
[image: cover]


Praise for Psyche and Eros

‘A riotous adventure, populated by a cast of vivid, glittering characters. An absolute joy!’

Jennifer Saint

‘Fabulously entertaining retelling, full of magic, humour and heart’

Elodie Harper

‘Every page is a breathless, swoonworthy adventure’

Roshani Chokshi

‘A beautiful retelling, breathing new life into a beloved myth’

Sue Lynn Tan

‘Psyche and Eros refigures for our times a classic tale of ­disguise and revelation, of improbable passion tested by fate’

Gregory Maguire

‘Fiercely feminist and deeply romantic, Psyche and Eros has the allure of an old fable and the epic quality of ancient myth, tinged with a provocative, modern wit’

Ava Reid

‘Evocative and lyrically spun, Luna McNamara’s Psyche and Eros is a pure delight. Romantic, poignant, and spellbinding’

Rebecca Ross

‘A beautifully crafted debut’

RED

‘Delightful … A tender, meditative, bittersweet tale of one of literature’s most ancient themes: love unfolding through self-discovery in the face of death’

Maya Deane


For my father and mother.
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Prologue

Eros

The Greeks have three words for love. The first is philia, the kind of love that involves liking and grows up between two people who enjoy each other’s company very much. The second is agape, the selfless love of parents for children or between those who are like family to one another. The third is eros, which explains itself – connection, spark, the desire of the body to seek fulfillment in another.

Most people experience at least one of these loves in a lifetime. But it is rare to have all three at once, intertwined like a golden braid. This was what the playwright Aristophanes spoke of when he wove his tale many years after the events of this one, seeking to illuminate the origin of love in its trifold complexity. He claimed that the first human beings were born back-to-back, with two faces and four hands and four legs, each mouth chattering incessantly to its companion as they rolled like wheels over the earth. Zeus grew wary of the power of these people and split them apart with his thunderbolts. They turned into humans as we know them today, who walk around on two legs and speak with only one mouth. And so it is that love came to exist, the playwright claimed, each of us seeking our other half.

I laughed when I heard this. I had been present at the beginning of the world, and it wasn’t anything like that. It is a pretty story, though nothing could be further from the truth for Psyche and me. There is no pretending that we were two parts of some cosmic whole – she was a mortal woman and I a god when we first met, each fierce in our independence. We were not severed halves; we were complete unto ourselves. It is possible that our paths would never have crossed at all had it not been for a chance mistake.

There is something powerful in this, I think. We were not in thrall to destiny or fate, but merely the weight of our own choices. When we turned towards each other like flowers facing the sun, we were not fulfilling some prophecy or old story. We were writing our own.
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1

Psyche

Despite my unusual destiny, I began life as an ordinary infant, born like any other to a rush of blood and cries of joy. Though in my case, these were followed by more than a bit of confusion.

My mother and father were the king and queen of a kingdom in rocky Greece called Mycenae. When my mother, Astydamia, learned that she was with child, my father, Alkaios, left the Mycenaean capital of Tiryns and set off across the mountains. He passed through desolate valleys and rode beneath craggy cliffsides populated by nesting griffins, until at last he came to gates that bore the words KNOW THYSELF. It wasn’t his own fate he sought to learn at the Oracle of Delphi, but his unborn child’s. Mine. Would I be born healthy and strong? What would I grow up to become?

When my father entered the Oracle’s shadowy earthen chamber, two things struck him. The first was the smell of the place, redolent of sulphur and other scents less recognizable. The second was the sight of the woman who sat on a bronze tripod suspended over an abyss. She wore a peplos robe that swathed her body in folds of yellow fabric, and her hair was bound up in a neat braid around her head. This was the Oracle, and she stared at Alkaios with eyes out of time.

My father shivered. He was a king and used to people trying to wheedle favours from him, but this woman wanted nothing from anyone.

A priest from the order that had sprung up around the Oracle whispered the king’s question in her ear. She sat back and drank in the vapours rising up from the cracks in the earth; these were said to be sent from Apollo himself, god of prophecy, and brought true visions of the future.

A tremor ran through the Oracle. She began to speak in an unearthly voice, one that did not belong to the body of such a delicate woman. My father could not recognize the language she spoke, but the priests were already scribbling on their clay tablets, performing the complex calculations needed to interpret the messages of the Oracle. Gods do not always speak in ways that are easy for mortals to understand, but fortunately the white-bearded priests knew how to translate.

At last, they bestowed the Oracle’s prophecy upon my father. ‘Your child will conquer a monster feared by the gods themselves.’

My father was ecstatic. His son would be a hero! Alkaios had long mourned that he did not share the heroic gifts of his father, Perseus, but sometimes these things skip a generation. His son would be a monster-killer, a hero, and people would come from all across Greece to pay homage to him.

What a pity that I was no son.

When the midwife handed me to my father on the day of my birth, he wouldn’t have been more shocked if he had been given a bear cub. A girl! A girl could not grow up to slay monsters or win renown as a hero. She would spin wool in the women’s quarters with her mother and aunts until she moved into her husband’s house to spin wool there. She would bear children and run the household, and if she was a good woman, she would die in obscurity.

My father weighed his options. He could always abandon my infant self in some remote place and try again. Such things were more common among peasant families who struggled to feed every mouth born to them, but not unknown among royal houses. Perhaps next time the gods would see fit to grant him a son.

Then a peculiar thing happened. He looked into my eyes and fell in love.

There is no other word for it. In that moment, my father knew he loved me enough to tear down the sky itself. He loved me not for who I was, but simply that I was, his very own child with tiny perfect fingers and tiny perfect toes. I wish I could say that this was the natural reaction of a father meeting his daughter, but experience has shown me otherwise.

Alkaios decided that I would have the education of a prince. He knew that there would be those who questioned this decision, even his own brothers and oath men, but he held firm and called it an act of piety. Zeus’s daughter Artemis, goddess of the moon and wild creatures, was given a sturdy bow for her inheritance and received worship throughout the cities of the Greeks. The Oracle said that the scion of Alkaios would conquer a monster feared by the gods themselves, and so she would.

As my father looked into my tiny, wrinkled face, he realized that he loved me more than the gods or his wife or oath men, or even his own soul. That is why he named me Psyche, which in our language means soul.

My mother, as far as I know, never questioned her love for me since the moment I kicked in her womb. I was her first and only child, a late-life baby. Conception had taken long enough that my father’s advisers had urged him to take a second wife or even a concubine, but he respected my mother far too much for that.

She was an unusual woman, my mother Astydamia. She grew up in the distant reaches of Arcadia where the wolf-kings still ruled their forest domains, and she might have received an education not unlike mine had she not been struck by a terrible illness in her youth. My birth taxed her further, and she spent much of her time in the dimly lit women’s quarters, propped up on cushions and spinning wool surrounded by her ladies-in-waiting. My mother was as slender as a lily despite the iron in her soul, and as soon as I was old enough to think anything at all, I remember thinking that I needed to be strong enough for both of us.

Most of my care was given over to my wet nurse, a Thessalian slave named Maia. She was as broad and soft as a bed, with a booming laugh that she unleashed at the slightest provocation. She taught me simple songs and sayings and watched over my first toddling steps. In the evenings, Maia would bring me to my mother, who laid her cool hand upon my forehead and kissed me. So passed my first few years of life in the women’s quarters, a place that smelled like tallow candles and milk.

When I was five years old, all of this changed.

‘Your father is waiting for you, little Psyche,’ Maia told me one day, her wide face solemn.

My father was waiting in the hall outside the women’s chambers. Alkaios was as tall as one of the statues of the gods, and today he wore the armour of a warrior king along with a serious expression. He had inherited the copper skin of his half-Ethiopian mother, Andromeda, which he had passed in turn to me. Anyone would know we were father and daughter, two of a kind, and I wanted to reach up and rub his whiskers as I often did. Instead, I took a cue from his solemnity and followed quietly alongside him, my small legs working to keep up with his long strides.

My father took me to the hero’s room, which is what the servants called the small chamber in the interior of the palace. It was mostly bare, save for a sword and a shield mounted on the wall, along with an altar to send up incense to the hero’s spirit. The shield was bronze and painted shades of emerald and red, though paint had been scraped in several places from what I imagined to be claws of monsters or the swords of barbarians. At the centre was the most terrifying visage I had ever seen – a snarling woman’s face ringed with open-mouthed snakes. She seemed ready to leap from the wall and wrap clawed hands around my throat. I wanted to flee, but I planted my feet and stood firm.

‘These belonged to your grandfather Perseus,’ my father told me. He lifted the bronze shield reverently and handed it to me; it clanged to the floor and took my arm with it, making me wince. The shield was so heavy that it took all my strength to prop it up against my small body.

My father told me how Zeus the Thunderer, king of the gods, had fathered Perseus, the hero who slew the hideous monster Medusa. It was her face pictured on this shield.

‘Eventually Perseus married Andromeda of the royal family of Mycenae, then became the father of Alkaios,’ he paused, smiling as though he held a treasure within himself. ‘Alkaios, who became the father of Psyche.’

As he spoke my name, an upswell of pride filled me, and suddenly the shield felt lighter. I was the child of heroes and gods. I hefted the shield to a more comfortable position and basked in the glow of my father’s indulgent smile.

‘But you will be an even greater hero than your grandfather Perseus,’ my father told me. ‘The Oracle of Delphi spoke no prophecies about Perseus, but she had one for you. You will be the greatest hero of all.’

My training began the next day. My father commissioned a child-sized bow and taught me how to draw it, painstaking in his patience. He took me on hunts, sitting me on the saddle in front of him so that I could watch as we ran down our quarry. His oath men observed this with puzzlement, unsure of what to make of a girl trained like a boy, but eventually they came to regard me as a familiar oddity. My father showed me how to heft a spear and wield a sword, and my skills blossomed.

I only went to the women’s quarters in the evenings now, where Maia would cluck her tongue at the dirt caked into my clothing and my mother would ask me what I had learned that day. I told her eagerly, my words falling over one another in the way of young children, until Maia hauled me away for a bath and a change of clothes.

I spent the warmer seasons at my father’s side on the practice field or the hunt, but in the winter, I went with the rest of the palace children to sit at the feet of the old blind poet as he told us stories of the gods and heroes. The poet had lost his sight early in life, and as a result he had taken up the lyre instead of the sword and shield. He was a man of no city, wandering where he willed and trading his songs for shelter and food. He brought the stories of the heroes and gods to life in the fire-lit feasting hall of Tiryns as the winter rains fell outside.

How do I explain the relationship between my people and the gods? The gods were real to us, as factual as a cup or table, but there was no love between us except for the basest kind. Gods might father children with mortal women or offer blessings to their favourites, but they might also entrap us in riddles or kill us to satisfy an immortal grudge. You could not trust the gods, though you needed to respect them.

The poet launched into the tale of the world’s creation, the egg of Chaos and the immortal gods who tumbled out, beginning with Gaia the earth goddess and Ouranos the sky. I picked at a scab on my knuckle, sighing with boredom. I didn’t care much for the gods, with the sole exception of Artemis, daughter of Zeus and goddess of the hunt and the moon. Sister of the sun, who ran fleet-footed along the mountains just as I did.

I liked the stories of heroes far better. The gods were im-­mortal and had nothing to lose through their endeavours, but heroes risked everything for the chance at immortal fame. Heroes persevered against the limitations of their own mortality and became lights for other human beings to follow. Humans might even become gods by proving themselves worthy through their deeds.

I perked up when the blind poet told the story of Bellerophon, who once dwelled in this very city of Tiryns. Bellerophon was tasked with defeating the fearsome Chimera, a monster that was equal parts lion, goat, and serpent, and breathed fire into the bargain. Bellerophon was clever: he shot the Chimera with a lead-tipped arrow, which melted in its fiery breath and suffocated it. I made note of this strategy in case it came in handy when I became a hero myself. I yearned for the glory of it, my story told around campfires for generations.

How small my ideas of heroism were back then. I had not seen very much of the world, and I was certain that a few slain monsters were all that was necessary to make a hero. I knew nothing of war or death or love.

‘Someday the poets will tell stories about me too,’ I told the other children later. They stared at me owlishly. ‘I’m going to be the greatest hero of them all,’ I added. ‘There was a prophecy about it and everything.’

Freckle-faced Dexios, the son of the stable master, sneered. He had never taken me seriously after seeing me fall off a horse at the age of six. ‘You can’t be a hero,’ he told me. ‘You’re a girl.’

I kicked him in the shins and sent him crying to his mother.

Eventually there came a limit to what my father could teach me. Alkaios was a king and not a hero, however much he might have wished otherwise. It was time to send for a teacher, but whom? Chiron was the obvious choice, but my father wasn’t about to apprentice his nine-year-old daughter to a centaur. A rogue Amazon from the steppes might have done nicely, but they often died in captivity, and hiring one was out of the question since those wild women did not recognize any civilized currency.

In the end it was my mother who suggested the most promising candidate. The next day, my parents sent a letter.

A few months later, Atalanta arrived at the gates of the city.

She came alone, without an entourage or any fanfare, though word of her arrival spread like wildfire. She rode through the famous Lion’s Gate of Mycenae but did not spare a glance for the stone beasts; she had killed real lions, and these did not impress her. She wore the dusty tunic and trousers of a hunter and sat atop an ill-tempered bay mare that snapped at anyone who came too close. She looked like a creature fashioned from driftwood and sinew, or perhaps a nymph from the deep forest, though the lines on her weather-beaten face and the strands of grey in her hair marked her plainly as a mortal woman. Atalanta, the hero.

Of all the tales the blind poet told, my favourites were the ones about Atalanta.

Atalanta had fought at Jason’s side during his quest to retrieve the Golden Fleece, and she had been the first to draw blood from the monstrous Calydonian boar. When it came time for her to marry, she refused to be sold like a cow or sheep and vowed instead to wed only the man who could beat her in a footrace. A very long time passed before anyone could be found who was capable of this feat.

My father did not take me to the fields or forests the day that Atalanta arrived in Mycenae. Instead, I spent the morning being scrubbed and brushed like a sacrificial lamb by Maia and the servant girls. I tolerated this treatment so that I could listen to their gossip.

‘Do you think it’s really her?’ asked the girl who had brought the hot water, leaning on a doorframe.

‘It has to be her. There’s no mistaking it,’ Maia said as she scrubbed my back and underarms. ‘There’s only one woman among the cities of the Greeks who rides like that.’

Dexios told me later that he was the one who took the reins of Atalanta’s horse, having beaten out his two older brothers for this honour. Awestruck by her presence, he squeaked, ‘Is it true that you were raised by a bear?’

Atalanta gave him a vicious smile, eyes glinting. ‘Why don’t you go ask the bear?’

The boy had hurried away holding the reins of her horse, which tried to crop a tuft of his hair with her yellowed teeth.

I went to meet Atalanta in the largest of the palace courtyards, together with my mother and father. Maia had forced me into a pure white chiton so that I looked like a temple maiden, though I didn’t see the point; a hero wouldn’t be impressed by fancy clothes.

Atalanta sauntered into the courtyard with the easy grace of a mountain cat. ‘Hail, and welcome to Mycenae,’ my father said, according her a deep bow. She did not return it. I felt a flicker of irritation at her impertinence; even if she was a legend, she didn’t need to be rude to my father.

‘There aren’t many reasons I’d leave my forests and take up residence in a city,’ Atalanta said stiffly. ‘But I’ve read your letter, and I respect the word of the Oracle. I’ve never taken on a student before, though perhaps it’s time. Is this the girl?’

‘My name’s Psyche,’ I cut in, resentful of being discussed like a dog or a horse.

‘So it is. You’re young, I see,’ Atalanta said, crouching down on her haunches so that we were eye-to-eye. ‘It’s good to start young. I started training my son when he wasn’t much older than you are now. Do you know how to ride?’

‘Yes,’ I replied.

‘Do you know how to draw a bow?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you accept me as your teacher?’

There was a longer pause now. Young as I was, I knew what this meant. I knew that the woman before me would shape my destiny as surely as my mother or father. Maybe even more, because where they had given me life, she would help me make sense of it.

I could have shrunk away from Atalanta, gone back to the women’s quarters to live a quiet life. But I wanted to be what Atalanta was: a hero who commanded respect. Here was the woman who could lead me to the bright star of my destiny.

So I met her storm-grey eyes and said, ‘Yes.’

‘Then we begin tomorrow,’ Atalanta replied. And for the first time since she had set foot in the city, the hero smiled.

The next morning Atalanta took me deep into the forest, a prospect that inspired a great deal of excitement as well as a hint of trepidation. I had only ever travelled into these woods with my father and his men in boisterous procession. Now I was alone except for this near stranger. The forest was a peculiar place where anything was possible; one might encounter a herd of centaurs or a group of nymphs bathing, or even one of the gods walking alone. But no centaurs or nymphs showed themselves today – much to my disappointment – and I quickly became bored.

I began asking Atalanta questions. ‘Did you really sail with Jason?’

‘Yes,’ my teacher replied, not turning to look at me. Her pace did not slow.

‘Did you see the Golden Fleece? What did it look like?’

‘Gold. And fleece-like.’

I had been holding the last question in reserve. ‘Is it true that you killed the Calydonian boar?’

Atalanta’s pace slowed momentarily, though she recovered quickly. ‘Yes. Meleager and I share the credit. Now stop asking stupid questions.’

Abruptly, Atalanta sat on a fallen log and patted the space next to her. ‘Come. It’s time for your first lesson. Tell me what you hear.’

I was taken aback. I was sure that we’d come here to track wild beasts or decipher the ways of the wilderness, not to sit on a mossy log and listen. You could do that anywhere. But I wanted to learn, so I squeezed my eyes shut. I heard nothing, and I told Atalanta as much.

‘Wrong!’ my teacher snapped, so loudly that a few nearby birds took to flight. ‘If you are to slay monsters, you must be aware of your surroundings at all times. If you truly listened, you would realize that the wind is coming from the northeast, meaning that anything located to the south and west can catch your scent. You’d hear the songbirds chirping, which means they think they’re safe and all is well. Be aware of the moment when birds fall silent – it means something has frightened them, and that “something” might be coming for you.’

I considered this. ‘I don’t hear any nymphs or centaurs or lions,’ I offered.

Atalanta snorted. ‘That’s something. Perhaps you’ll make it as a hero after all.’

The training my father had given me, I soon realized, had merely been play; what I did now with Atalanta was work. I didn’t like it at first. For all my natural skill, I was still a pampered royal child and unaccustomed to work. Despite the pleasure I took in seeing my arrow hit its mark, I disliked being told where to aim.

From morning to night, I drilled with the bow, spear, and sword. Atalanta was a merciless teacher, and I earned more than a few bruises when I failed to deflect her swings. I hated her in those early days, and I think she began to hate me too for my stubbornness. Things might have gone badly between us had matters not come to a head one day when the chill winter rains drenched the plains of Mycenae. There was no point in ruining good bronze in the rain, so instead Atalanta sent me running laps around the city walls of Tiryns to build up my endurance.

I was miserable. My bare feet sank into the mud with each step, and cold rain drenched me down to my undergarments. I shivered uncontrollably despite my exertion, warmed only by my incandescent rage towards the figure watching me: Atalanta, arms crossed, judgmental as a statue of one of the immortal gods.

I made it once around the walls. When I circled back to where that solitary figure stood, I halted and met her gaze. ‘I’m not doing this anymore,’ I said, stamping one foot. It sank into the mud, and I was forced to pull it free with a sucking sound, which somewhat lessened the defiant air I had been aiming for. ‘I want to go inside.’

Atalanta’s expression darkened. For a moment, there was no sound but my ragged breath and the pelting rain. This woman who had killed monsters and enemy combatants began to stalk towards me, as slender and swift as a knife through the veils of rain.

I steeled myself. Atalanta was giving me the sort of stare that a wolf gives a rabbit, but I refused to be the rabbit. What was she going to do, hit me? I wasn’t scared of that. She had already hit me dozens of times around the arms and torso with wooden swords when we sparred. I kept my spine straight and waited.

Atalanta loomed directly in front of me now. ‘The monsters you hunt won’t go easy on you, and neither will I,’ she said slowly, as the downpour slicked back her dark hair. ‘Do you think wild creatures take a rest when it’s raining? Folly. This is the best time to hunt certain quarry, especially large cats or bears, since they cannot catch your scent. I killed my first lion on a day like this.’

My determination wavered, intrigue taking its place. ‘You did?’

The faintest trace of a smile crossed her face. ‘Yes. And if you run one more lap around the city walls, I will tell you about it over a cup of warm milk in the feasting hall. I’m not standing here in this awful weather because I like it, you know.’

I brightened. Atalanta held her tales close to her chest, but I had managed to coax a few of them from her, and I was always hungry for more. Though her delivery was less polished than the blind poet’s, I liked Atalanta’s stories best because they were true.

I ran the rest of the course without a word of complaint.
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2

Eros

My story begins before there were any stories to be told, when there was nothing but earth and sky stretching on into infinity. The sea hadn’t been invented yet.

There were fewer than a dozen of us back then, the first elemental gods who emerged from the fathomless abyss of Chaos – which is, I suppose, another way to say nothingness. The grass of the newborn world tickled my feet as I took my first steps. I looked down. In my right hand was an elegant bow, and tied at my waist was a quiver of gold-fletched arrows. Their existence was inextricably linked to mine, as much a part of me as my fingers and toes. I thrummed my fingers along the bow’s string and felt the steady hum of the power contained within.

I stretched my arms, feeling my muscles ripple beneath my skin, and took my first breaths of air. Wide-feathered wings arched over my shoulders, brushing against the belly of the sky god Ouranos. I sank my toes into the loam, marvelling at it.

The world was drawn in simple lines, unembellished, empty, and waiting. No dryads existed yet to raise forests over the earth, and the soft wind carried no scent of flowers. There was little else around – a few rocks, a bit of grass.

‘What is this place?’ I said aloud.

‘I believe it is called earth,’ a voice around me said. ‘Welcome. I am Gaia.’

The broad ground beneath my feet quivered. I felt the attention of some vast entity focus upon me, something wider than the plains that rose to a distant line of mountains, but I was not afraid. Laughter drifted to my ears, sweet and playful.

‘Gaia,’ I echoed, rolling the shape of the name on my tongue.

I became aware of eyes watching me, crinkling with amusement. I saw the barest outlines of a form – a proud nose, a generous mouth, hair like the rivers that were beginning to trickle through the crags in the ground.

‘A nice place, though rather lonely,’ Gaia said. Her attention drifted. ‘Although not for you, it seems. Someone is coming.’

The vast awareness faded, and I nearly staggered with its absence. When I lifted my head, sure enough, I saw a figure approaching. Unlike earth-formed Gaia, this one looked like me. She had five-fingered hands and two legs that carried her swiftly over the ground. She was my perfect mirror in female form – golden hair, bronze skin, and green eyes, though hers glinted with the cunning of a serpent.

She was Eris, the goddess of discord, disagreement, and shattered things. My cosmic twin, though I liked her no more than your right hand likes your left.

‘There you are,’ Eris said when she approached. ‘I have been searching for you everywhere. We have much work to do, my dear brother. Let’s go.’

I looked out at the landscape that was just beginning to take shape. Jagged mountains along the horizon, and the first thin stripes of clouds in the sky. The world was empty, but it wouldn’t be for long. I thought of what Gaia had said. A nice place, though rather lonely.

Already I could feel the straining weight of it, a new future aching to be born.

‘I don’t think I will,’ I said to Eris, who gaped at me as though I had announced I would cram all of Ouranos’s blue sky into my mouth. Dissent was new, and she was rather put out that she hadn’t thought of it first.

‘We’re gods. We create and destroy,’ she urged. ‘This is what we must do.’

‘If we are gods,’ I replied, ‘we can do whatever we like.’

And to suit my actions to my words, I lay down on the warm rock and closed my eyes. After some time, I heard Eris depart with a frustrated huff.

I do not know how long I slept. Sleep is not a necessity for a god, but it is a great pleasure, and we do not skimp on those. I was awoken by fingers of wind moving over my cheeks, rustling my hair. I opened my eyes and found myself looking into an angular face with eyes as blue as the cloudless sky.

‘How long are you going to lie here?’ the newcomer asked.

I knew him to be Zephyrus, one of the brothers who ruled the four winds. ‘As long as I want to,’ I replied. In his clear eyes, I could see a reflection of myself: golden locks, bronzed skin, eyes green as the grass beneath me. I thought myself quite attractive.

He nodded, already losing interest; I would come to learn that Zephyrus was as flighty as the winds he commanded. His gaze drifted to the bow and quiver of arrows at my side. ‘What do those do?’ he asked.

I finally sat up, reaching out to weigh them in my hands. ‘Shall we find out together?’ I asked, a grin creeping over my face.

I removed one of the arrows from the quiver. The wood of the shaft was polished to near-perfect smoothness, the arrowhead worked from bronze. I had the sense it was made to fly, but it remained stubbornly immobile. Then I examined the bow. One seemed to call to the other, two pieces of a whole longing to be united, so I braced the shaft of the arrow against the taut string.

The bow’s purpose washed over me with unwavering certainty. A wound that knits two sides together, a weapon with the power to heal. I thought of Gaia’s loneliness and knew at once what I must do.

I aimed the bronze tip of the arrow at the great blue underbelly of Ouranos, the god of the sky. Holding the bow like this created a pleasing tension, one that could only be satisfied by release. I lifted my fingers, and it flew. Zephyrus hummed in approval and summoned a light breeze to carry the arrow to its destination.

The wind was strong, and my aim was true. Ouranos’s gaze fell upon Gaia, the earth, and for the first time, love entered the world.

Love of a certain sort, that is. The Greeks may have three words for love, but the gods have only one.

I was the god of desire, and it did not take me long to realize what that meant. My arrows sparked desire wherever they landed if I infused them with my will. At first, I thought this was a happy thing.

Gaia was delighted by Ouranos’s advances, and soon she took him as her husband. From their union were born the divinities who ruled over the sea and memory and time, and their joy suffused the world.

I offered my arrows freely, and I drank now and then from the well of desire myself, bedding some nymph or satyr – though I made sure never to feel the sting of my own arrows, unwilling to fall too deeply. There was sweetness in sex, like climbing a tree in summer and never reaching the top. I thought this was to be my gift to the world, a delight that I could bestow upon others with their glad acceptance.

I did not know yet how cruel love could be.

I watched as the love between Ouranos and Gaia turned sour. He forbade her to have any more children, fearful that one of them would be greater than him. When she did not comply, he became vicious with her. Their son Kronos rose up in defence of his mother and succeeded in overthrowing his father, Ouranos. Then Kronos took his victory a step farther: He castrated Ouranos for all to see, throwing his phallus into the ocean.

He claimed this was an act of revenge for his mother, Gaia, but the goddess of the earth was repulsed by this atrocity. Her spirit broken by her husband’s cruelty and her son’s savagery, she retreated from the world and fell into an endless sleep. She became the earth, and nothing else. The earth, and not herself.

My unchecked actions had brought something new and ugly into the world. I realized, then, that desire could be the cause of pain rather than joy. My arrows might fester in a wounded heart, spreading like an infection. Or perhaps love itself had been rotten from the start.

After this, I withdrew from the world of the gods. I recoiled from the lovestruck divinities who trailed after me, whispering my name with an intensity I did not understand. They smelled the desire on me, the power I ruled, and it drew them as surely as blood draws sharks. But I knew how quickly the affection in their eyes could turn to hatred, and knew I was nothing to them except a conquest. I wanted no part in it. I turned away.

Only Zephyrus remained my friend, laughing at my re-­clusiveness. ‘It will be good to visit you and get away from the rabble,’ he told me when I informed him of my plans.

Far away from Mount Othrys, seat of the first gods, I found a proud cliff that overlooked the sea. It was remote and desolate; the only sound was the drumming of waves against the sharp rocks. My only neighbours were the seabirds who made their nests high up on the cliffs, paying me no mind as they went about their lives. Life was spare and unchanging in this place at the edges of the earth, and nothing green grew. It might have been the world’s beginning, or its end.

It was perfect. I crossed the shale beach and laid a hand on the bleached stones, which felt as warm as a living thing beneath my palm. I closed my eyes and called out to Gaia. My sister, my oldest friend.

Even in her delirium, she answered. There came a grinding high in the cliffs, and I looked up to watch as the structures of the earth shifted and rearranged themselves. With no more effort than it takes a mortal woman to trim her hair, Gaia carved a soaring home for me from the cliffside. An elegant stone staircase invited me away from the beachfront and towards the eyrie, giving way to terraces laden with vibrant, sweet-smelling flowers.

Gaia had been generous. I knew that I would find everything inside suited to my taste. Meals would appear on the table when I desired them, and glasses of divine ambrosia would fill themselves in my hand. My clothing would reappear washed and mended; stains would rub themselves clean. In this place that Gaia had made for me, all of reality would bend itself to my wishes. Such were the blessings of the earth goddess upon those she favoured.

I would fill this home with all sorts of beautiful things – ­coloured glass and vibrant jewels, perhaps a pet or two. I’d always enjoyed peacocks, and cats as well. This would be a place of joy.

‘Thank you,’ I whispered to Gaia before I spread my golden wings and flew to my new abode.

Even in this remote place, however, my solitude was not assured. I received a steady stream of messages from the other gods, some requesting the use of my arrows and others requesting favours of a much more intimate kind. I granted some of the former if the deal was good, but never any of the latter. I never forgot what happened to Ouranos and Gaia, and I would not risk being trapped in a love gone rancid.

One day, my twin sister Eris came to the seaside house. I found her standing in my terraced garden as she ran a hand along one of the colonnades suggestively and peered up at me from beneath her lashes. I noticed that she wore a sheer fabric draped to emphasize her figure, and that her yellow hair had been braided into a complex coronet that might have looked elegant on someone else.

What was she doing here? Normally my sister preferred the company of other gods, the better to make use of her talents. Eris spread her poison like a dandelion scatters its seeds over the earth, whispering malicious gossip into eager ears.

‘You know, dearest brother,’ Eris said in what she may have thought were sultry tones, though they scraped like nails against my ears. ‘The other gods have all coupled to make children and populate the earth, but you haven’t. I could help you with that.’

She was my sister, but such pairings were not uncommon among the gods. Indeed, we were each other’s most sensible match. Like Gaia and Ouranos, we were opposites: desire and discord, as parallel as earth and sky. Yet, I found myself seized with the uncomfortable thought that if Eris and I joined we might offset each other’s powers – or give rise to something far worse.

The possibility didn’t seem to bother Eris, I noticed.

‘Eris, dear sister,’ I replied sweetly. ‘I would rather stab myself in the eye with one of my arrows than lie with you.’

Her face went pale with rage. I did not see her again for several thousand years.

Eventually, there was a second war in the heavens. Kronos had taken to devouring his own children to prevent another uprising, but one of them escaped.

This forgotten son of Kronos came to my door one day. He was Zeus the Thunderer, only a minor god at the time. He barged into my house and sat at my great oak table, where he poured himself some of my ambrosia and slurped it down noisily.

‘I need your help,’ Zeus said to me, violet trails dribbling into his long white beard. Despite being my junior by several centuries, he had the appearance of a stern grey-haired elder; the gods take the forms that fit them best. ‘My father, Kronos, is wicked, and he must be destroyed,’ he finished.

I laughed. ‘Kronos came to me saying much the same thing about his own father once. I wonder, when do you think one of your children will come knocking at my door?’

The jovial grin melted from Zeus’s face and his jaw hardened. Outside, storm clouds filled the once-bright sky like growing bruises, lightning threading between them. A low rumble swept over the scene. My peacocks clucked with dread and my cats hid behind the furniture, but I sat unmoving.

Zeus pushed himself out of his chair but did not step away. He loomed over me, his expression as dark as the sky. ‘Very well. If you will not assist me, at least do not hinder me. But I will not forget your insolence once I take my place as king of the gods.’

‘Give your wife Hera my regards,’ I said sweetly.

Zeus stormed out of the seaside house in every sense of the word. Rain and lightning lashed the sky.

One day my friend Zephyrus blew into my house, wild-eyed as he shared the news that Zeus emerged victorious from his battle with Kronos. He’d exiled his father and formed a new seat of power on Mount Olympus.

Those who had served Zeus faithfully were rewarded with places as members of the Dodekatheon, the pantheon of the twelve gods. There were only five at the time, but Zeus was certain he could fill the remaining seats quite handily. The elder gods who opposed him would henceforth be known only as Titans. It was a cunning name: grand enough that none to whom it applied could complain, and yet one that set them apart from the new gods. Zeus would deal with each individual Titan differently; those who defied him would be exiled or destroyed, while others would be allowed to persist in some diminished capacity.

After his victory, Zeus went down to the deep sea, where the blood of his grandfather Ouranos had fermented for centuries. Through the alchemy of the ocean and his own divine magic, the severed parts of the primordial god became something beautiful and new. Zeus whispered instructions to the deity who took shape from that ancient crime, telling her who she was and what sort of power she would wield. She would eventually join the Dodekatheon on the peaks of Olympus, but she needed to find someone first.

She drifted with the tides for a while, startling the schools of brightly coloured fish who were the only witnesses to her brief divine childhood. She watched the swaying fields of seaweed and grew out her hair until it was long enough to match. She kicked her way towards the glittering water’s surface with limbs that had knitted themselves into long and shapely legs, and with her first breath of air she whispered her own name: Aphrodite, goddess of love and beauty.

Aphrodite made her way to the island of Cyprus and stepped out of the sea. It was night, and the beach glowed white beneath the light of the full moon. Undulating hills mimicked the curves of a woman’s hip, and the scent of jasmine floated on the night breeze. I’m sure Aphrodite imagined that there would be attendant nymphs waiting for her with linen garments and scatters of rose petals, perhaps musicians softly strumming their instruments in the moonlight. Instead there was only me, bearing a cloth and a particularly miserable expression.

Not bothering to disguise her disappointment, Aphrodite took the cloth from me and used it to dry her damp hair, careless of her nudity. When she was done, she considered me. ‘You must be my new servant.’

I said nothing. Like the other elder gods, I had to accept my place in Zeus’s new order, however much it rankled.

Aphrodite continued. ‘It’s Zeus’s will that we share influence over the realms of desire and beauty, though I’ll be taking the lion’s share, of course. It seems you defied him once, so he decided to make his own love god. You must understand.’ She smiled in a way that might drive other gods wild with passion but left me feeling vaguely nauseous.

I remained silent.

Aphrodite wrapped the towel around her head and placed her hands on her hips as she considered me, moonlight gilding her naked body. She took a step towards me, then another, close enough that I could feel her breath like the hot night air. I could smell her skin, touched only by water and moonlight, begging for other caresses. I was not sure whether she would kiss me or eat me alive.

As it transpired, she did neither. Instead, Aphrodite brought her mouth close to the shell of my ear, and whispered, ‘Zeus believes that familial ties ensure harmony. I think he wants me to make a marriage alliance with you.’

Terror sunk its claws into my heart. Aphrodite stepped back suddenly, leaving me swaying into the space she left. ‘But if you’ll forgive me for saying so, I’d prefer a less miserable spouse.’ Her laughter was light and musical. ‘I think I’ll adopt you as my son instead.’

My lip curled. ‘I am not your son.’

‘Oh, but you are now,’ she said. ‘Unless, of course, you want to face the wrath of the Thunderer.’

All the air had drained from my lungs, and I found myself friendless in the shadow of a tyrant. Though I was older, my strength was no match for that of Zeus. Rumours had reached me about the fate of Nereus, the old Titan sea god who had protested the claiming of his ocean realm by Zeus’s brother Poseidon. Zeus’s lightning bolts had scorched Nereus so thoroughly that the sea god fell into charred ashes. Lacking the strength to maintain his physical form, Nereus dissolved into the waves that had once been his home. Now he existed only in clusters of sea-foam and the flow of tides, and no longer knew his own name.

Aphrodite was new to the world but wily. She knew that the threat of Zeus’s wrath might have compelled me to this beach, but it would not ensure my compliance for the rest of eternity. So she tried another strategy.

‘Something new is coming, you know,’ she said conspiratorially. ‘Zeus told me about it. It’s called humanity, a race of mortals to entertain and worship us. Won’t that be such fun?’

I felt a flicker of curiosity. Gods love nothing more than novelty, and being the object of worship sounded intriguing. Seeing her chance, Aphrodite added, ‘If you’re not interested, I suppose I could ask Zeus to assign you to a different god. I’m sure Hestia would love having someone to help her tidy the house.’

I couldn’t have that. I knelt and offered fealty to Aphrodite at once. And as I did, I dreamed of small ways to revenge myself against the Olympians.

I was always careful throughout the intervening centuries. I never broke my promises and nothing could ever be traced back to me with any degree of certainty. But I found certain ways to resist my subjugation.

For a goddess of love, Aphrodite was remarkably unlucky in matters of the heart. My so-called mother was married to the ugly blacksmith god Hephaestus – a hasty move on Zeus’s part when the competition for her hand threatened to turn to bloodshed. But Aphrodite fell in love with the handsome war god Ares, and had more than a few other affairs besides. They all ended poorly.

Zeus, king of the gods, experienced similar ill fortune. His endless affairs incensed his wife, Hera, who could hardly keep track of all the nymphs and goddesses he bedded. Yet he couldn’t seem to help himself. I suppose he told himself that sensual indulgences were the prerogative of a king. Zeus liked to believe that he controlled his appetites, even when all evidence suggested it was the other way around.

I gave no hint of my role in all this, and kept my arrows close. I had learned from Kronos and Gaia what a double-edged sword love could be, and I did not hesitate to use it for my own purposes when the situation demanded.

If love was a weapon, I would wield it well.


[image: ]

3

Psyche

When I was thirteen, I travelled with my family across the hills and valleys of Greece to attend the wedding of Helen and Menelaus in Sparta.

I pushed back the curtains of the palanquin I shared with my mother to peer at the other travellers on the road. Farmers bringing their crops to market, pilgrims on the way to some temple, even whole families travelling like us. At last, my mother grew tired of this and sent me to ride with my father at the head of the convoy. He greeted me warmly and set me in front of him on his horse as he had when I was a little girl, filling my ears with tales of the city-state of Sparta. They were a warrior people, renowned for the strength of their armies. Even their daughters were trained to hunt and fight, just like me. I noted this last fact with interest.

Eventually the city came into view. It had no protective cocoon of walls, since Sparta trusted her defence to her warriors rather than stone or mortar, but an honour guard was waiting outside to bring us to the palace. They led our convoy to a courtyard where a group of men stood waiting. One of them called out a greeting and stepped forward.

He looked much like my father, but swollen. Where Alkaios was rangy and lean as a wolf, Agamemnon was a bear of a man, banded with muscle. His belly strained his tunic, which was stained with sweat at the armpits. His nose had been broken at least two or three times, giving him a lumpy, misshapen look. Even on this fine afternoon, he stank of sweat and bronze armour.

‘Alkaios!’ he boomed. ‘I didn’t know you had a son.’

My father shifted uncomfortably. ‘This is—’

‘I’m Psyche,’ I said in a rush. I dismounted quickly and bounded towards my uncle Agamemnon. ‘I’ve heard all about you, and—’

‘Oh, a daughter,’ Agamemnon said, the light of interest quickly fading from his eyes. He turned back to my father. ‘Alkaios, you’re late. Menelaus and I wanted your opinion about the matter with the Argives …’

They turned their backs, leaving me standing in the dust of the courtyard with only my mother’s covered palanquin and the servants for company. As I watched them go, my heart sank further in my chest.

My mother pled illness and was led away to the sleeping quarters; the journey had taxed her, and she needed rest. I, on the other hand, found myself being dragged down another hallway. I was hastily divested of my dusty travelling clothes by a set of servants and shoved into an old stiff chiton that smelled of must and aged cedar. I smoothed down the skirts, which were much longer than the hems of the practical riding clothes and short dresses I usually wore. Then the servants trundled me into a dark room, though I nearly tripped more than once. As soon as I was fully inside, the door slammed shut behind me.

‘Who have we here?’ a melodious voice asked.

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the gloom. This room was located in the interior of the palace, windowless, with only a few lamps for illumination. The women’s quarters, I realized with frustration. I wondered how far I was from my father and uncles and if I could still find them.

‘I’m Psyche,’ I replied awkwardly, looking towards the woman who had spoken to me. I wanted to show off my axe-throwing skills, not sit in the darkness with strangers. ‘I’m Alkaios’s daughter.’

‘Princess of Mycenae,’ the woman said graciously, inclining her head. ‘Well met. My name is Penelope, and I am the queen of Ithaka.’

Through the dimness, I could see Penelope’s wide dark eyes and the mane of curly brown hair pulled back sternly from her face. She wasn’t exactly beautiful, but there was a thoughtfulness to her gaze and a rare note of confidence in her voice that made her intriguing. Many years later, when I met her husband, Odysseus, I would be utterly unsurprised to learn of his connection to the goddess Athena. Penelope, with her quick hands and even quicker mind, was a mortal reflection of the goddess.

‘This is Clytemnestra, wife of Agamemnon,’ Penelope continued, indicating a sour-looking woman, ‘and her daughters, Iphigenia and Elektra. Iphigenia is quite a skilled weaver, not much younger than you.’

Iphigenia was indeed only a few years my junior, and she gazed at me with wide-eyed fascination. She had a sweet, open face, with cheeks like the halves of a cut peach, and the copper shade of our skin marked us as kin. Her mother, Clytemnestra, on the other hand, appeared as if she was holding a slice of lemon in her mouth. Nearby, baby Elektra slumbered in a basket.

‘Where is her mother?’ Clytemnestra demanded. ‘We can’t have a respectable young girl wandering around the palace by herself.’

‘I wasn’t wandering,’ I replied irritably. ‘My mother is resting.’

Clytemnestra gave a huff of disapproval, but Penelope simply chuckled. ‘I bid you welcome, Psyche, and a good rest to your mother. But to finish our round of introductions,’ she gestured to the fourth figure in the room, ‘this is my sister, Helen. Our beautiful bride.’

So dark was the room that I did not immediately notice the radiant gorgeousness of the woman to Penelope’s left. Calling Helen beautiful was like calling the sun bright; while technically true, the word failed to encompass the sheer splendour of its subject. Long hair the colour of honey skimmed her sharp cheekbones and hung past her elegant neck. I noticed the fine dress she wore and the ceremonial henna that adorned her hands, signs of celebration for her upcoming nuptials. I remembered the stories that the palace guards in Tiryns whispered about Helen’s conception, about Zeus himself coming upon her mother in the form of a swan. At the time I found these stories fanciful, but now I wondered if they might hold a grain of truth.

It was only after the initial shock of Helen’s beauty faded that I noticed the unhappiness etched into those perfect features. She was so distracted by her private misery that she didn’t even turn to acknowledge me. Her slim fingers continued to push the shuttle of her loom back and forth in a desultory fashion. I wondered if she might have a stomachache or some hidden injury. How could one be so sad on such a happy occasion?

Penelope turned back to her weaving. Sister, she had said. When I looked hard enough, I supposed that I could see some family resemblance between Penelope and Helen, though it was like comparing a duck to a swan.

I sat down, and for the first time in my life I was confronted with the daunting and unfamiliar prospect of a loom. I knew how to do many things: tell the size of an animal from its prints, move soundlessly towards my quarry in the underbrush, shoot unerringly from foot or horseback. But I did not know how to weave. In retrospect, this seemed like an unfortunate gap in the education of a royal girl.

I glanced at the other women to see what they were doing, but that was little help. Penelope’s hands moved as though they had been made for the task, pushing the shuttle back and forth with a satisfying clack, and even the pouting Helen’s work was smooth enough. Yet every time I tried to imitate the other women, I was left with nothing but a snarled mass of string. Why did women need to weave all the time, anyway? How much cloth did one household really require?

‘You’re looping the warp under the weft.’ A small hand swept up beside mine to untangle the threads. ‘You want to fold this part under, see?’ I looked over, and the sweet, trusting face of Iphigenia smiled up at me.

I returned her grin. ‘Thank you. I’ve never done this before.’

‘You haven’t?’ A crease appeared on Iphigenia’s forehead. ‘A girl who doesn’t know how to weave? That’s like a bird who doesn’t know how to fly.’

I frowned. ‘So what if I can’t weave? I can shoot down a bird on the wing! Atalanta herself taught me.’

I was satisfied to see the girl’s eyes widen. ‘You’ve met Atalanta? And you know how to shoot a bow? Amazing! Will you teach me?’

A flush spread over my cheeks. For so long now, I had spent most of my waking hours with Atalanta, separated from the other children of the palace. I was too rough for the girls and too girlish for the boys, who didn’t like to be challenged at their games by a rogue princess
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