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To Saoirse McGlone,

I’m sure I’ve been very chill to live with during this time. I appreciate your service (and you).
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A Beautiful Evil is a work of fantasy fiction, inspired by many things, among them experiences and concerns drawn from our world. At its core, this is a romantic comedy about the power of hope – and my own hope is that it is a fun, enjoyable and uplifting read. To enable that, I wanted to highlight some topics within these pages that might be difficult to engage with, depending on your own lived experience. This is a book about being true to yourself, so if these topics aren’t something you feel comfortable reading about right now, know that I appreciate you listening to your own heart. Please take care of yourself, and consider that this may involve talking to a loved one, a trusted adult or a doctor, or referring to another resource as needed.


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

	[image: ]  An arranged marriage, within the context of a fantasy world, is featured and centred.
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	[image: ]  There are specific mentions of suicide.
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THE KING OF THE GODS demanded a beautiful evil – and so I was born.

They’re reckless things, words, especially on the lips of gods. Beings have been created from less – from blood and flesh, from seed and soil, from hopes and wishes. A good handful of the pantheon spewed forth from errant thoughts. And there I was: a command.

Kalon kakon. A beautiful evil.

Words made me, ones issued by Zeus himself – but then … hands, careful and precise, and I became more than the furious venting of an impetuous god. I wasn’t supposed to be yet, and I knew even as the gods crafted me that I ought to hide myself away until they declared me whole. They would be so much happier to believe I owed everything to them.

I was the first human woman – and this was to be my foundation: smile, keep my mouth shut and listen.

The gods bickered among themselves as Hephaestus worked, carefully carving out each individual tendon in my hand, chiselling each freckle and mole.

‘Make her hair longer, give him something to hold on to.’

‘Oh, come on, you can go bigger than that with the breasts.’

‘Are you serious? We’re going to need to reinforce her back at this rate.’

‘You’ve got good hips there. Give her thighs to match – yes, just right with the stomach! She looks so delightfully soft.’

‘Soft? She’s made of clay.’

‘Well, she’s not always going to be, is she? She’ll be a full-rounded woman, flesh and blood, with a belly to lay a head down upon and thighs to bury yourself –’

‘Yes, yes, I get the point. Are you sure about the nose, though? Looks a little too upturned.’

‘He’s not going to care about her nose with ankles as enticing as those.’

I didn’t know them all, but one boy arched a coy eyebrow in a way that identified him, with an instinct drawn from whatever forces had conceived me. He was mischief incarnate – Hermes. Now cutting a half-amused sneer at the man who had just spoken.

‘Her ankles, Poseidon?’

‘Yes. What’s wrong with admiring a nice shapely pair of ankles?’

‘At this point, I’m beginning to believe that if it turns you on, it’s intrinsically wrong.’

I didn’t like it, the way they picked over me piece by piece, like I was deficient if I did not align with their ideal – one they couldn’t even settle on themselves, each one shouting their preferences. No sooner had Hephaestus made an adjustment than they changed their minds, like my form would be an ever-racing thing, chasing after their whims in a competition I could only, inevitably, lose.

But as much as Hephaestus indulged their wishes, he alone seemed more considered: the god of blacksmiths creating me to be more than the sum of my parts – and I realized as he inflated my lungs and pumped blood through my heart that he was pouring something else into me, too. A sort of resolve, solidifying with each chip of vertebrae down my spine.

Love.

He was creating me with love – the sort of adoration an artist has for their creation, and I did not care that to him I was just another thing he had made. Because it was a thing one step removed from the intentions that had birthed me. And soon there was so much love within me that the words Zeus had spoken – whatever they were – slipped clean from my newly formed mind.

‘She’s a bit young, isn’t she?’ a woman asked, something about her painful to look at, though I didn’t understand why until she brought her hand to my temple, filling me with thoughts of longing and desire. Aphrodite. The name was the barest whisper of sea foam against waves. Goddess of a trickling array of responsibilities, yet beauty sang loudest. Looking at her triggered lust and envy in equal measure. I wanted to tear my gaze away, the embarrassment too fierce – but it would have been worse to reveal that I was conscious for my own creation. Indecent, somehow.

‘Epimatheos has only just reached adulthood,’ Hephaestus said, the first words he’d spoken, as he stepped back to review his work. Throughout, he would chip away a piece just to brush it back over, or carve out a little too much, then pat clay back on – rounding me out, smoothing me down, not resting until each aspect of me was exactly as he demanded. And now, finally, he gave a satisfied nod. ‘She’s perfect.’

Another woman approached. She did not wear her famed helmet but those piercing grey eyes, shrewd and dissecting, labelled her as Athena, goddess of wisdom. She began draping cloth around me, clasping it in place with delicate gold filigree pins. They had just quibbled over my every part and now they covered the mound of my breasts, the gentle rolls of my belly, the curve of my hips right down to my supposedly covetable ankles. When my body was art, it was a thing to be admired. But to become flesh, it was layered in rules of decency and modesty. It was a thing to shield.

With each fold of the sheet, Athena whispered in my ear – words so quick I could not work out their individual forms. But my mind filled with images of the loom and threaded needles until my fingers itched for them, to prove this talent I felt burgeoning inside me.

Aphrodite stepped forward to touch my face again, let her slender fingers run down my cheek, and I shuddered, hoping no one saw. It was the first movement of my body – and suddenly it was all I wanted: to touch and be touched, to feel desired, to find someone who might adore me in every way I suddenly craved.

‘There,’ she said. ‘Now she’s perfect. She’ll be irresistible.’

‘We’ll see,’ Hermes answered, stepping up to take her place. He stared hard into my eyes, and I wanted to run, to hide – to pretend I was never here at all. He whispered into my ear and his words sank through my skin and slid down my throat. There they solidified into long cords, giving me voice – language that could be a disguise. Words that could be wielded as weapons. I wanted to take all I was and every precious thought I had and hide it from view, to twist it into something else and declare it to the world, like the truth would only be safe concealed from the light.

I’m not sure what he did to me, exactly, only that afterwards I didn’t want to let them do what they wanted to me any more.

More women entered the room, carrying jewels which they layered about my throat on long golden chains. They tucked flowers into my hair until they ringed the golden diadem Athena had placed there, and studded them through the embroidered veil that brushed down the back of my neck.

I felt beautiful – and somehow also ashamed of the fact, even though I knew any beauty I had was the intentional work of these gods. Anything of mine was theirs. And still it seemed my shame to bear, like I ought to apologize for my own existence.

When the women were finished, Hermes hummed, tilting his head this way and that. ‘I think she’ll do.’

He entered then, loud steps clashing with the immediate silence that fell upon the gods about me. His words were so distant to me now that I didn’t recognize him as the man who had spoken them and demanded my invention.

‘This is her?’ he asked – his voice a harsh crack, like a lashing whip, like thunder wrenching apart the sky.

‘Yes, Lord Zeus,’ Athena said assuredly when no one else made any indication to speak. ‘Is she to your satisfaction?’

Zeus took another step towards me, his eyes narrowed like he was taking aim at a target. He ran his eyes over my face, my body – and even though I was now clothed, it felt so much worse than the scrutiny of the other gods. I had no doubt that if the answer were no, that I did not suit his purpose, the gods would simply scrap me and start again.

And I liked who I was now, all the things they had made me: a girl who hoped for love; who enjoyed working the loom and could spin lies that were just as pretty; who feared the hunger inside herself as much as she longed to satisfy it.

‘She’ll be the ruin of them,’ Zeus said at last. ‘I name you Pandora.’

Oh.

A piece of me I did not know I was missing.

A name.

A summary of all that I was and all I might be.

With it, Zeus makes me whole. I had existed, but now I come alive, clay softening to warm creamy skin, eyes blinking, and I am stretching my hands out before me, moving within the empty space, part of the world I glide through, marvelling at the feeling of the cold air, of the heavy metal jewellery draped about my throat.

I am Pandora.
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GODS, I NEED TO TAKE this dress off.

I’m trying to process the world around me – the gods and the crowded room full of sharp-edged tools and cluttered workbenches – but I keep tripping over my thoughts, hurtling right back to how hideous this cloth feels against my skin. I am not sure which is worse: the constant discomfort or the way I cannot move past it – a thoroughly infuriating loop.

But the gods are watching me, and instinct forces a smile.

‘Ah … hello?’ I try.

Everyone’s gaze pivots from me to Zeus, like they’re waiting for his judgement. Athena’s gaze feels pointed, eyes boring into mine and then back to Zeus, like she’s trying to tell me something.

But I don’t know what, and clearly I should. I taste bile, and there must be something wrong with the way Hephaestus moulded my lungs, they aren’t working properly and –

Zeus.

The king of the gods. Ruler of the Heavens. Conqueror of the Titans. Master of thunder. Wielder of lightning. Bearer of the Aegis. That once-instinctive recognition is blown beyond all reason. Once the names start they do not stop, epithets tumbling and swirling, titles he himself must have insisted they plant within my mind.

As the script finally slots into place, I blurt, ‘My lord,’ and dip into a low bow.

‘Pandora.’ He draws the name – my name – out into a long, questioning hum, like my existence is a thing to query. ‘How do you feel?’

Like I’m going to scream if I don’t get a change of clothes. The fabric is the wrong weave, wrong heaviness, seams sewn in the wrong places, and I am excruciatingly aware of it all.

But oh, they worked so hard.

I don’t want them to feel bad, or to imply I’m unappreciative of all they’ve done. I watched them chip away at me for hours, saw the thought and consideration they all put into my creation. I can’t diminish that over some fabric that doesn’t sit right.

‘Delighted! By the Heavens, look at this dress!’ I twirl, letting the dove-white linen flow outwards before settling back into perfectly pinned drapes. I clutch at the necklaces I’m wearing. ‘And these jewels. Oh, thank you! Thank you all!’

So that’s how it works, this deceptiveness Hermes rooted in me – a need to please that morphs so easily into a readiness to lie. But I want the world to be a soft, kind thing – and if words can birth me, then surely they can do that?

I take Athena’s hands – who looks a little taken aback at the gesture but pleased enough – before turning to the three women who adorned me with the golden chains. They beam at me, my cheer contagious, until all four of us squeal at the beautiful garments. And there is some truth to that: the clothes are lovely, finely stitched and made with such care. And these girls, the Graces, are all so welcoming and bright and so thrilled at my adoration of everything that suddenly it’s not an act any more.

I am a collection of gods-given gifts and I’m so thoroughly overwhelmed by that generosity that I’m not sure where to turn, who needs my thanks next.

‘Of course,’ Zeus cuts in with a derisive sort of mirth. ‘Well, you certainly did as I asked. Perhaps a little too well – it’s not as though we needed another woman to fawn over clothes and trinkets.’

I’m confused for a moment – because his words are scathing and dismissive but it feels as though there’s a sort of fondness there too. Like he would not waste his time sneering at me if he did not also want something from me. And I know I’m not the only one to notice, because a couple of the goddesses stiffen.

But the gods created me, and they inscribed a love for pretty clothes into my mind – or at least the idea that I should love pretty clothes. So how can they also fault me now for celebrating that? They have marked out a space as mine and then dismissed it as flippant, like it is not one of the few joys made available to me.

Still, the women’s reactions to my compliments imply I have not stepped out of line – nor do Zeus’s comments, really. He seems pleased to have had his apparently low expectations satisfied.

‘Well, let’s show off our newest gift, shall we?’ Zeus doesn’t wait for a gap in the conversation, his voice simply carries over everyone else’s.

And he doesn’t wait for a response, either, just turns and stalks out.

Everyone follows – even Hephaestus, who seems far less interested in me now that I am complete. He does not place much weight on one of his legs, instead leaning on a cane with every step – a cane now flecked with clay. I imagine him later – washing it clean, scraping the mud off, specks of it flaking where he walks. Fragments that could so easily have been a finished part of me, now just discarded dirt to be shed.

‘Oh, please don’t lust after that old fart,’ Hermes says as he lingers beside me, offering his arm.

‘I … I wasn’t,’ I rush. Flustered, I feel my cheeks warm, a sensation I feel equally embarrassed by.

Hermes laughs. ‘Sure.’

I run through the things I know of Hermes – knowledge that flows as readily as air to my lungs or blood through my veins – god of roads, thieves, merchants, conveyer of souls to the Underworld and the messenger of the gods. An overarching theme of transportation, then – and is that why they have left me with him? So that he might bring me wherever we are going?

I take his hand, though I’m not sure why we’re leaving, or where we might be going. This place seems perfectly lovely, though I realize it cannot possibly be Hephaestus’s main forge; there are no fires, no workers, and only a limited array of tools. Sturdy pliers and sharp carving knives, bright-hued paints and a large potter’s wheel I hadn’t noticed I’d been standing on until I step off it.

In front of me, in a large amphora, are bulky lumps of clay. After a moment, I understand what I’m looking at: a hand, chiselled and moulded but the nails not quite finished, and an eyeball, slightly too oval in shape; a mass of hair thinner than my own; a breast lopped off at jagged edges. The parts of me that did not make it.

I think of the clay drying on Hephaestus’s hands.

My eyes sting – but new instincts surge, ones that make me a woman and tell me how to survive it, insisting that now is not a good time to cry. That it will be a weakness. That I must press through to the end.

As Hermes and I leave the room, I am blinded by white marble pillars and a floor of bright, shining gold, reflecting the light of a dozen chandeliers.

I fall still, taking a moment to admire it all – the twinkling lights and the sharp colours, the smell of peonies in the air and the way my shoes tap against the metallic floor.

‘It’s beautiful!’ I exclaim.

‘This,’ Hermes says slowly, ‘is a corridor.’

He guides me on and I realize the gods must have made me in some back-end room of the palace. And as we pass several heavy doors, bolted shut, I wonder what other projects they are working on.

I wonder if the door to my room was bolted shut too.

I nearly stumble over the threshold of the Great Hall. Its ceilings arch so high I have to squint past the flickering lights strung from the rafters to see the marble above. The stone walls are etched with layered art, stories within stories – spear-wielding figures drawn in the wild tresses of centaurs and whole myths in the spiralling patterns of Athena’s shield. And not paying attention to any of it are the hundreds of gods milling around, dressed in explosions of colour and swaying to the lilting chirps of panpipes.

But as my excitement soars into something thoroughly delightful it crests too high, keeps climbing, and all at once it’s too much. It’s so loud – so many gods, all chatting, the cups clinking, footsteps heavy on the lacquered floor.

Ahead of us, Zeus has joined a huddle of gods. He gestures to me and heads turn in my direction. Conversations drop to murmurs.

Hermes leans close and conspiratorially whispers: ‘They’ll sate their curiosity and move on quickly, I’m sure. So I’d enjoy the attention while you have it.’

Enjoy? I cannot stand all the faces turning towards me and their chafing whispers.

A god pushes through the crowd to reach me. His blonde hair glows as golden as the rest of the room, with its metallic floor and flickering candlelights. His chiton slides from his shoulder, baring tanned skin, and I feel that warmth again, that flush. Something enticing about it even as looking feels shameful.

‘Apollo,’ Hermes introduces. ‘Very quickly sated by all accounts. Most would say too quickly.’

‘At least they’re talking, Hermes. Funny how we never hear rumours about your conquests, no matter how much you try to spread them.’

Hermes starts to retort but Apollo is already ignoring him, reaching for me, hand clasping mine, bringing it to his lips.

He’s beautiful – and there’s something entertaining in the way he tosses Hermes’ wit right back at him.

‘Now, who is this lovely creature?’ he asks.

‘Pandora,’ Hermes answers before I can – though the question sounds like it was addressed to him in the first place. ‘The first human woman.’

Apollo squints, confused, and Hermes rushes on. ‘And she’s reserved, I’m afraid.’

‘That hardly matters, I can –’

‘Prometheus.’

Those nearest fall silent, and I realize only then that they have been listening in.

They share worried glances, and Apollo’s face drains of colour.

‘I don’t understand,’ he says.

‘That does not surprise me in the slightest.’

Apollo’s lip curls. ‘Well, what’s she doing here, then? Being paraded around, dressed like that, when she’s already taken? Why are you letting me waste my fucking time?’

He doesn’t wait for a response, turning and stomping back into the crowd.

‘You were right,’ I say so only Hermes can hear. ‘He finished disappointingly quickly – and made no effort to ensure I was sated in return.’

Hermes’ answering snort of a laugh blares loudly. I’m not sure I find it funny – I think I’m actually rather upset by the whole thing – but a need to be liked seems to have taken over and plucked the thing that might most endear me to Hermes from the options planted within my head. From the fond smile that settles on his face, it appears it – I – was correct.

The encounter with Apollo had distracted me from how busy the room is, how loud. Now all I can process is the loud buzzing and, gods, this awful dress, scratching my shoulders, my hips, touching all the parts of me I’m sure Apollo was dreaming of.

Someone should inform him of the amphora of my potential pieces. I’m sure he’d find it just as enticing.

Another god comes over offering distraction and this time I seize it.

‘Dionysus,’ the man introduces himself before Hermes can. He’s beautiful too – in a different sort of way, all curling locks and soft boyish charm. How much beauty can there possibly be in this world? The very corridor brought me to a standstill, and now every god that crosses my path has me enamoured a little more with existence.

Dionysus catches me looking around and cocks his head to the side, an easy smile unfurling. ‘Ah yes, I remember my first visit to Olympus too. Here, this might help.’

He hands me a chalice, something dark and red glistening inside.

I take it and ask, ‘You weren’t created here, then?’

It hadn’t really occurred to me that I was somehow unique in the manner of my birth.

He smiles. ‘Well, sort of – but I couldn’t see much from within the thigh my father stitched me in once my mother died. Then, once I was born, I spent most of my time on the lands below – still do, gallivanting around and getting into trouble. So many parties. So many vintages.’

I blink. ‘I have questions. A lot of questions.’

Dionysus arches a brow. ‘Where would you like to begin?’

So I let them spill out, my reservation shaken free by nervousness, and the questions come one after another, each answer only eliciting a dozen more.

‘Your curiosity is rather charming, Pandora.’ Dionysus eventually catches his breath, chuckling to himself. ‘I almost don’t want her to go,’ he addresses Hermes, like I’m not the one beside him. ‘She’s nothing like these boring bastards. Any joy in this place tends to have an edge of cruelty to it.’ He looks back to me. ‘It’s a relief to see it … unencumbered. You’ll have to find some time in amongst all the grand plans they have for you to visit Naxos. I have to introduce you to the maenads – they’ll love you. And there’s a lot more of that to be found.’

He nods at my now empty cup. Wine, apparently. I like it – the heavy sweetness, and the way it dulls the edges of how overwhelmingly bold everything in this room is.

‘Absolutely! And you have to let me join one of your revelries, they sound so fun!’

‘And the orgies,’ Dionysus adds.

I’m taken aback. Had we been flirting? Or is this just the sort of thing he says?

I start to make some bawdy joke in return – like with Hermes, I’m certain it will land well. But Athena slides into the space beside him and what actually tumbles from my lips is an awkward mumbling of, ‘Well, I don’t know about that.’

‘Interesting,’ Hermes says, watching me with a shrewdness that reminds me of his gaze while I was being created, like he could see everything inside me, even the parts I wasn’t aware of.

‘Yes?’ Athena asks him, and Dionysus chooses this moment to disappear back into the party.

‘She’s irresistible.’ Hermes cocks his head at me. ‘It varies from person to person. But it appears she’s quite adept at finding it.’

‘Why, thank you,’ I say, laughing to disguise my discomfort. Smile, smile, smile. Be pleasant. Be fun. No one else is struggling so don’t let them sense that you are. Become whoever you need to be and figure the rest out later.

‘Hmm, I’d like to see that. I’ll accompany her, now,’ Athena says. So she does, Hermes nodding farewell and joining a circle of gods in the corner.

Athena introduces me to more gods, each as interesting as the last. They tell me of their domains and origins and I lose myself in their stories and gossip.

I push my fear aside and lean in, until the shiny projected veneer of my confidence becomes all I am. I drink more wine. I dance. I laugh so hard I fear my sides might split like clay in an over-hot kiln.

‘Charismatic,’ Athena finally declares, and soon she’s glancing around the room as though she’s looking for another god to take over as my chaperone – bored, apparently, now she has solved the puzzle of me.

I look away, if only to hide the embarrassment of her sudden and evident disinterest in me. My gaze catches instead on a mural of her etched into the walls, sword aloft, plumed helmet towering above the men cowering before her.

Something about it tickles a memory, something the gods want me to know …

I dart quick looks at the other carvings, and there I see it again and again: victory. Their victory. This place is a temple to their might.

‘Ah yes. Our defeat of the Titans,’ Athena says, like she can hear my whirring thoughts.

It rushes through me like my mind is still settling in place: the gods’ predecessors, led by Zeus’s father, Kronos. The Titans had done abhorrent things: torn their parents limb from limb and devoured their own children. So the gods had overthrown them in a long, brutal war …

The gods saved us. Their might prevailed. They are brave and worthy heroes.

The thoughts jolt me – because surrounded by the gods of this world I have not yet felt much reverence. Is that what they’re all waiting for? For me to fall to my knees, in fervent worship?

But the ideas slip away as soon as they occur, like they cannot find ground upon which to set down their roots.

Beside me, Athena is fixated on the etching of herself, her grey eyes distant. ‘My birth.’ She nods at the mural, her sword held high. ‘Kronos wielded time itself. He warped it about the battlefield like a distilling plague, and the gods found their own magic to fight it, like a fog fights the horizon. Yet even in those colliding torrents of moments, where minutes unravelled and years coiled tight, still nothing quite as strange as me had occurred in its midst. I was born fully grown, plated in armour, and leapt into the fray from the skull of Lord Zeus itself. Which is to say –’ her lips press into the barest hint of a smile – ‘that I understand what it is like, to suddenly be and to be thrust into the frenzy.’

She glances back at the room, and I realize she hadn’t been looking for another god to abandon me with, but rather attempting to see it all through my freshly rolled eyes.

‘Personally,’ she says, ‘I’d choose the battle over this.’

I don’t know what to say. Everyone else had wanted something from me, and I had flowed to fill the mould they requested, but this attempt to cut to the heart of me like she might find kinship there has me stumbling, and before I can find my footing, she says: ‘I think that’s enough now. Come.’

She strides towards Zeus and I hurry to follow. He is surrounded by other gods and does not even look at me as we approach, just turns to the gods at his side: Hermes, Aphrodite and now Athena.

‘I suppose you might as well take her down.’

‘What? Take me down where?’ I interject before I’ve thought through what I’m doing.

Every one of them pivots to glare at me.

There is a difference, I realize, between being part of a conference with the king of the gods and attempting small talk with him on a dance floor. My voice is not welcome in the former, and raising it when it was not asked for goes against everything they’ve instilled in me.

Hermes rushes to break the silence before it can turn on me. ‘To Colchis. To your husband.’

‘Don’t worry, Pandora. You’ll love him,’ Zeus says, flashing teeth. ‘It’s the very purpose of your existence.’
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A GODDESS PASSES US, HER tumbling curls tangling in the lyre strung across her back, and it’s enough to distract Zeus, who quickly follows her without another word.

‘Well, I suppose I’d better make the delivery,’ Hermes says cheerfully.

Athena turns a stony gaze on him. ‘I will come as well; this is too critical to risk.’

‘My postal services are a risk?’

Aphrodite laughs. ‘My letters to Adonis took two weeks because you were distracted ferrying souls to the Underworld.’

‘The passage of mortal souls is more important than the erotica you two spew back and forth.’

‘I guarantee you it is not! Besides, Adonis is in the Underworld too; it shouldn’t have taken so long! And on the topic of spewed erotica, I’m coming as well. I want to see these sparks fly in person.’

‘Why? So you can let your jealousy ruin the moment?’

I feel myself fading out as they squabble, like the whole world is just happening around me. By the time Hermes loops his arm through mine, I’m no longer sure what’s going on, or where I’m being led. I blink and suddenly I’m in a chariot, Athena at the helm with Hermes and Aphrodite crammed in too.

The chariot charges forward and I would be tossed out if Hermes didn’t hold me in place, his hand clamped firmly on my wrist like I might choose this moment to run away.

I shut my eyes, wincing against the cold as we fly through the sky – and that’s it, I’ve left Olympus.

My skin burns as the air tears at us, my hair knotting around the clips that hold it in place. My stomach churns and, gods, I really ought to have drunk less wine.

I’m waiting for it to be over, but as we start to slow I risk peeking over the edge.

I’d expected glorious views – all that’s surrounded me since my eyes first opened is unparalleled beauty. But all I can see are clusters of trees, distinguished only by the hills rolling beneath them. With dusk descending, they’re too dim to find much depth or detail, just dark shards forming an impenetrable mass.

As we draw closer, the trees cut to an abrupt halt, revealing grey dust speckled with grass. Ahead, cliffs drop into a dark thrashing ocean. And between the two are the orange-tiled roofs of what must be our destination.

Colchis. My husband.

I shut my eyes again, and pretend it’s the wind that forces me.

By the time we land I feel like I’ve been churned up and resettled, like the gods dragged me back to the workshop to push me into some new shape.

I wonder what my husband will think of it. Of me.

Athena dismounts but Aphrodite turns to me, heaving a deep and wistful sigh. ‘You are so lucky, Pandora. To be made for love. How glorious. There’s nothing more powerful in the world.’

‘How’s it worked out for you?’ Hermes scoffs, leaping to the ground and abandoning us in the chariot.

Aphrodite ignores him with a pointed hair-flip. ‘Don’t pay him any attention. Love is joy, it is completion. Many spend their whole lives searching for it, and here you are getting it hand-delivered!’

My unease settles a little, diluted by a weak spark of hope. The goddess of love herself is telling me happiness awaits – how could I doubt it? This man I’m to marry must be perfect, if Aphrodite approves the match. My version of perfect at the very least, as suited for me as I am for him. Two halves designed to fit together in seamless harmony. I wonder if the gods made him too – split our clay into parts, and are now bringing us back together to become whole.

Still, my concern lingers – and how utterly infuriating, that these churning emotions do not listen to the logic of the gods’ will.

Aphrodite gestures for me to dismount the chariot. So I leap, my thin-soled shoes not offering much protection from the hard-packed dirt my feet slam into. It’s not particularly high, but it feels like I’ve jumped from Olympus itself.

The trees look sparser from this angle, long thin trunks with leaves that fan out above. Still, past the edges they cluster so tightly that I cannot see far through the forest’s depths. I stare a little too long, and I know, really, it’s to avoid looking in the other direction.

‘Come along,’ Athena calls.

I turn to her, and – Olympus above – the house.

Tall white walls and thick wooden-framed windows. Cobblestone path winding up to its slatted door. It looks tiny, settled among so much nothing, but imposing too, ominous almost in its very existence, here where there’s little else to be found.

As before, there is only one way to dull this anxiety: I must press through to the end.

I feel every stone beneath my sandals, each step painful. I think of the smooth, shining golden floor of Olympus. I think of ripping the shoes off. I want to tear the dress off too. I think of being naked before the gods’ gaze, before I thought to think anything of it, and I think of the fact they designed me for whoever I’m being led to, but every man in that room wanted me to be perfect for them too, like they could only want something if another man wanted it as well, and –

We’re at the door.

Hermes is lifting a big iron loop and letting it fall heavily against the wood, and it rings and rings. In each of the house’s windows I see lights flickering to the rhythm of its chimes and I can’t get the sound out of my ears even after it stops. My heart chimes too, shrill vibrations against my ribs, like it might chip away at me every bit as much as Hephaestus’s chisel ever did.

A key scratches at the lock.

A boy flings the door open almost recklessly, no care for who might be on the other side. No peering through a crack first, like he might wish to know who he is opening up his home to.

I feel like I am racing through the sky once more, hurtling forward quicker than I can comprehend. I can only take in snatches of him: thick, bold brows arched over eyes that remind me of the forest – oak-brown at the edges, spiralling into impenetrable darkness; himation thrown carelessly over his chiton, slanting across his shoulders; gold cuffs encircling his ears, his hair a mess of sleek black curls that look so thoroughly tactile …

‘Well, what an absolute delight,’ he says, voice like a warm forge. And then he flashes a brilliant smile – straight white teeth, creases in the corners of his eyes, actual dimples etched into his warm brown skin.

There was no furnace for me, no kiln to harden the malleable clay. Is that why I suddenly feel so unstable? As though I am still unset within? One glance at that smile and my insides melt, my heartbeat staggering in flux.

The boy’s gaze falls on each of us in turn and as he reaches me he adds: ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’

That last word on his lips, the way he meets my eyes as he says it …

He leans against the doorframe, and even angled he looks down on us all. Athena is as straight as a javelin beside me and she just about scrapes his eyeline. How is he standing so casually – so calmly – when I feel so thoroughly dazed?

‘Might we come inside?’ Athena asks, a forced innocence to her voice that snaps me from my frazzled lust.

The boy – my husband? – doesn’t seem to notice the threat, he just smiles once more and opens his arms wide. ‘Of course, come right in!’

He steps back, welcoming us all through. One by one we step forward and I’m excruciatingly aware of passing him, the fear I might be too close, that I might brush against him.

The door opens into a large courtyard, the rest of the house set in a wide arc around it. Utility mixes with comfort: there are long, low lounge chairs and a deep-set well, finely tended flowers beside fruit-bearing trees and half-filled pithoi of crushed, fermenting grapes. In a corner is a sundial that cannot possibly work, with the way the house must shade it entirely each morning. Athena smirks as she considers it, perhaps thinking the same.

In the twilight, everything is enchanting, lit by the flames of a brazier at the courtyard’s centre.

A dog races towards us from inside the house, though there is something odd to it, a shape rearing from its back. And as the flames illuminate it, the dog shines. I gasp. It is metal, pure and shining gold, tiny gears glinting beneath its chin and behind its ears.

Hephaestus’s hand is clear in this and when my mind whispers an automaton it is as though one creation of his can recognize another.

Now the shape on its back becomes clear: a tray balancing cups and an oinochoe of wine.

The dog sits, neatly sliding the tray to the floor beside us, then races to nudge the lounge chairs invitingly closer to the fire, its tail wagging just like the real thing.

‘Thank you, Korax,’ the boy says, reaching to pick up the tray.

‘Korax?’ Hermes loudly whispers. ‘You can’t name a golden dog Raven, surely?’

Athena shakes her head. ‘He’s thanking a metal dog, Hermes. I think the name is the least of his issues.’

Our host gestures for us to sit as he pours the wine out.

‘It’s so lovely for you all to visit,’ he says, handing a cup to Athena. ‘I can’t recall the last time an Olympian blessed me like this.’

‘I wonder why,’ Hermes says, glancing around and not bothering to conceal the curl of his lip. As beautiful as this home is, its quaintness apparently does not appeal to the opulent tastes of the Olympians. ‘Remind me what it is you do here?’

‘Um, live?’ the boy says, then rushes to continue at Hermes’ derisive snort. ‘Forage, make wine, care for the forest –’

‘Yes, yes, how very exciting,’ Aphrodite says, taking the next cup from his hand before he can offer. ‘Now, shouldn’t we make a toast? Especially on a day like this?’

The boy rushes to pass me a drink, only half filled, but better than nothing for an apparent toast. He barely has time to splash anything into his own cup.

‘Yes,’ the boy says. ‘How wonderful it is to drink with friends.’

Aphrodite rises to her feet. ‘And a glorious day to celebrate young love.’

Now he frowns. ‘I don’t under–’

‘You have been given a great gift by Zeus himself,’ Aphrodite continues. I’m so distracted watching him – enjoying the way he looks at each person talking so intently, following the words on their lips like each one is a thing to be treasured – that I don’t even notice Aphrodite as she comes to stand behind me, placing her hands on my shoulders. ‘He rewards those loyal to Olympus. And you have always shown great loyalty to those who deserve it, and cast aside those who do not. Isn’t that so?’

The boy’s expression darkens, ever so slightly, but his words are jovial. ‘Yes, of course. I fought for Zeus to claim his rightful throne, and it pleases me to see him rule so justly.’

Aphrodite gives a warm, tight smile. ‘I’m sure it does. And just as he punishes those who betray him, those who please him he rewards. Pandora here has been created just for you. And given every gift the gods can bestow. Zeus hopes you enjoy her.’

Enjoy me.

Is that all I am? Something to be received and revelled in? Some kind of bribe for future loyalty?

It shouldn’t matter, should it? If this arrangement makes everyone happy, then why question the decisions that led us here?

But something’s not right – and I think it’s the way they’ve chosen to draw this out into some grand reveal. Like they want to linger on his surprise. Or like they want to trick him somehow.

The boy steps back, knocking the tray to the floor where it clatters against stone. He doesn’t even flinch. I’m not altogether sure he notices.

‘Oh, that’s very … kind. Of course. But I’m not –’

‘I know you don’t refuse a gift of the king of the gods, Epimatheos,’ Athena interrupts – and for a second I’m shocked.

Epimatheos – after wisdom – as a name, it means afterthought.

A guest does not insult their host in their home, not when bound by the hospitality laws of xenia. It would be foolish – and Athena certainly isn’t that. Which means she isn’t insulting him, at least not beyond the actual name itself and whatever the giver of it intended.

Athena continues. ‘Nor would you refuse the gift a guest might bestow upon their host, surely.’

She’s bound him twice now, first through the threat of Zeus and then by xenia. That’s why she asked to come inside – but why would she need to bind him? Aren’t we supposed to be perfect for one another? Didn’t Aphrodite say I was made for this man’s love? Does this mean –

But Epimatheos stills any concern I might have had by crossing quickly to my side, his smile so blinding I have to look away from it, glancing up into his eyes which capture mine with their intensity.

‘Refuse? Rivers of Hell, why would I refuse? Pandora, I believe?’

I nod, too surprised by this turn of affection to say much at all. He takes my hand and I rise, stepping forward to close a little of the distance between us. He’s at least a foot taller than me, lithe-limbed and towering. I can’t look away until he does, his gaze raking down me, slowly, and I am suddenly so aware of every inch of my skin.

His eyes meet mine again. ‘You are the single most divine creature I have ever laid eyes on.’

‘Careful, Epi, that’s sacrilege,’ Hermes warns, but there’s an amused lilt to his tone and he lazily swirls the wine in his cup as he speaks.

Epimatheos blanches. ‘Oh, I didn’t mean to … forgive me. I am just so overcome by Lord Zeus’s generosity.’

‘It’s quite understandable.’ Aphrodite nods.

‘This is …’ Epimatheos shakes his head and he can’t stop smiling. Neither can I. It feels like my heart might burst. ‘This is beyond anything I dared hope for. I know my family have betrayed the king in the past, and I have lived with the bitterness of that fact for so long. I cannot stress how much Lord Zeus’s forgiveness means to me. And to be rewarded too? With a woman like this? This benevolence is an honour.’

‘Yes, that’s Zeus.’ Athena stands. ‘Benevolent. Well, perhaps we’d better leave these two to become better acquainted. After all, we just led a procession to your door. I believe, by the customs of the minor gods and nymphs, that makes you officially married.’

‘Yes!’ Aphrodite calls behind her as she makes to leave. ‘You have a wedding night to enjoy!’

Epimatheos turns to me and winks. ‘Oh, absolutely we do.’

My lungs, my heart, my knees, apparently! How many parts of me did Hephaestus make weak to this boy?

Hermes downs the rest of his wine in one long gulp. ‘Rivers of Hell, no one needs to stick around for that. If it’s anything like the last wedding procession I was a part of, I’ll never get the horrifying sound of all that moaning out of my head.’

The wine I drank earlier feels like it has completely worn off, not a single part of me dulled to Epimatheos and the effect his lingering gaze is having on me.

They leave and I barely notice – I am too busy trying to still my racing heart and freewheeling mind.

Epimatheos says nothing, just piles the cups back on to the tray. Athena’s chariot darts into the sky, and he scowls as he looks up to it, though the expression vanishes as he turns once more to me. Smile back in place like it never left.

‘Let’s go inside, shall we? Away from prying eyes.’

Even this still-horrendously annoying dress isn’t distraction enough from the thoughts that flood my mind: all the things we might do inside, all the things couples do on their wedding nights – knowledge of which Aphrodite has blessed me with, but the actuality I fear I am definitely not ready for. Part of me is screaming yes, while the parts that supposedly make me irresistible – shyness, demureness, maidenhood – are busily deeming that desire despicable. The contradiction of myself inflames, spirals – yet none of it is enough to stop that longing …

‘Right,’ I manage. ‘Yes. Let’s.’

Did Athena herself not declare me charismatic? Then why am I not currently capable of full sentences?

He takes my hand, his skin so warm, and I look up into those deep dark eyes.

He draws me forward, stepping across the threshold of his – our? – home.

I can’t cope with all this, and yet …

It’s the very purpose of your existence.

I have to trust in the gods who sent me here so I turn, ready to throw myself into it. To flirt with my husband as much as he has with me. To assert that I am just as thrilled to be gifted to him as he is to receive me.

The door slams shut and Epimatheos towers over me, pressing his arm to the wall above my head, trapping me in place.

All trace of his happiness is gone, that devastating smile not even a memory in the sneer that is etched in its stead.

‘Now, what the hell am I supposed to do with you?’
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I’M LEANING BACK, PRESSING MYSELF into the wall, trying to create some distance. He’s so close, and now is not the time to notice the woody scent of him, the aniseed tang. It’s all merging: confusion and arousal and a tinge of fear until words are tumbling from me – incredibly foolish words when a boy has you pressed to a wall like this.

‘I was literally born this morning and even I know what you’re meant to do on your wedding night. If you don’t, then I’m not sure I can help you.’

Oh no. Oh gods, no. I know immediately that I’ve got it wrong – snatched to put on the same front I wore for Hermes and Dionysus and presented it to Epimatheos instead. But what else can I do? That same instinct not to let anyone see my confusion or, worse, my hurt is reaching for the first shield it can find – and apparently it’s one of unbothered snark.

But his instant glower tells me that bravado isn’t going to help me here.

‘This is not our wedding night. We are not married.’ His voice is low, the letters so sharp and crisp that I feel them vibrate through my bones – feel my spine straighten in response.

‘But the gods said –’

‘The gods lied. Repeatedly. You will find it is what they do. So, Pandora.’ He sneers my name – and I’m not sure I can blame him. If my name meant afterthought I’d be resentful of someone named all the gifts too. Even though he’s being awful, I find I can’t even think of him as Epimatheos – it feels too cruel – so, short of something better, I simply drop the insult. Matheos – thought. That ought to do. ‘What exactly are you doing here?’

‘I assume you don’t mean up against this wall? Because I was hoping you might enlighten me on that one.’ I suppress a wince. This version of myself is sticking, then, I suppose. At least it hides the rest of me away, lets my feelings cower until they’re safe.

Irritation clenches his jaw so tight he growls through his teeth: ‘What is it you want?’

Gods, what a question.

I think about it for a moment. My bafflement is a blurry thing – I don’t know the rules of this world, am unsure where I’ve gone wrong. But there is a gnawing in my gut at the thought I’ve trespassed on some taboo or other.

‘Right now? I want to be led somewhere I can rip this dress off.’

When his narrowed eyes widen with alarm, I realize how what I’ve just said sounds.

‘I’m not sleeping with you,’ he snarls.

‘Pity.’

‘Pandora.’

‘I’m joking! I don’t want to sleep with you, either, when you’re going to such lengths to make your disgust of me this clear. I mean, this is hardly scintillating foreplay,’ I lie – it turns out being pushed against this wall with his face so close to mine is indeed doing something to me. ‘If you don’t want me that’s fine, I am more than happy to go back to Olympus –’

‘You’re not going anywhere.’

His words land heavily, and though he doesn’t move, the space between us feels like it’s contracted even further. Like the walls are closing in.

‘Excuse me?’

Matheos steps back, the arm that had blocked me in place falling to his side. But the way he’s regarding me makes me feel no less trapped.

‘The gods sent you to me for a reason. And I intend to find out what it is.’

The gods have been incredibly obvious about why they sent me here. It’s his behaviour that’s unclear!

My throat tightens with the confusion of it all. The hurt I can keep at bay, the rejection a thing to postpone thinking about. But the feeling of the ground vanishing beneath me? Of the fragile rules I have drawn the outlines of this world with paling to hazy marks? It is too fundamental, disconnecting something within me until my responses spill without thought, Matheos’s every action sudden and jarring and every breath a thing I must fight for.

Only one thing is clear: that this is not a place to let my emotions show. They are a vulnerability; the very existence of them is to lose. But I can already feel a stopper loosening and everything threatening to burst free.

I need to get out of here.

‘This is ridiculous.’ I dismiss it, taking a step towards the door. But another metallic creature appears in front of me. This one with very sharp teeth. Some sort of big cat – a panther or lion. It cocks its head at Matheos, cogs twirling in its eyes like it’s waiting for permission.

I swallow. The threat is obvious but whatever Matheos means by it doesn’t land as it should. Despite everything, I really, truly cannot believe Matheos would risk injuring a gift from the gods. The automaton waits, and I wonder whether Matheos summoned it somehow or whether this situation – a gifted girl in his home – is so common that the beast has a programmed response. It, too, is clearly a creation of Hephaestus – so did the god send it here for a purpose, presumably one other than keeping me trapped within this house?

I blink, startled at my own distraction, and return to the matter at hand.

Matheos regards me with the same curiosity I directed at the automaton. I realize now how he played the gods – with his baffled nods and ditzy acquiescence. He probably chose his name himself to drive its point home. Surely he would not undo all his efforts to persuade the Olympians of his unthinking obedience by destroying the thing they so clearly want him to have.

I’m on the cusp of taking another step when he speaks again: ‘What’s your plan, Pandora? Going to wave at the sky until they send another chariot for you? They won’t come. You aren’t a god. We aren’t gods. We’re nothing to them.’

Obviously he’s not nothing, or they wouldn’t have engineered all this.

But I am.

Didn’t they make that plain every time they spoke like I wasn’t there? Every time they did something to me and I didn’t even think to protest – took me to Earth, handed me over to a complete stranger, and I never even thought about saying ‘no’ because they’d made it so clear that wasn’t an option.

‘If you aren’t a god, what are you?’ I ask, because he’s blatantly not human either – not if he looks eighteen but apparently sided with Zeus in a war that happened centuries ago.

For the first time, his disgust falters. It’s replaced with a strange sort of hesitance – perhaps even reluctance.

And then, levelling his gaze at mine, the challenge within clear, he says: ‘I am a Titan.’

I can’t help my sharp intake of breath. The murals on the walls of Olympus: Kronos consuming babies, ordering his armies, their vicious blades wielded against the gods, the ichor they gleefully shed, golden lacquer painted on to the marble friezes like the wounds still wept …

‘Not one of those ones, obviously,’ he snaps and I realize I’ve made this situation so much worse by reacting with the fear he’d obviously anticipated. ‘And though you may be loath to believe it of a Titan, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m just –’

‘Imprisoning me?’

‘Keeping you where I can see you,’ he corrects, brows drawn low over a piercing glare. ‘I’m going to uncover every lie you’re trying to tell me. Every ruse, every manipulation, every falsehood. I will find you out, Pandora. I won’t give you the chance to fulfil whatever purpose you were created for.’

Loving you, a voice in my mind answers. That’s all.

Matheos snorts, like he can hear my thoughts and thinks my answer weak, my purpose only worthy of disdain. Like love must hide an ulterior motive.

And when he speaks again, it’s a clear and blunt dismissal: ‘Stephanos here will show you to your room.’
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THE HOUSE IS BRIGHT AND cool, more orange tile under foot and rough white walls surrounding me as I walk. The air is tinged with lemon, and my footsteps echo loudly in the stairwell, and then even louder in the large room it leads to. There’s a scattering of low reclining chairs and a few barren tables but certainly nothing to fill it, or stop any sound bouncing in the sparse lounge.

It seems Matheos doesn’t get many visitors. So how lonely am I about to become?

An empty house full of creaking automatons. An angry boy and a girl made of clay. Impenetrable forest all around, the sharp drop of the cliffs … We are at the edge of the world, in a place the gods forgot – or they will, at least. I’m sure of that now – their plan complete, a task marked off, a girl made and delivered …

Stephanos trots out of the only door, and we emerge on to a wooden walkway, shaded by the low slanting tiled roof and lined with doors and curtained windows. It stretches the length of the house and looks into the courtyard below.

I am taken to the very end, and Stephanos stares at another door expectantly. Stephanos. Circlet, wreath – and my eye catches on the melded metal mane about its neck. Did Matheos name it? But the lion nudges the door impatiently so I push it open. I take in the bed, the chest at its foot, the small table and chairs in the corner. Everything wooden and roughly hewn. The linens the colour of the sand outside. It’s all just as simple and paltry as everything else.

The door shuts behind me.

I immediately fumble with the ties to yank this dress from my body.

I find fresh chitons in the trunk. They must be spares or cast-offs – left for guests who might have need of them. The new fabric is softer, and I’m thankful the sheets are folded to fit because I’m considerably shorter, fatter and – frankly – bustier than Matheos. Even so, the dress stretches across every curve and bump he doesn’t have – a little too tight on my hips and riding up where it gathers above my backside.

Why is every chiton in this world determined to spite me?

It’s difficult to knot in place, and I think of Athena delicately tying each one on my previous outfit, and all the love the gods poured into my creation, abandoned the moment I became real.

Maybe the idea of me was preferable to the reality.

Which is the thought that finally undoes me, my body caving and the tears spilling fast.

Maybe the gods liked me better still and silent and under their control.

Still, even if that’s true, at least they liked me in some regard – not like the man I was supposedly moulded for. The cruelty of it is inescapable now, searing and caustic: his every barb, the utter hatred with which he spat each word, the threats he wasted no time in levelling against me.

It just doesn’t make sense. My heart was not made for this sort of break. I should be locked in an embrace right now, sweet whispers in my ear, hands on my skin.

I wasn’t just born to love; I was meant to be loved in return.

I’m failing at the very purpose of my existence.

I dive beneath the sheets of the bed, hoping the weight of the blankets and the darkness they douse me in might be the only place where my tears are safe.

Instead, every hope the gods adorned me with begins to spiral.

Some are too hazy to recall, some so clear their sharp edges cut: irresistible, temptress, charming, ‘a bit young’ – because Epimatheos was young, too, and each shred of me was an intention for him – ‘reserved, I’m afraid’ …

I throw the covers from the bed.

Prometheus.

That was what Hermes had said. Not Epimatheos.

I frown.

Afterthought and forethought – brothers, perhaps? One the clear favourite, with names like that. Alright, alright … I stand and begin pacing, hoping the answers might flow as quickly as my harried steps.

Hermes hadn’t necessarily meant I was ‘reserved’ for Prometheus instead – it was just the name he’d used to shut down Apollo. So I suppose the real question is why build me for Matheos? They’d said I was a reward for loyalty, that Matheos had stood by Olympus when others had not …

Others like Prometheus, maybe?

It is, of course, just a theory. I’m still discovering the way my mind works but it seems primed to shield me from despair, so maybe this puzzle is just another distraction to latch on to. But it would make Matheos’s hostility if not reasonable then perhaps understandable: I might remind him of whatever betrayal Prometheus committed, or he might doubt the gods are truly here to reward him, or maybe that name of his and the long years in this lonesome house have convinced him he doesn’t deserve an offering like me.

Interesting. I suppose I wouldn’t need all the gifts the gods gave me if gaining Matheos’s love were easy. Maybe they knew I would have to wield the talents they awarded me to win him over. Maybe they knew it would take time, and skill and devotion.

It may not be as easy as I had expected, but won’t love be all the sweeter if it is a thing accomplished rather than instantly given?

The gods do, after all, enjoy nothing so much as a testament to their power.

And maybe that’s what we’re destined to become.

What felt impossible last night feels simple in the bold light of morning – I am going to make Matheos love me. That is, until the moment I open the door and find the golden dog on the wooden walkway, sitting opposite me and watching. I step forward and the dog is immediately on its feet, moving to block me.

‘Oh, really?’ I sigh. ‘A guard dog now, are you?’

I contemplate barging past it, but it’s a metal machine and I imagine it can stop me. Or at least bark loud enough to wake Matheos.

I ransack what I know of this thing.

Korax. Automaton. Built by Hephaestus. A servant of sorts. A guard.

A dog.

I scratch its ears. Its tail wags. I reach down, feeling around for a groove or latch, something to allow for maintenance.

I find one beneath a ridge on its back – a lever held to one side. But I hesitate before switching it, my curiosity warring with reluctance. I want to know what it does, but don’t want to risk the harm it might cause.

Korax’s jaw opens, almost like it’s smiling, as I continue to scratch.

Oh, fine.

Besides, if it’s reacting like this then it will probably act like a dog in other ways, and so my curiosity latches on to that instead.

‘What if you showed me the kitchens? I bet there’s lots of lovely treats – meat, a bone, maybe?’

Korax’s ears prick, alert once more and holding firm. It cocks its head at me like it can’t believe I even tried that.

Automaton. ‘There’s probably lots of very nice oil too?’

Its tail wags far more enthusiastically.

‘Come on
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