood and several twisting trees – and the smell of bread is crushing in so small a space. Normally I’m too impatient to wait for the bread to cool down, burning my fingers as I tear it into chunks, but my dress is cinching my stomach so tightly that the very thought of eating is nauseating. My fingers fumble, trying to loosen the strands that tie it all together.

Mother swats my fingers away and straightens the bow instead. ‘You should always look your best for your husband.’

What would you know? You aren’t married, I want to scream.

‘Will he always look his best for me?’ I ask instead.

Mother jumps, glancing around like an Olympian could be lurking round the corner, like she hasn’t spent the last decade weaving intricate magic to bar the uninvited from our island. ‘Don’t say things like that, Kore!’ she scolds. ‘No one will believe that a woman who talks of attraction is virginal. Do you want people to believe you’re a whore?’

‘Well.’ I feign consideration, the naive little girl role I slip into for self-preservation. ‘If they did then no one would want to marry me. Maybe I would like that freedom.’

Mother’s face falls and she takes my hands in hers. ‘That’s not freedom,’ she says gently. ‘Men see a reputation as an invitation.’

‘But I don’t understand,’ I say, blinking vacantly though I understand perfectly well. ‘I thought you kept me on this island to keep me away from men. But now I have to marry one? Is sex okay then, if it’s with your husband?’

‘Yes, but only then.’

‘But you weren’t married when you had me.’ I furrow my eyebrows to really drive home my confusion. Remind me of how I was conceived, Mother.

‘That was before the goddess of marriage became queen of the gods. Rivers of Hell, I might not like Hera but at least she gained power somehow. She made marriage mean something, enough to bind even her own husband.’

Gods, not Hera as an example again. How is my stepmother the shining hope of marriage? My father forced her into it and they’re both miserable.

‘Hardly,’ I snort without thinking better of it.

‘Marriage is protection, Kore. A ring on your finger binds you to one man and that’s all the gods respect.’

‘Another man’s property?’ I sneer. I can’t stop myself now that I’ve started.

‘Yes,’ she snaps, mirroring the vitriol in my own voice. ‘By the Fates, Kore, I didn’t design this system, so stop blaming me for it. If I have to arrange a marriage to keep you safe then I will.’

‘I’m safe here. Why can’t I just stay on Sicily?’

‘Oh, now you want to stay here – funny, Kore, you’ve spent the last decade begging for me to let you visit other lands.’ She shakes her head but when she speaks again it’s without the bite of her anger. ‘You’re safe here because we’ve been lucky. The wards won’t last forever, and certainly not now you’re of age. Do you really think that if I had the power to keep you safe myself, then I wouldn’t choose to have you by my side forever?’

‘No, actually, I don’t.’

That’s not true. I know it’s not. But I want to hurt her.

It works. I see my words land, the wince across her brow, her outstretched hand faltering. I don’t even feel guilty when tears spring to her eyes. I want her to cry. I want her to feel a fraction of the pain the thought of marriage causes me. I want her to realize just how much I don’t want this.

Her hurt turns to anger in seconds. Good. I want her to shout so that I can scream. ‘For your entire life, everything I’ve done has been for your protection. Stuck on this island, begging charms and wards off the other goddesses, barely going to Olympus, rarely leaving – all to keep you safe.’

‘I never asked you to do that!’

‘And I did it anyway! Anyone else would be grateful, Kore. Every single god thinks they’re entitled to take whatever they want, and that includes you. The only thing gods respect is each other. Do you not see that marriage is the only way to protect yourself? I’m sure I don’t need to tell you the fates of other girls who thought they could survive alone.’

I don’t care, I want to snarl but my words falter on my tongue as I remember myself. There is no point in arguing and, worse, it could undo everything. All this time, I’ve been pretending I’m fine with this arrangement so she’ll lower her guard and give me the opportunity to escape, and here I am, pushing her barriers back up at the last moment for the sake of an argument I’ll never win.

I know my mother will never understand because what it comes down to is this: safety isn’t enough for me. I’d rather perish, rather be another tragic tale for a mother to use in warning, than become a long, drawn-out sigh in a hymn, an immortal life spent in misery.

But my safety – and my reputation – has and always will be my mother’s priority.

‘I know you’re scared,’ she says, her anger cooling at the opportunity for a lecture. ‘I know if you had your way you’d go off exploring the world, planting flowers, probably wearing a vastly inappropriate outfit and no shoes. But you can’t. The world is too dangerous.’

‘You can,’ I say quietly, defeat heavy in my voice.

‘Kore. I’m only going to say this once and you need to listen to me.’ She steps towards me again and strokes my cheek. ‘I love you, my dear, but you are not powerful. There are gods out there with untold powers and Zeus gave you flowers. How do you plan on keeping yourself safe with petals? Our lives are not the same. I’m one of the first gods, the goddess of sacred law, nature, the harvest – all powerful domains. Even then I’m not powerful enough to protect you, because Zeus gave all the more powerful things to men. By the Fates, when the war ended he awarded whole realms to the boys and one of them was ten years old.’

‘To be fair, you would never have wanted the Underworld.’ Too cold, too dark, too full of horrors.

‘That’s beside the point,’ she says. ‘The only way you get more power and carve some space for yourself in this world is by aligning yourself with a powerful man in marriage. Give the others something – or, rather, someone – to fear. Do you understand me?’

I swallow and my hands are trembling, but I manage to keep my expression neutral. I want to scream that she’s wrong but I honestly don’t know if she is and I think if I try to say anything I might end up crying.

‘I understand,’ I whisper.

‘You cannot stay a girl on an island forever.’ At least we agree about one thing. ‘I know you’re scared but I’m the goddess of vegetation. There is no place on Earth you could go where I would not be able to find you.’ I know that too. ‘You won’t be leaving us forever.’

I press my hurt down, push it to where all my fear and rage coalesces into an impossibly heavy nothingness.

‘You’re a woman now.’ What an arbitrary word. I don’t remember much of a transformation on my birthday but apparently the whole world saw one. ‘You’re too old for these tantrums. Promise me you won’t be like this when your father gets here.’

There it is. Her disappointment sucks the final dregs of anger from me.

My eyes fall to the floor. Even that is enough to hurt me. I stare at the orange tiles I might never see again, the home I’m leaving – one way or another. ‘Yes, Mother.’

‘You’re beautiful, Kore. And you’re wonderful, so accomplished, normally so obedient and gentle, so easy to love,’ she says pointedly. ‘Keep that up and any man would be lucky to have you.’

They’d be bloody blessed.

‘Are you only looking at Olympians?’ I manage.

‘Of course. I’m going to find you a good match. With an Olympian you’ll still be a part of this court. Besides, I don’t trust anyone under the rule of Poseidon to be the sort of man you marry.’

Right, because Zeus’s rule is so much better.

‘What about the court of Hades?’

Mother laughs sharply. ‘Hilarious, Kore. I know you think I’m sending you off to a fate worse than death but I wouldn’t send you to the actual realm of it.’

‘Okay,’ I say, not wanting to continue this conversation and cursing myself for even bringing it up. ‘Can I go see my friends now? Before Father gets here?’

‘Oh,’ she says, a little wary. ‘I really don’t want you to muddy your dress.’

‘Oh please, Father’s the one who made me the goddess of flowers. He can hardly be surprised by a bit of mud, can he?’

‘I’m the goddess of the harvest and you’ve never seen me with straw in my hair, have you?’

Yes, actually. Once. She was two bottles of wine into a ‘mothers’ evening’ with Selene and Leto. Mother loves inviting other goddesses over to regale me with horror stories about the men she’s protecting me from. They would gather round, tell me the worst things I’ve ever heard in my life and then give me tips for staying safe. ‘Don’t wear a gown if you have to travel,’ from Aphrodite. ‘Disguise yourself as a man if you can and at the very least travel as part of a group.’ Or Athena patting my head, telling me the places to hit a man to break free of him if, gods forbid, one ever made it on to the island and took me away. Hestia isn’t much older than me, but she would harp on about how it was always safest to stay at home – though admittedly, I assumed she’d say as much as goddess of the hearth. She’d say that if I ever found myself stranded I should march straight to the nearest palace or estate and request xenia, a bond of hospitality of her own creation that would make anyone there unable to hurt me without consequence. They could still hurt me, of course, but there would be consequences. Before xenia, men could do whatever they liked to those foolish enough to be unprepared for their advances.

‘I’ll be gone in a few days,’ I plead. ‘Who knows when I’ll next see my friends.’

‘You know I don’t like you spending time with those girls,’ she says, gnawing on her lip. ‘Oh very well, I can hardly say no, not with … everything else.’

Which I suppose means if she’s forcing me to bind myself to a man I’ve never met, then stopping me from talking to my friends is a moral line she’s unwilling to cross.

‘Cyane!’ Mother calls and the nymph appears at the foot of the stairs. ‘Go with her to the river, but if the girls start corrupting her I’m counting on you to stop them.’

Oh, Mother, they corrupted me long ago. And a good thing too, or I’d be heading off to my wedding night with no idea of what goes where.

‘Be back soon,’ she calls when I’m already halfway out the door. ‘Your father will be here in an hour.’

An hour. I can practically hear sand trickling through an hourglass – counting away my last moments of the only life I’ve ever known.
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I FEEL BETTER THE SECOND I’M outside. My ever-present itch soothes, calmed by the gentle hum of the flowers around me: carnations, snapdragons, crocuses, marigolds, fuchsias, the buttercups and daisies nestled in the grass. And that’s just in the clearing our cottage is tucked into. When I venture to the meadows, that feeling swells until I’m giddy.

Cyane is in front of me before I can take another step towards the nature calling to me. Her golden eyes search me for some clue to my unease, fine lines creasing the russet skin around them, which is impossible because nymphs don’t visibly age but apparently I’ve worried her so much I’ve caused wrinkles.

I want to break down in her arms. I want her to hug me and tell me it will be okay. Who knows when I’ll next have that? Whatever happens today, whatever choice I make, no option contains comfort.

Instead I smile. ‘I’m okay.’

‘I know it’s hard.’ Cyane rubs my arm.

‘Let’s get away from here,’ I say, in no mood to pretend she could comfort me and unwilling to risk tears again so close to the house. My whole life I’ve found it too small, something to run away from. Especially after seeing the impossible heights of the buildings of Olympus, built by gods of craft rather than desperate nymphs seeking to shelter a pregnant goddess in the middle of a war. The very roads in Olympus are gold, and our roof leaks. But now … now I’m not sure. I love it and hate it in equal measure.

We head through the grove and I let the smell of the pine and oak and cypress trees wash over me. I strain my ears for the humming insects and whistling birds. I glance around like if I look hard enough I’ll be able to take it all in, to carry it with me wherever I go.

‘Your mother argued with him, you know,’ Cyane says. ‘She pleaded for another few years. He refused. Apparently, there’s something of a competition for you.’

‘Great,’ I mutter.

‘The mythic Kore? Not seen since she was a girl, raised on a mystic island to keep her purity intact? You’re a legend among the other gods, and a prize above any other.’

I might be sick.

‘That’s good, Kore,’ she insists, her worried eyes flitting across me. ‘With everyone vying for you, your parents will be able to choose the best of the best. You’ll have a great match.’

That’s what all of this is for, right? All the accomplishments, the styling, the holding my breath and keeping my mouth shut. Be perfect, get a larger pool of options, increase your chances of a nice and decent husband.

Then keep being perfect to keep them nice and decent once you’re tied to them.

‘Why didn’t Mother tell me she didn’t want this either?’ I finally manage, guilt twisting in my gut. ‘I wouldn’t have fought with her.’

‘Yes, you would,’ Cyane says with a glance at the house. ‘Because you can’t fight with Zeus, can you?’

No, I can’t.

Even thinking about disobeying a direct command from the king of the gods has that ache in my gut swelling, a chasm inside of myself that I wish I could vanish into.

‘I think Demeter thought that if you believed it was her idea then it might feel easier for you.’

‘Nothing could possibly –’ I cut myself off. If we keep talking I’ll say something that will undo everything. Thankfully, that’s the moment we crest the trees and reach the river, where nymphs start squealing and rushing towards us.

Cyane is a river nymph too, a naiad, but one Mother favours. As a general rule, Mother doesn’t like nymphs very much. Their ethics don’t align with hers and that scares her.

But they also helped her when she first arrived here, scavenged tinder and helped her build a shelter. They made this island a home. I doubt Mother imagined she’d stay here after the war she fled was over, but I also doubt she imagined all the things the gods would do when they won, the things she’s protected me from by keeping me here.

I suppose she sees my friendship with the nymphs as a sacrifice, something she puts up with in exchange for keeping me on this island with no one else for company.

Eudokia and Myrrha reach me first, squeezing me and shrieking in delight.

‘Kore,’ Eudokia gushes. ‘Can you believe this is finally happening?’

‘Oh, I can’t wait to meet your man,’ Myrrha says. ‘I bet he’ll be gorgeous, all swollen muscles and glistening skin and wavy hair.’

‘I simply hope he is kind,’ I reply. What else can I say? Any agreement with them will get back to my mother and I’ll get another round of lectures about desire.

‘Come on, hope for more than that!’ Eudokia says, twirling her thin blonde hair round her finger wistfully. ‘I think he’ll have the most stunning eyes; they’ll be the colour of the sea and he’ll have hair the colour of the sun.’

‘So you want me to marry Apollo?’ I ask dryly. Eudokia has been going on about him since we were children.

Eudokia’s pink, sunburnt nose wrinkles. ‘I wish, but you can’t very well marry another child of Zeus.’

It hasn’t stopped gods before. There are even rumours that my parents are siblings, though they’re unfounded. My grandfather Kronos overthrew his own father to become king of the Titans and was so scared that someone else might grow up to steal his crown that he snatched children from the other Titans and swallowed them whole. Then he had his own son and decided to eat him too. But his wife, Rhea, tricked him and managed to smuggle their child, Zeus, away to safety. When he was older, Zeus tricked Kronos into throwing the other gods up. Kronos had used all his powers to freeze the children within time before he swallowed them. They came out perfectly preserved.

Baby Hera woke first, the woman who would go on to become queen of the gods. Months later, my mother and Poseidon, king of the court of Oceanus, gasped in their cribs. I think everyone had almost given up on Hades and Hestia when they finally woke screaming years later. The other gods had grown by then, and were weary with battle. Hades and Hestia were still children when the war ended and Hades was made king of Hell and Hestia goddess of the hearth.

I like Hestia, I do. But I kind of hate her too.

I think my father wishes she were his daughter instead of me. Goddess of the hearth and happy to be – she’d rather be home than anywhere else. Hestia asked my father to be allowed not to marry, and he agreed so quickly that when I found out I burned a meadow down in my rage. I’d begged for that, pleaded, and received only his laughter in return, his assertions that he’d already lost two daughters to eternal virginhood; another and the gods of the court would rage. It took all my talents with flowers to revive the meadow’s dead, charred remains. Hestia is who I could be if I just accepted my role in this world, never chafed against it. If I was just perfect.

And she’s not stupid either – she knows there’s power in the home. It’s just power that Zeus overlooked. Xenia is one of the most powerful bonds in the world, second only to an oath on the river Styx.

Hestia wanted power and she found it in what my father gave her – unlike me, too headstrong to think about being subtle.

‘Well, at least that means you can leave Apollo for me,’ Eudokia continues, unaware of the way I’m spiralling.

‘Why, so you can end up being another Daphne?’ I ask. Poor Daphne, turned into a tree to escape the predatory pursuits of Apollo. I’ll say many things about Mother, but the threats she’s protected me from all these years are very real. Daphne’s story was taught to me as a fairy tale – better to be a tree than defiled. That’s what passes for a happy ending in the court of Olympus.

Eudokia scowls. ‘Please, like you’d turn down Apollo.’

‘Besides, why was Daphne even on the bank if she didn’t want Apollo’s affections?’ Myrrha asks. My stomach turns.

‘Come on, we have so many other things to chat about! You must be so excited,’ Amalthea says. ‘Come, sit with us a while.’

It’s a beautiful day, the sun shining so hot the air ripples, the water and sky a shade of blue I’ve never been able to replicate in flowers. The breeze catches the scent of the ocean and everywhere I look there is life. The goddess of the harvest and the goddess of flowers trapped on an island with only nature spirits for company? It’s paradise.

I miss it already.

I never want to look back.

‘Do you know which gods your mother is meeting with?’ Amalthea asks.

I shake my head. ‘No, it’s not my place to know.’ A line, verbatim, from my mother’s mouth, though it sounds like something my father has said to her. ‘Besides, I’m sure Mother’s judgement in this is better informed than mine. Her choice will be far more sensible.’ That one’s all Mother.

‘A sensible choice,’ Eudokia jeers. ‘Do stop it. I want to know how hot the options are.’

Gods, I used to be so close to these girls. But that all stopped when I started saying I never wanted to be married and they said, ‘Oh, you’re just worried Demeter will set you up with one of those ancient gods. Don’t think about that! Think about the good ones you might get instead, like Eros.’ As though imprisonment in a marriage would be tolerable if the man controlling me had good cheekbones.

And: ‘But you’ll make such a good wife! And mother!’ Like the reason I don’t want to marry is that I think I’m lacking the skills to successfully do all that’s expected of me. Seeing it all laid out, every step of my life planned – it feels like horror. A very obvious trap.

And: ‘Of course you want to get married!’ This is one of their favourites, as though just by refuting what I say they can change my mind.

No alternatives. No understanding. Nothing.

And, if Mother has me terrified, they have me confused. They’re all so aggressively positive about sex that they think not wanting it makes you a freak, or at the very least a repressed prude. They can’t imagine a world where you’d say no and mean it.

‘Is it just the court of Olympus she’s looking at?’ Myrrha asks.

‘No,’ Eudokia tuts sarcastically. ‘Demeter’s going down to Hades to fetch a lava monster from the river of fire itself. Kore, make sure you bring an aloe vera nymph to the wedding.’

‘I didn’t mean Hades, obviously. Although, to be fair, some of the gods down there are –’

‘Terrifying? Depressing? More likely to stab you with a sword than with their –’

‘It’s just Olympus.’ I interrupt their squabble.

‘Why?’

Cyane jumps in. ‘Demeter was saying she had so many people interested that it was easiest to cut Oceanus out of the mix altogether. And … well, I think Zeus wants to keep a close eye on her. He wants her in his court.’

I might find his pettiness amusing if it weren’t ruining my life. I am forever suspect because as a child I asked for too much, threatened his authority, marked myself as something to be watched.

Knowing it’s only Olympians vying for my hand doesn’t make things better. Oceanus has always been the most consistent threat to our island given it surrounds it, waves crashing on the shore like it’s only a matter of time until the court swallows the place whole. If one of Mother’s horror stories did come true, I always imagined it would be an Oceanic god stealing me away. But Olympians are just as bad.

The very queen of Olympus, Hera, was made to marry the man who forced himself on her – my father. It’s not exactly a happy union but she’s the goddess of marriage so he can’t divorce her – though he can cheat on her, beat her, hang her in chains when she rises up against him, and make her swear on the Styx never to fight him again.

When I point this out to Mother – that perhaps the safety of marriage is not worth it, that being protected from many men for the sake of one is a risk all the same – she simply says one is better than many and, besides, she’ll marry me to someone far better than my father. She says that’s why she’s choosing and not me – because she made mistakes in her youth, my father included, and I must learn from them.

But she’s also jealous of Hera – despite everything – because Hera got a crown with her marriage. After the gods defeated the Titans, the Fates decreed that only one snatched by Kronos could rule. Father only considered the boys threats, and he attempted to appease Poseidon and Hades by splitting the world in three and making them kings of their own courts so they would never come for his crown. Never mind that Kronos chose six children, three of whom were girls.

As one of those girls, Mother has never forgiven the slight. Technically she’s an Olympian too. She’s even on the council of twelve, the body that oversees the courts. But she stays here with me most of the time. She says this is for my own safety but it’s also because as a single, unwed mother she became a social outcast the second Hera married Zeus and the goddess of marriage became queen of the gods. Mother’s friendships became something to be hidden in hushed whispers and quiet reconciliations away from Olympus.

Sicily is beautiful, but it’s a prison. For us both.

The nymphs are still speculating about potential suitors and I tune out, staring at the sun dancing on the river, the flowers that fill every inch of soil. If Father wants me married to an Olympian, does that mean he wants me on Olympus? The court is beautiful – huge arched gates open on to a city of palaces, golden roads winding between them, ambrosia so thick in the air you can taste it. Muses sing on the streets, the marble gleams whiter than the clouds, and the buildings sit atop bronze plinths. Everything is shiny and gleaming and perfect.

And then the acropolis! The whole court is on a steep mountain, but the higher up you go, the more you realize you’re not walking on stone any more. Beneath your feet are the stars themselves and there, where the very tip of the sky arches, is the palace of Zeus. I practically skipped up to it for my amphidromia, awed by all the beauty the court had to offer.

I haven’t thought about Olympus much since; my memories always linger on my naming ceremony.

But now I try to imagine living in the court, gods round every corner, and my heart pangs for something else. Trapped on this island, I’ve always wanted to see this world. I thought perhaps it might be the one thing that could make marriage bearable, if I married a husband who lived near snow-capped mountains or forests too thick to see through, near a desert maybe or a jungle – something different, something new, something so very of this realm I love.

Olympus is far from this world.

And I can’t remember seeing a single flower there.

‘Look!’ Myrrha gasps, pointing at the sky, and I know it’s too late. I know there’s only one thing she could be talking about before I even look up and see his chariot racing above us, four horses dashing their hooves against the air.

My father is here.
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I ALMOST COLLAPSE WHEN I REACH home. My suspicion that it’s impossible to run in this dress was correct.

‘Kore,’ Mother scolds when I burst through the door, rushing to me and soothing back strands of my hair. ‘What are you doing charging about like a raging bull?’

‘Father –’ I manage.

‘Oh Fates.’ Mother brings a worried hand to her mouth. ‘He’s early. Step back. Let me look at you.’

I do as she asks, taking in the spread she has arranged for my father’s arrival: feta-stuffed artichokes glistening in olive oil, dried chickpeas dusted with flakes of salt so large they catch the light, tarts with creamy cheese and pickled vegetables, flaky pastries with dollops of raspberry jam and a dozen breads with flowers baked into the top – decorative edible ones that I created because I thought they’d make my mother happy, flowers and domesticity in one.

But it’s all for show – Father won’t be staying to eat any of it. He’ll make a few withering comments, put me in my place and then dash off to pay attention to his favoured children or the future mothers of them.

‘All right, you look fine,’ Mother says to soothe herself. ‘But, Kore, you need to behave when he gets here. Don’t rile him up. I need to … Look, he’s going to want to marry you to the god who offers him the most cattle, or bows lowest, or, gods, I don’t even know what. I’m already going to have to push to choose someone who will treat you well. Don’t make him angry enough to spite you with a different choice.’

‘Yes, Mother. I’ll behave.’

I’m not an idiot.

‘Good girl,’ she says, pressing a kiss to my temple as the door slams open.

I wince at the noise. Father likes to be loud – everything about him is thunderous. He likes it best when his voice is loud enough to have people cowering. As he enters our home, the air itself tenses, crackling with the static of something other than his lightning. I fall to my knees as he enters, head bowed.

‘My king,’ I mutter, my voice echoed by my mother on her knees beside me.

‘Rise,’ he commands.

I keep my eyes glued to the floor as I do, wishing I could sink into the tiles. Mother edges forward, her shoulder brushing mine as she positions herself in front of me as subtly as she can.

He snorts. ‘You’ve done a decent job, Demeter. She looks somewhat tame.’

My cheeks flush with anger but I hope he mistakes it for an embarrassed blush.

‘Indeed. Now, shall we go?’ Mother asks.

He ignores her, and begins stepping round me in a long, languid circle.

‘Yes,’ he finally says. ‘I imagine we will get quite the offers for her. I’ve already had several in, trying to hedge their bets. Kore.’ He shouts my name like I haven’t been able to hear him, and I jerk my gaze up.

‘Father,’ I answer with a delicate nod of my head.

‘Are you looking forward to your wedding?’

What to answer? If I say yes he’ll sell me as a woman who’s up for it, who can’t wait. If I say no, there I am, being obtuse, refusing him.

‘I’m excited for my marriage, my king.’

‘Last time I was here you were begging me not to have one.’

I’ve done that so often I can’t even recall the specific time he’s referring to. ‘My highest wish remains as always to follow your commands. If you want me to marry then I am excited to do so.’

He hums his amusement. ‘And what else do you want?’

It always comes back to this. I’m not sure he’s angry any more, just satisfied to break a stubborn girl down into a subservient woman. Like if he crushes me he’ll be able to crush every person on the planet who ever challenges him.

‘What would you like me to want?’

His eyes start crackling, lightning racing across them, and he takes a step forward that has me jumping back. He laughs so loudly they must hear it on Olympus. ‘That, Kore. I want that – for you to never forget who has power here. When you’re on Olympus, making your husband’s house a home as a good woman should, I want you to remember that I’m the one who put you there.’

My teeth grind. ‘Yes, my king. Whatever you want.’

‘And you won’t feel sad to leave this place? To maybe even leave this world?’

‘I’m simply the goddess of flowers, Father,’ I say, relieved to be on familiar ground. He likes this, me making it clear that I am settled in lacking the power I once craved. ‘What more could I possibly offer this world?’

‘Excellent,’ he chirps happily, stepping back and turning to my mother. ‘Come, let’s get this over with. There’s a tournament in Ithaca I’d be awfully loath to miss.’

My mother turns to me. ‘I’ll be home soon, Kore,’ she says, her arms hanging limply by her sides like she wants to reach for me but doesn’t know if she can. ‘Finish your bridal quilt while I’m away and when we return –’

‘Now, Demeter,’ Father snaps.

My mother looks me in the eyes. ‘It’ll all be okay, Kore. Just be good while I’m gone.’

Then she leaves. I don’t get a final hug, a final kind word – or at least one not shaped for my father’s ears. I don’t get a proper goodbye.

And I don’t know when – or even if – I’ll see her again.

I wait until I hear the sound of hooves on the ground vanish as they race up to Olympus, and then I wait a few more moments just to be safe. Then I take a shaky breath and head outside.

Cyane is waiting just outside the door. She rushes up to me and pushes my hair out of my face, searching for a sign that something is wrong.

‘Dear?’ she asks.

I smile but it’s not so much a reaction as a reflex. ‘I thought I might pick some flowers for my betrothed.’

I was going to head down to the beaches and then to the groves, to say farewell to all the nymphs of this isle: the nereids, alseids, dryads, aurai, leimoniads and nymphs so specialized we don’t even have names for them. The thought of not hugging Syrinx one last time, of not seeing Egeria again …

But I know myself. And if I don’t do something now with this rush of emotions flooding through me I’ll push it all down and ignore it, and the next thing I know I’ll be married. If I’m going to do this, if I’m really going to disobey them all like this, then I need to do it now.

‘What flowers were you thinking of gathering?’ she asks.

‘Anemone and statice,’ I say without missing a beat. I gave flowers meaning in a vain attempt to make them more interesting, and the meanings for these two are hopelessness and sympathy.

Cyane frowns and I don’t want that expression to be my final memory of her. ‘I do not think your mother would be best pleased with that.’

‘I’m only joking. I was thinking daisies, freesia and gardenia.’ Purity, purity and more purity. What else would be suitable? ‘There are some in the meadow by the rockpool cove.’

‘That’s too far for me to stray from my stream,’ Cyane says. ‘Will you be okay to go alone?’

I nod and wrap my arms round her before I think better of it. ‘I’ll be back soon. I love you.’

If she thinks my display of affection odd, she does not mention it. Maybe she just thinks it’s because I’ll be leaving soon.

Although some of us know it will be a lot sooner.

‘I love you too, dear,’ she says, letting me go.

With that, I turn and walk away from the only life I’ve known. Once I’m out of Cyane’s sight, I run from it.

I can sense the flowers, though they aren’t the ones I told Cyane I was going to.

I think of my naming day and how I’d wanted more.

I still want more.

I love flowers; it’s true. I love them so much the thought of leaving them behind makes me want to reconsider this whole thing. I love the way they smell, the way they look, the way they change. Mostly, I love the way they make me feel, like I’m connected to something so much bigger than myself.

I have done the best with what little I’ve had. I’ve made flowers to please the eye and aid nature. I’ve made flowers in intricate shapes, constructions more complicated than the architects of Mount Olympus could dare hope to create. I’ve given flowers meanings, shaped them into language to make them more than anyone could ever have thought they would be.

I’ve given roses thorns and made flowers that sting, that bite, that can kill a man in seconds.

And I’ve made tools too, spades and pitches and shears that I take to my dress now, slicing through the binding laces, tearing off inches at the bottom, the muddy hem that has been threatening to trip me this entire time. The ripped edges tickle my ankles – a much better length. If this fails, at least my mother will be furious. That’s something. At least my husband will know he is marrying a wild spirit and not a dutiful little girl.

Oh, and I made sickles, small curved blades to cut flowers, but I imagine they have other uses. I strap one to my thigh with a length of fabric. It never hurts to be prepared.

I cannot believe I’m doing this.

I’ve been thinking about it for years, ever since I first heard the stories of a boy who ended a Titan uprising without even picking up a blade. Ever since Mother told me horror stories of rivers of woe and lamentation, of a pit so deep it was all that could contain the vanquished Titans. All I could think was that I wanted to see it for myself.

I’ve never stopped thinking about it, a world where even gods fear to tread. Some part of it has always played on my mind, like it’s daring me to come, daring me to take the risk. Mother said my safety was dependent on their dread. So, if I need to give the gods something to fear, then very well.

I’ll give them Hell itself.

‘There is no place on Earth you could go where I would not be able to find you.’

Mother owns the land; Father the sky. I do not trust my chances in the ocean with a court full of grasping gods, Poseidon the worst of them all.

But there is someone who I can go to, somewhere none of them will be able to find me.

A thousand tales of death and darkness and not a single story of a stolen woman.

I’m risking everything for fables. But staying feels the bigger risk.

I thank the Fates as I cross the meadow that its nymphs are elsewhere. In the middle there is a bare patch of land. I reach down, dig my fingers into the dry dirt and focus. I let all my fear and desperation pour out of me and into the flowers I create. White, curving stalks spring from the ground, their roots running deep into the earth, deeper than anything I have made before, something that links our domains.

‘I name you asphodel,’ I say, addressing the blooms. ‘You shall be lain at graves, you shall honour the dead and their memories. I name you in honour of the god Hades, king of the Underworld and all that lies beneath this Earth.’

I find the biggest, most beautiful flower I can. It’s stunning; the ivory petals on it are perfectly imperfect, not symmetrical but balanced. This flower is like chaos in nature. It’s one of my best creations.

I tear it from the earth and shred it between my fingers. ‘And, Hades,’ I call, ‘we really need to talk.’

Then I wait, hoping, feeling nothing but the gentle breeze rustling my skin.

I let the ruined flower fall and, as it hits the ground, the earth erupts around it.

I smile, and leap into the darkness.
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THERE’S SOMETHING YOU SHOULD UNDERSTAND.

I’m good. I’m really good. It’s pretty much my defining characteristic.

What a good girl. What a pretty girl. Isn’t she beautiful? Such an angelic child.

I have other characteristics, of course. I’m very accomplished. I can weave almost as well as Athena (I’d say better but Arachne doesn’t spin webs for nothing). My voice could bring armies to heel – when I sing, of course, not when I talk. Good girls should be seen and not heard, after all. My needlework is as detailed and fine as any other and you should see me spin a pot.

Do you see it yet? What I’m trying to say?

When Mother entertained her friends, I sat quietly and prettily and ate delicately. I declined second portions even while my stomach growled, and the adults beamed and complimented my mother and said how perfect I was and how could they ever have expected anything less from Kore?

I rubbed honey into my hair to make it shine, even when it attracted insects, and I mixed sand with olive oil to take the hard skin off my body, even when it bled. I bled a lot: on the loom, on a needle, in the garden, between my legs as my mother smiled and said I was becoming a woman and then she cried and added another layer of protection to this island and swore the nymphs to secrecy. Just in case, she said. Just in case.

I was pretty, always pretty. It’s what they told me again and again until the very word came to mean pain. And still I went on, tearing and pulling and hurting until I was prettier still.

When Mother told me to curl my hair I wrapped it so tightly round coiled fabric that the strands ripped. When her friends told me to sit up straight, I jolted. When they said I was a ‘growing girl’ in that tone, I thrust my plate away. When they said I would be prettier if I smiled, I beamed.

I was good. I was obedient. I was fucking perfect.

So when I finally snapped, I snapped hard.

When I finally said no, I screamed it from the mountaintops.

Or from the Underworld, as the case may be.
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I AM FALLING FOR MILLENNIA AND I am falling for seconds.

When I crash down, I know – with a knowing beyond logic – that I’m somewhere else. I can feel it in my very skin. I can’t breathe. I’m suffocating from the shock of losing the nature that has always surrounded me. The flowers ripped away. And then something else settles on me, winding me enough to draw air into my lungs. Something heavier. I feel soil that is not my own, a new connection threading.

For the first time in my life, I am far from home. And I have no way of returning, not of my own volition at least.

I take in another shaky breath, and stand as gracefully as I can, having fallen from such a height.

‘I’d explain yourself quickly,’ a voice commands, deep enough to reverberate off the walls. ‘Before I come to my own conclusions about your … insult.’

Shivers arch down my spine and I force myself to push through. Fear is, I remind myself, something I can work with.

I toss my hair out of my face, smooth my dress down and look up.

It’s blinding: fires blaze in torches on a dozen pillars, the light bouncing off the bright white walls and the luminous golden floor. The bronze columns are long and winding, the frescoes so detailed they must have been carved with a needle. The edges are ringed with porticoes and a hearth crackles behind me in the centre of the room. It’s breathtaking and incomparable – except, of course, that it is completely comparable. It’s the megaron. It’s the acropolis. It’s Olympus.

Which means in the centre of the Underworld there is a replica of the palace of Zeus. And that means that Hades sits on a replica of my father’s throne.

I wasn’t expecting this, to have to beg at the same seat of power that damned me so many years ago.

Only it’s not the same, because everything feels different in a way I could never mistake for my father’s court.

I force myself to turn – and my throat closes.

I’m not sure what I was expecting. Power, probably, but a power built of swords and crowns and sceptres. And Hades has that – a rustic blade at his side, one that’s clearly not for decoration; a bird-tipped sceptre with a beak so sharp it could slash throats; a crown that ends in jagged, uneven points. But his power is more primal. His power is the kind of terrifying that roots you to the spot. The kind of power that has you falling to your knees and begging for mercy.

Waves of pitch-dark smoke emanate from him in coiling tendrils, like all that he is cannot be contained. I retreat from their touch, and I hate myself for it. He clocks the movement and smirks, but who knows what all that darkness might do to me.

And I see it’s not my father’s throne at all – no cloth-padded marble atop a plinth. Hades’ throne is an enormous slick stone of a black so dark I can barely make out its shape.

I try to look past it, to focus on him. He is everything the nymphs would adore: a face made of sharp lines, deep brown skin tinged gold under the torchlight, shoulders broad and rigid on his throne. Striking – it’s the only word that comes to mind.

At my silence, his eyes narrow with suspicion.

‘Well?’ he pushes.

I hesitate, trying to work out the best approach. My father would be shouting by now, of that I have no doubt. He would not be sitting still on his throne, but across the floor waving a thunderbolt in my face or demanding I bow before my king. But Hades doesn’t seem angry – there’s an edge of irritation but, beyond that, there is curiosity.

‘Hades.’ I nod, playing into his intrigue as though it might make him forget how rudely I requested this meeting. ‘Thank you for bringing me here.’

He raises an eyebrow.

‘It is not often a deity creates something in my honour,’ he says carefully. ‘It is even less often that they destroy it a second later.’

‘I required an audience.’

‘I can think of other ways to request one.’

‘It worked, didn’t it?’ I ask. ‘I couldn’t risk you ignoring me. I was desperate.’

‘Evidently, if you’re here at all,’ he says. ‘So do hurry up and tell me why that might be.’

I consider my options. I could plead, drop to my knees and beg him. Would that stroke his ego enough? Or would he see an opportunity to exploit? I could demand it, but would he react with dangerous anger? So many hundreds of paths open before me. I thought myself silver-tongued, able to navigate Cyane and the nymphs and my mother, always knowing what they want to hear even if I don’t always say it. Especially when I don’t always say it. Knowing what is wanted makes saying the opposite all the more enticing. But not now, not when I’m talking for my life.

Honesty, then. Until he reveals more of himself to me.

‘You’ve met my mother. You know the wards that bound the island.’

At this, the corners of his lips twitch. ‘Yes, no uninvited person may walk the land of Sicily.’ He examines the sceptre he holds. The sharp metallic tip catches the light and I wonder if this is a threat, as subtly as he can make one. ‘I assume she expected people to search for loopholes, though I doubt she thought her own daughter would be among those who did.’

I cast what I hope is a withering look. ‘She assumed much.’

Hades laughs. It is a short, quick laugh but one that reassures me I am, at worst, not far from the right path of conversation. The darkness emanating from him shrinks ever so slightly.

‘You are the daughter of Demeter then? The infamous Kore of the flowers?’

‘I never did like that name much,’ I say dryly and Hades smiles once more.

‘Yes, I heard all about that little encounter at your amphidromia.’

My whirring thoughts pause. I hesitate, not sure how to voice my question but realizing whichever answer comes will help my case.

‘You heard? You were not there?’ I ask.

‘Of course not,’ Hades says. ‘I was busy learning how to decapitate Titans.’

‘But the war was over. That’s why we were divvying up their domains.’

‘Sure,’ he says with heavy condescension, like I’m wrong but he doesn’t have the energy to correct me. ‘I must say Hermes could barely stop laughing when he told me – how tense and worried dear Zeus had become at the thought of his eight-year-old daughter upstaging him at the ceremony. How pleased he had been with himself to put her in her place.’

‘That’s Father.’ My smile tastes bitter but he seems bitter too – that’s it, then, that’s how I present this to him.

‘Quite. Well, I suppose in the extenuating circumstances of your situation I can forgive your insult.’

‘That’s gracious of you.’ He won’t kill me. At least not right now. I exhale with relief, however slight. This whole encounter was a roll of the dice: that angering this man would not be the end, that he would bring me here, that he would listen to me, that he would agree. ‘And, on that note, I have an opportunity for you.’

‘An opportunity?’ he repeats sceptically.

‘Yes.’

‘I am quite content in this world of mine. I want nothing more. What could you possibly offer?’

I laugh as derisively as I can. ‘Contentment? When was that ever enough for anyone?’

‘Do not presume to know me,’ he says, anger edging back into his words. Smoke clings to him, traces tendrils along his skin like a live beast. Whatever false sense of comfort his ease had given me vanishes. Foolish, really, not to be on edge around a god – and a mistake I won’t make again.

‘Hades, do you know where my mother is right now?’

‘Should I?’

‘On Olympus, at my father’s decree, arranging my marriage,’ I say, trying to tear the emotion out of the words. I’ve been injecting my sentences with fake feelings for years, so I think I do a passable job.

‘So congratulations are in order?’ Hades asks. His voice is dry and sarcastic but beneath it all I sense he is genuinely confused. I don’t think he has the slightest idea why I am here.

‘I don’t want to get married.’

Hades blinks. ‘I see.’

‘Do you? Let me be clear: I do not want to marry at all, certainly not to some man I have never met who will claim me as his own,’ I say. Come on, I think. Don’t let every story I’ve heard of you be false. By all accounts he is so different from the Olympians.

I can still remember when Mother’s stories stopped being about his worthlessness – she couldn’t believe Zeus had gifted Hell to a child who wouldn’t even pick up a sword – and started being about his haughtiness. ‘He thinks he’s better than us, refuses a position on the council, ignores our summons – for what? To hide in that miserable little realm of his? The insult of it, that the dead might be better company than the Olympians.’ I can feel now the echo of what I felt then: the first spark of hope I’d known in years. Because, yes, wouldn’t that be better? The Underworld better than the Olympians? I guess the idea stuck.

Slowly, Hades begins to nod. ‘I do understand but if you think I can talk sense into Zeus –’

‘Oh Fates no, that would be impossible,’ I say. ‘I know he is set. I know my mother will never defy him. And I know there is nowhere on Earth I can hide from her.’

‘Indeed.’

‘And Father has the sky so that rules out various other places.’

Hades nods once more.

He still doesn’t get it. By the Heavens, have I not made myself clear? I had hoped to make him think this was his idea, but perhaps not.

‘I want to stay here,’ I say bluntly.

‘Here?’ he asks, looking around the palace. ‘This is no place for a mortal.’

I would roll my eyes if I didn’t think it would undermine every single argument I have.

‘I’m no mortal.’

‘This is no place for the goddess of flowers,’ he corrects, though the tone of his voice tells me he doesn’t see much of a difference.

Fine.

‘You weren’t at my naming ceremony,’ I say. ‘You weren’t at anyone’s.’

‘I do not see how that relates.’

‘You’re not invited to ceremonies or festivals or celebrations.’

Hades glowers. ‘If there is a point you are trying to make, I suggest you get to it.’

‘This is the point,’ I say. ‘I stay here where no one else can find me. In return, you get the knowledge that my presence here is infuriating every Olympian who ever wronged you.’

Hades smiles patronizingly. ‘You think I want revenge.’

I shrug, like my entire existence does not depend on his answer. ‘Maybe, maybe not. But you do not need revenge for spite to be a viable option.’

‘So I give up my solitude by harbouring a goddess in order to spite the Olympians?’

‘Precisely.’

‘No.’

My mouth is dry. ‘Why not?’

He throws his head back as he chuckles, like this is so very funny. ‘I don’t need to explain my decisions to you.’ With that he rises. He’s tall, and on the throne’s plinth he towers above me. His black robes cling to him in ways they never did while he was sitting and my eyes fall again to the sword at his hip. ‘Now, if that’s all –’

‘No, that is not all,’ I snarl, my anger bursting from me before I can even attempt to get it under control. ‘You know exactly what horrors you’re condemning me to. You at least owe me an explanation.’

‘I’m condemning you to nothing,’ he snaps back, the crawling darkness clouding his eyes until the white vanishes altogether. The haze creeps closer to his skin, contracting like it might burst forth, an explosion of deathly power. His attempts to intimidate me only infuriate me more and perhaps he recognizes this because he blinks and the darkness vanishes, as does the full force of his anger. ‘Your father has done that. I am merely refusing to interfere with the will of the king of the gods. Quite simply, you are not worth angering the Olympians.’

‘You don’t wish to anger the Olympians?’

‘And have them retaliate in an endless cycle?’ There’s a condescending tone to his voice and his features are contorted with derision. If he pays any attention to my curling fists and burning eyes, it is only to let my hurt spur his indifferent cruelty on. ‘No, I do not wish to anger the Olympians. I wish for them to leave me alone.’

‘It seems like they’re already
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