
  
    
      
        
        
        “There is geometry in the humming of the strings. There is music in the spacing of the spheres.”

        Attributed to Pythagoras
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      Less than an hour old, fatherless and despised by his mother, the squalling infant fell from the heavens. Fell all day and fell all night through vast starry skies, on through the firmament, down to the humble blue and green orb below, until he landed on the sea with a sickly crack of breaking baby bones. The fallen god let out a scream that shook the world. Yet no one came.

      Finally, the briny maw engulfed the child and he sank through the indigo depths, the cold threatening to extinguish his inner flame and leave him in permanent darkness. As the night entered his soul, two hands grabbed him.

      Deep in an undersea grotto, an icy teat was forced between his lips. Immediately, he ceased squalling. The milk yielded was brackish, but freely given, and more than he’d received from his mother.

      Surf-like, a voice pounded in his mind. ‘Your saviour is Thetis the seawitch. I have healed all your wounds, except one. You are Hephaestus: he who shines by day. Quite a mouthful for such an insignificant wretch so I will call you Heph. You are god of fire.’

      In spite of her stony embrace, he clung on and the tide of milk flowed into his belly, making him one with the ocean. The pain in his leg ebbed a little, if not the pain in his heart, but the shattered ankle wasn’t worth worrying about. He was a god – which is to say, perfect – so lameness was not an option. The bone would heal soon enough, although nothing could erase the wound of maternal rejection, of being tossed from the celestial mountain as if he were no more precious than a pomegranate skeleton. But what of his other parent? Hephaestus searched inside himself, seeking the waymarkings of a father, somebody he’d been moulded on and formed by, but found no answers.

      In the meantime, at least the seawitch had saved him from the murky fathoms and taken him as her own. Greedily, he suckled on her left teat, his free hand possessing her right as if to stop another infant latching on. There, he drew comfort and imagined he was at his mother’s breast, warming himself as he sheltered beneath the skin of the sea. Thetis was not known for kindness but cared for him as if he were a fallen nestling. On he drank and on, endless his hunger, until a bony finger forced itself into the corner of his mouth and he was deprived once more.

      ‘That’s enough, Heph. Leave a drop for someone else.’ She held him at arm’s length. ‘Go to Eurynome and let’s have a look at you.’

      Prised from his source of comfort, he prepared to yowl, instead inhaling a large quantity of ocean as he was thrust onto a soft belly. A round, translucent face loomed over him, smiling.

      ‘Eurynome,’ said the surf-like voice, ‘creatrix of the universe, exalted dove, wide wanderer and consort of Thetis.’

      The seawitch appeared beside the creatrix, frowning. Silenced, Hephaestus looked at his saviour. Beautiful, yes, but also terrifying. Black of eye. Fingers tipped with jet. Blue-green tresses clinking with bruised pearls. Clad in a couple of scallop shells and a few fronds of seaweed. A goddess as dark and cold as the ocean itself.

      ‘Ugly little scrap of divinity, aren’t you?’ said Thetis as she tugged his plump bottom lip between thumb and forefinger. ‘No wonder they didn’t want you up there, and being noisy with it can’t have helped your cause.’

      The seawitch’s words cut him like a thousand shards of coral, but despite her sharp tone, she patted his backside and tucked him under her arm as she went about her chores. Gradually, he settled, watching her spinning sea moss into spools of yarn and knitting them into miniature cloaks and baby blankets, which she stowed in a wooden chest inlaid with gold. Fascinated, he watched her nimble fingers working the needles.

      Little did the god of fire know, but these clothes would never cover his back. They were for another child. A true son of Thetis. Achilles is his name. But no more of him just now for his time has not yet come.
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        * * *

      

      Thetis woke Hephaestus from a sound sleep, swaddled him in sealskin and tied him to her before swimming into the ocean where tendrils of kelp ensnared them, impeding their progress. As they travelled, it was hard to tell where they were going, but the severe drop in temperature suggested the colder, deeper water that lay in trenches. The godling snivelled, salt tears lost in the sea. It was happening again. First, his birth-mother had rejected him and now his foster-mother was casting him out. Where would he turn next in this precarious life?

      Suddenly, he was borne upwards. The night air on his wet face scared him and he pressed himself to Thetis. All he could see were dim outlines, and all he could hear was water hurling itself at the rocks. Why had they left the grotto? Thetis shushed him and whispered that Poseidon was hunting her so they had to be quiet.

      Walls of water rose, sucking the seabed dry and exposing twitching sea creatures, but just before they drowned in air, the water collapsed and surged inland. The sky blackened as Selene hid her bright face behind a passing cloud and Thetis sent up a prayer. Hephaestus hoped his father would hear it and protect them from this terrible Poseidon, but when the plea was answered by thunderbolts raining down, he flinched.

      ‘Almighty Zeus is here to save me from Poseidon and not to harm you.’

      His guardian petted him while he got used to the sight and sound. The intermittent light revealed the sea god in silhouette, locks trailing down his back like knotted ropes. Ignoring his brother’s aerial onslaught, Poseidon continued striding through his domain, waist-deep and holding his trident, comfortably absorbing the bombardment.

      In a new tactic, Zeus spread purple sheet lightning, and when Poseidon turned, his locks eddied around him, destroying the foolish whimbrels who flew too near. Water funneled from the sea to the sky, taking birds and fish with it. So many sent to their doom. How many must die when gods collide?

      The sea god pushed on, half in his world and half in that of his brother. Why did Zeus not venture down to the sea? Was the thunder god weakened by water? Up to his shoulders and haloed in lightning bolts, Poseidon moved to the deeper sea, storms following him until the funnel receded and the water swirled shut.

      ‘The god of the sea has been vanquished and Zeus has spared my chastity so we should give thanks.’

      Kneeling, she raised the child overhead and sang her siren song. The offering must have gratified the almighty as the luminous god descended to earth and waved a benediction. Scraping his head on the night sky and shoving clouds out of the way, Zeus ranged over his lands, platinum mane flowing behind him.

      Thetis lowered Hephaestus and clasped him to her breast. ‘The sea has hidden Poseidon but you can tell where he is by the whirlpool above him. It would pull you under in an instant, so be extra cautious when Poseidon is on a stalking mission. He’ll wade through his realm to his palace, which is said to be magnificent, but I’ll never go there and neither should you. Be ever wary of him and his brothers. The three of them are cut from the same cloth. Zeus, Hades and Poseidon, always wanting what they haven’t got and taking it, regardless.’ She pinched his cheek. ‘But no need for you to fret.’

      He snuggled into her shoulder, bracing his sore leg against the crook of her arm as he nursed. Since Poseidon had gone below and Zeus was beyond the horizon, the rain of thunderbolts faded. Encouraged by the newly calm night, Selene returned, her soft light spilling in a silver river across the placid sea.

      ‘Come on, it’s safe to go home.’

      But home no longer felt safe for Hephaestus, and even though Thetis hadn’t cast him out this time, there was a risk she might. It would be easy to earn her wrath so he’d make himself small and silent to avoid drawing the fury that must nestle in the heart of every mother.
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      The fire god’s fears proved unfounded and for years he lived contentedly in and on the sea. Daily, the family breakfasted at the beach and while they picked lobster meat from their teeth with sparrow bones, a bevy of blue-haired nymphs cleared up, singing and laughing as they toiled. Hephaestus marvelled at their lively movements and the light work they made of their labours. Life with the two goddesses was good and he had the run of the grotto, apart from a locked grate that he was warned off. He also had the run of the surrounding waters, spending blissful days teasing octopuses and chasing swordfish through underwater caverns. With Eurynome looking on, Thetis and their foster-son raced around the islands on dolphins, and he was happy. Or at least, he was happy, until one day, the seawitch vanished into the surf, abandoning him on the shore. Valiantly, he clutched his staff of cornel wood and hobbled after her.

      ‘Mother, wait!’ he called, thinking he was alone until he heard sniggering.

      ‘Fool!’ said a voice from a cave. ‘She’s not your mother.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ asked Hephaestus, peering around.

      ‘I’m sure,’ said the voice. ‘As if your mother would be seen half-dressed in seaweed and seashells.’ The owner of the voice revealed himself: an enormous boy with blood-red eyes and a shock of black hair. ‘The greatest goddess, Hera, is your mother, and mine.’

      ‘And mine,’ announced a petite girl with the same colouring. She had a downturned mouth and a plait poised over her head like a scorpion’s tail. ‘We’re twins. I’m Eris, goddess of strife, and he’s Ares, god of war.’

      Admittedly, his siblings didn’t resemble Hephaestus since he had brown curls and amber eyes and this Ares was easily four times his size. Still, family was family.

      ‘If we share a mother,’ he ventured, ‘then you must be my brother and sister.’

      ‘Half-brother and sister,’ clarified the girl. ‘Our father is Zeus but you don’t have one. That’s why you’re so short and ugly.’

      This couldn’t be right. Surely everyone had a father. ‘I don’t need one,’ he lied. ‘I have three mothers instead. One who gave birth to me and two who take care of me and love me.’

      ‘Just as well, because Hera certainly doesn’t love you,’ said Eris. ‘She hates your withered leg and so do we!’

      ‘I hate you too,’ said Hephaestus. ‘You’re both horrible!’

      Incensed, Eris kicked away the lame god’s staff and he stumbled. Ares seized him in a headlock and punched him so hard that ichor gushed from his nose. Daisies bloomed from the drops of golden blood, and when his captor released him, he sank onto the bed of flowers, only for Eris to kick him in the belly. He curled into a ball to protect his tender parts but the blows to his pride hurt more than those to his body.

      Momentarily tired of physical violence, his tormentors started running rings around him, chanting ‘cuckoo’ as they went. All he knew of cuckoos was that such a bird graced Hera’s sceptre. Was that what they meant? If they shared the same mother, and he was a cuckoo, then so were they. Hephaestus dared to echo the insult and Ares leapt on him, his immense weight crushing the breath from his hapless victim.

      ‘You’re the cuckoo, not me,’ said Ares, twisting his smaller brother’s arm until it was on the verge of snapping.

      ‘Understand?’ asked Eris, pinching his nose.

      ‘Yes! Yes!’ promised Hephaestus, chin quivering, not understanding at all, but afraid to disagree.

      ‘Hey, stop that! Get off him! Pack it in!’ yelled a chorus of voices. In the distance, three young gods sprinted towards them.

      On realising they had company, the two bullies stopped torturing their half-brother and ran off, hotly pursued by the new arrivals. Hephaestus watched them go, wondering who his rescuers were, before limping home, determined to shun his half-siblings in future.

      When he reached the grotto, he charged at his foster-mothers, scattering yarn and needles, babbling his snot-filled report.

      ‘Cuckoo?’ asked Thetis as she disentangled him from a knot of knitting and settled him on Eurynome’s lap. ‘It simply means you were toppled out of Hera’s nest and into ours.’

      Toppled out? Shoved out, more like, but he let it go.

      ‘Am I definitely related to them?’

      ‘Yes, unfortunately for you,’ said Thetis, restoring her ball of seaweed. ‘Steer clear of them.’

      That should be easy as he had no intention of going anywhere near them ever again. ‘What about the three who saved me?’

      ‘Persephone, Dionysus and Prometheus? They’re alright and Prom especially will treat you kindly.’
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      Prometheus lived up to his reputation for kindness. Unfortunately, the god of foresight came with a brother, Epimetheus, who shared his beauty, but not his gentle nature. Instead, he was always boasting about how he’d made all the animals out of clay, how he was the most gorgeous god going and how he was the fastest runner.

      Often, he would goad Prometheus and his friend into racing but every step was costly to Hephaestus and his heavy-footedness translated itself into a heaviness of the heart. Trudging along the shore after the competitive brothers, his spirits dragged as much as his foot, and he was pleased when Thetis stepped out of the water.

      ‘Let them run,’ she said. ‘Don’t hark after what you haven’t got and can’t have or it’ll make you weaker. Grow strong in other ways and follow your own path.’ She fossicked in her bodice and pulled out a fragment of dolphin leather. ‘Here, wear this to keep one eye intact and I’ll summon three old friends to set you on the right road. They need quite a bit of space so get back. Further back than that. You might want to hold onto a tree.’

      Obediently, he edged into a nearby grove and hugged a young oak.

      ‘Cyclopes, the day has come.’ She stood facing away from the sea, locks blowing in the rising wind, and raised her sceptre. ‘Brontes, Steropes, Arges, I summon you from the earth.’

      Gaia heaved and three gigantic men sat up, shaking sand from their massive bald heads. Each had a solitary eye, surrounded by tattooed concentric rings. When they clambered to their feet, they cast the whole beach into shade. Without troubling their mouths, the giants spoke, and their words reverberated in the god of fire’s head without troubling his ears.

      ‘Quake, little one, quake,’ they said. ‘We are risen. Ready to create, destroy, renew.’

      Their order was impossible to disobey and the child feared he’d never stop quaking.

      Thetis whacked the nearest giant’s kneecap with her sceptre. ‘If anyone is ordering anyone to quake, I will be doing the ordering and you will be doing the quaking. Understood?’

      All three giants rubbed their knees and nodded.

      ‘Good,’ she bristled. ‘Heph, don’t be afraid. The biggest Cyclops is Brontes, in charge of thunder. The smallest is Steropes, in charge of lightning. And the one reckless enough to stand within striking distance of me is Arges, reputedly in charge of brightness. They are the mighty smiths who created Zeus’ thunderbolt, Poseidon’s trident and Hades’ helmet of invisibility. They have guarded your legacy. Come and get it.’

      He didn’t trust these colossal smiths but he trusted Thetis so he shuffled over to them. The Cyclops called Arges handed him a curiously hot oyster shell.

      Again, the strange voices resonated. ‘Here is your sacred fire, which we have kept safe for this fateful day.’

      Hephaestus opened the shell and warmth radiated through him, evaporating his aches and exhaustion. Inside, was a mound of smouldering ash. Some legacy. The first Cyclops formed a ring of large stones, the second placed the shell in the middle, while the third emptied sacks of charred wood onto it. Together, they breathed on the heap, kindling a fire.

      Thetis observed for a while before ushering away the Cyclopes, leaving her ward alone to find his future in the flames. The orange tongues wavered in the breeze and white smoke billowed until his eyes watered and the haze filled with visions of machines that would do his bidding. But where to begin?

      The giants returned and hurled rocks into the fire, then blew on the flames until they became an inferno and the sky burst with explosions. The boy’s mind span in circles as a river the colour of Helios flowed along the ripples sculpted in the sand by the waves. All day, he listened to rocks exploding and followed molten metal wending its way to the shore. When the noise finally stopped and the river stopped running, the weary god curled up and fell asleep.

      Shivering, he awoke to the sound of his gargantuan friends snoring next to a pile of glowing embers. The yellow river was now cold and dull grey, weakly reflecting the sun. He tested the river with a toe, discovered it was firm and walked across it, wondering what magic had taken place while he slept. As Helios climbed higher, the surface warmed beneath Hephaestus’ feet but remained solid. Did this mean fire was hotter than the sun? Perplexed, he roused the Cyclopes, who explained that Helios was more intense but also more distant, while iron needed heat that was both fierce and immediate to regain its beautiful colour. They proved it by rebuilding the pyre to make the rivers of gold flow again.

      Crouching carefully, he carved animal shapes in the sand with his staff, casting creatures from land, sea and air. If only he could give them life – that would show Epimetheus!

      ‘Start small,’ said the giants. ‘A mouse, perhaps, but first you need something for that leg of yours.’

      They moulded a gold cage with their calloused hands, cooling it in the water before fitting it. The support was rigid and grazed his skin but it did help him to stand up straight. Next, he was given some long tongs and a hammer, and taught how to use them. While working, he forgot his pain, absorbing every word and memorising every action. Bending low, the Cyclopes showed him how to cast his mouse and when Brontes touched the rodent, it sprang to life, snuffling and scurrying, feinting left and right, making it hard to catch. Absorbed in chasing his pet, Hephaestus only noticed someone was watching when he heard a discreet cough and turned to see his foster-mothers.

      ‘Fine work, Heph,’ said Thetis. ‘It would impress the pantheon.’

      This unexpected praise made him blush and he was even more delighted when she picked up the mouse by its tail and dropped it into his hand. It landed on its back and scrabbled at the air until he righted it. Once on its feet, the mouse ran up one arm, across the nape of his neck, and down the other arm before he caught it and placed it on his shoulder. The little inventor couldn’t stop grinning.

      ‘You know who would love that mouse,’ Thetis continued. ‘The sun god, Apollo. His pet mice last less than a year and he’s perpetually upset. The other gods complain when he sings sad songs. Hermes can drop it off.’ She looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘Even Hera might be impressed. You should return to Olympus and show her your skills.’

      His heart lurched at these words but Eurynome stilled him with her gentle smile.

      ‘You’re always welcome here,’ said Thetis, ‘and the Cyclopes will continue to teach you, but as god of fire, it does you no good to dwell beneath the waves.’ She glanced up at heaven. ‘I’ll wangle us an invite. Your mother will learn to love you. She just needs time.’

      He sighed. Time was all he had, and plenty of it.
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      In a shimmer of gold, Hermes arrived at the smithy, shoved the Cyclopes aside with his caduceus and presented a palm-sized stone tablet.

      ‘Thetis and Eurynome are invited to a ball on the mountain in one moon’s time.’

      ‘Why don’t you tell them yourself?’ asked the giants.

      Hermes admired his winged sandals and tapped his helmet. ‘I’m keeping my wings dry so the saltwater doesn’t ruin them.’

      ‘The boy cast those wings from gold pure enough to withstand most insults, so they’ll be safe,’ intoned the Cyclopes. ‘You’re welcome, by the way.’

      The dismissive messenger tutted. ‘I’m here now, so do you want this or what?’

      The young smith flipped up his eye-patch and took the tablet. The front was inscribed with a gibbous moon over the Olympian palace. The reverse featured a graphic caricature of his foster-mothers, which he quickly covered up. When he shyly asked where his invitation was, the messenger brushed him off, suggesting the palace had forgotten about him.

      ‘Pay no attention to that gadfly,’ said the Cyclopes. ‘Half the time, he doesn’t know where he’s going, and more often than not he’s flying backwards, so your invitation must be lost in transit. Isn’t that right, messenger boy?’

      Hermes smiled, and from his pitying glance Hephaestus understood he still wasn’t wanted on Olympus. His mother had hated him at birth and nothing had changed.

      ‘You know me,’ laughed the messenger nervously. ‘Careless to a fault. Anyway, it’s a masked ball so I’ll swing by to ensure everyone’s disguises pass muster.’ He fluttered his wings. ‘Must get on. Messages to deliver. Gossip to spread. Love to the mothers.’ And with an air kiss, he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Hermes scrutinised the goddesses. ‘Really? Was this worth getting my wings wet?’

      ‘Eurynome isn’t going to the ball because it’s after sunset, so she’ll be out wandering, and I’m fine as I am,’ replied Thetis through thin lips.

      The messenger flapped a hand at her. ‘Those lobster-feeler necklaces may be acceptable down here, but they’ll laugh you off the mountain if you turn up looking like an old seawitch.’

      ‘An old seawitch is exactly what I am.’

      ‘I don’t know why I bother sometimes. You can’t go as yourself.’ The messenger seized the lad’s shoulders, newly broad from hammering. ‘You, on the other hand, can go as you are, or at least you could if you were invited.’

      Before Hephaestus could respond, the mercurial god had vanished.

      ‘Never mind him. Eurynome says you can have her place.’

      He hugged the creatrix gratefully and she glowed.

      ‘What do you think?’ asked Thetis. ‘Be honest.’

      Her hip-length locks clinked with more pearls than usual, her robes were woven from red seaweed and her fish-scale slippers sparkled. She was lovely to Hephaestus but he couldn’t bear the thought of the Olympians treating her with contempt.

      ‘Try not to worry,’ he said. ‘I’ll make sure you impress them.’

      ‘Who said I was worried?’ She examined her slippers, which were showing the first signs of decay. ‘Still, the whole idea is to impress your mother so do your best, lad.’

      He had something in mind but would need to search for treasures to adorn his gift. Wondering how to traverse the world in time, he recalled the revelations he’d had on the day he received his fire. Grinning, he swam to the shore and summoned the Cyclopes to the smithy.
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      As soon as the iron chariot was complete, Hephaestus trained herds of seahorses to pull it. He collected his foster-mothers and set off, yelling with excitement, his anxious passengers clinging to each other. The seahorses flashed in various shades of cerise, aquamarine and violet, and he laughed so hard he forgot his pain. Now that he had wheels, who needed feet?

      Unleashing the seahorses, he raced up sea mountains, hurtled down dark trenches and blazed through the rib cages of ancient whales. Shoals of rainbow fish parted in fright and startled jellyfish quivered on the surface. From the blue waters of home, he moved into the grey north, forcing his way through forests of icebergs until he circled home to warmer climes. Exhausted, he reined in the teeming seahorses outside the grotto and tucked his shaken guardians into bed.

      ‘Beware,’ said Thetis, voice muffled by a quilt of sea urchins, ‘Poseidon is a jealous god and when he gets wind of your chariot, he’ll steal it, and although we never left the water, I bet Helios had his hot eye on us.’

      Hephaestus shrugged off her warning. ‘I’ll make them one each but not before I’ve created your gift.’

      He arranged his loot at the foot of his bed and in his dreams he smelted, hammered and filed, making the best present any goddess had ever seen, praying it would impress his so-called mother.
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        * * *

      

      When the day of the ball arrived, Thetis twirled in her finery. ‘What do you reckon? Not bad, eh?’

      The audience of two pondered her disguise in silence.

      ‘What? Say something!’ She shook her heads at them. ‘Fifty heads too many?’

      Hephaestus bit his lip while Eurynome’s eyes watered with the effort of holding in her laugh.

      ‘Maybe a few too many,’ he spluttered.

      She pretended to strike him with her sceptre.

      ‘A few, he says. If you’re so clever, Heph, tell me what to wear.’

      He chewed his thumbnail. ‘Actually, I have an idea.’

      She listened, nodding all fifty heads, before waving her sceptre and throwing up a vortex. Behind it, the surplus heads dissolved, leaving one, which promptly grew into a point. When the water cleared, a giant cuttlefish hovered before them, magnificent beak shining blackly, eight arms and two tentacles bobbing gently.

      ‘Perfect,’ he said. ‘You can change colour to blend in or stand out as you choose.’ More importantly, a solo head would show off his gift without forty-nine additional heads vying for attention. ‘Are you ready for your present?’

      After receiving a solemn nod, he produced a circlet. Sea snakes coiled beneath a silver band, and above that, glittering fish swam through fronds of waving seaweed. He crowned her, gently arranging her tentacles while the snakes slithered loose before tightening to achieve a perfect fit. He tapped the band and nine eyelids blinked open, each displaying a precious stone: amethyst, carnelian, diamond, emerald, jet, pearl, ruby, sapphire, topaz. At his command, they closed again.

      ‘Thank you, Heph. We’d better disguise you before we go but what can you wear?’

      Eurynome solved the problem by producing the sealskin they’d used as a sling to carry the rescued infant. The cuttlefish pecked three holes into it and Hephaestus yanked it over his head, adjusting the fur so he could see where he was going. The creatrix kissed them goodnight and left until morning.

      When the cuttlefish and her driver arrived on Mount Olympus, fashionably late and unfashionably damp, their path was marked with flickering torches that lit the marble palace in swirls of purple and teal. Above its open sky dome, a pair of owls patrolled. Unfortunately, the sea-dwellers were detained by a giant, the cowherd, Panoptes, who was doing double duty as gatekeeper. His entire hide was speckled with turquoise eyes, and when he confiscated the chariot there was a brief, but tense, staring contest between the giant’s one-hundred eyes and the nine in the crown. While Panoptes was busy examining the reverse of the invitation, rather more thoroughly than strictly necessary, two guests swept in, faces hidden by serpent headdresses.

      ‘See those dark-haired goddesses?’ whispered the cuttlefish. ‘The one in umber is your aunt Demeter, goddess of the harvest, and the one in black with the poppy coronet is your cousin Persephone, who you’ll remember from that day at the beach. From your mother’s side, of course.’

      The only side, if Ares and Eris were telling the truth. Perhaps his aunt and cousin might shed some light on his origins.

      Inside, the palace was awash with deities disguised as glorious beasts and monsters. Naiads draped themselves across reflecting pools and fountains, while Dryads stood erect in every available corner. Golden-haired Apollo strolled among the multitudes, wearing a gilded mask and strumming a lyre. Hephaestus was ridiculously pleased to see his metal mouse perched on one shoulder. Sitting on the ledge of a circular hole in the floor – the window on the world, by all accounts – he spotted the terrible twins, both wearing eagle masks. They were too busy swinging their legs and hurling meteorites at earth to notice their little brother, but he was glad of his mask.

      He enjoyed the spectacle of Centaurs galloping noisily from one end of the palace to the other, falling to their knees and skidding across the ballroom floor, to the annoyance of several hundred dancing goddesses, who demanded that Chiron compel his charges to behave. On a tiered stage reclined the Muses, whose voices soared up to the dizzying heights of the sky dome, their songs carried in the throats of a myriad birds, plumage brighter than anything Iris could conjure in her rainbows.

      When he saw the vision that was his mother, he wished he were back at the forge. Too much to absorb in one eyeful, she was barely dressed in a silver chiton, dark hair cascading in long ringlets, with bracelets at bicep, wrist and ankle. So, he’d inherited his mother’s colouring but not her height, stature or beauty. Beside her, Zeus exhibited his thunderbolt to full advantage in a platinum chiton that matched his eyes, hair and beard. The king and queen of heaven looked exactly like their images on the olive oil jar at home, and it was obvious they’d made no effort to disguise themselves. Hephaestus was in sparrow brown, and as his mother’s attention was fixed on the cuttlefish, she failed to notice him, let alone realise he was her son. He reminded himself that while he had one birth-mother, she had three children and he shouldn’t expect her attention, especially when she had no idea of his identity. He hid from himself the certain knowledge that she’d not thrown away any of her other children.

      The queen of heaven stalked towards his foster-mother, careful to avoid any tentacles.

      ‘Pray, which guest dares to wear such a remarkable crown in my palace?’ Before its owner could reply, Hera reached out to snatch the treasure. ‘Give it to me. It’s far too good for the likes of you, whoever you are. Show yourself at once.’

      Faced with a mute cephalopod, the hostess positioned her fingers on her rival’s head and heaved. The cuttlefish’s eyes flared, black pupils zigzagging in fury as clouds of ink seeped from her. If his mother didn’t get out of tentacle’s reach, she’d spend her party in a state of paralysis. The worst half of him hoped it would happen. Despite the queen of heaven’s best efforts, the crown stayed put, but as she persisted, the nine eyes winked and the cuttlefish lurched so hard, the glamour erased itself, revealing Thetis wearing her homely outfit, along with the astonishing crown.

      ‘Well, well, well.’ Hera smirked, but took a step backwards all the same. ‘How did a common seawitch come by such a marvel?’

      When there was no reply, she huffed, adjusted her bangles, spread her feet wide for leverage and gripped the coveted headwear with renewed vigour. Although the circlet did not budge, the strain stretched Thetis’ neck until it spooled on the floor. Not to be defeated, Hera raised a sandalled foot and pressed it over a loop of neck.

      ‘Take it off,’ she said, ‘before I do something you will greatly regret.’

      Knowing what his mother was capable of, this was no idle threat. With an apologetic smile at his foster-mother, Hephaestus commanded the snakes to uncoil and the crown fell off. When his mother lifted her foot, Thetis’ neck retracted. Hera jammed the now-slack crown on her own head, promenading triumphantly until the snakes began coiling and she clutched her increasingly purple head, rocking it from side to side and screeching. The crown was designed to be worn only by its rightful owner, and its creator relished the scene for a moment before releasing his mother, who rubbed her temples and summoned her husband.

      ‘What is it, dearest?’ The god of gods continued to languish on his couch, attended by several nymphs and an affronted cupbearer, who held a brimming pitcher out of his thirsty master’s reach.

      Hera breathed heavily through her nose. ‘If you care to come here, Husband, you’ll see for yourself.’ She clicked her fingers at the nymphs, who scattered. This cheered the cupbearer so much that he rewarded his master by topping up his drink.

      Zeus groaned, got up and rearranged his chiton, sloshing nectar from the overfilled goblet in his wake.

      Hera pointed at the silver circlet. ‘I want one of those.’

      ‘So? Take that one.’ Zeus smiled as he noticed his replenished goblet and quaffed for a while before wiping his mouth on a passing Dryad. ‘It’s pointless being married to me if you can’t help yourself to an occasional trinket.’

      ‘I’ve already tried,’ she wailed. ‘But it squeezed my head tighter than you squeezed your friend the day you brought him here.’ She glared at the cupbearer. ‘I need that crown but made to measure.’

      ‘Easily done,’ said Zeus, pausing to ogle the seawitch before addressing her. ‘I suppose this is the Cyclopes’ handiwork?’

      ‘Not the Cyclopes,’ she replied, ‘but a mighty smith who learnt at their knee.’

      ‘Who is this smith?’ Hera asked. ‘Have him brought to me this instant.’

      ‘My humble driver is the smith,’ said Thetis.

      The humble driver removed his hood and inclined his head slightly, thrilled that Zeus had likened his work to that of the Cyclopes.

      ‘This is your son, who I suckled and raised as my own.’

      On recognising her unwanted offspring, Hera drew in a jagged breath and pink-breasted robins fell around her as softly and wetly as dew-covered roses. A tremor ran through the mountain and golden platters fell from divine laps.

      ‘How dare you defy me by reappearing, boy?’

      Thetis patted the trembling child and spoke for him.

      ‘Your temper put your son in my hands but he can be yours again. He’ll make an artefact better than my crown for no more than a drop of love.’

      The sight of his mother’s countenance softening only at the promise of a superior gift did nothing to warm the boy to her.

      ‘Return to me, your true mother, and I will create a majestic forge where you will work night and day to further my glory.’

      Should he leave two mothers who loved him for one who’d rejected him? He’d have to earn Hera’s love with endless gifts, each more fantastic than the last. Was it worth giving up Eurynome’s soft embrace to be held by his mother? New feelings surged through him but they weren’t enough to drown out the old ones and he remained by his foster-mother’s side.

      ‘This is not a choice, Hephaestus. Come home at once. I am your mother and those two had no right to steal you.’

      ‘Th…they didn’t steal me,’ he stammered. ‘They rescued me.’

      ‘Don’t be so gullible. I tossed you out of heaven to test your mettle but you were snatched before I had a chance to retrieve you. I’m prepared to overlook this offence as anyone stealing you had to be desperate, but mark my words, when one of them has a child from their own womb, they’ll get rid of you.’

      It had never occurred to him that his foster-mothers might desire a child. They looked too young, but who could tell with goddesses, and what if his mother was right? He mopped his brow, conscious the music and dancing had stopped and thousands of deities were waiting for an answer. Was he some sort of surrogate until his foster-mothers had a child of their own? It explained why Thetis was so keen to fetch him to the palace – she planned to offload him. Head down, he handed the sealskin to her. Seeing this, Hera plucked a tail feather from a passing peacock and pointed it towards the far reaches of the palace, where appeared a forge with twenty anvils.

      ‘The child only has two hands,’ said Thetis.

      ‘Yes, but he’ll have dozens of slaves.’

      ‘What? So they can steal his secrets?’

      ‘My dear seawitch, imagining problems where none exist. I’ll simply tear out their tongues or turn them into rocks after each shift. We’re not short of disposable divinities around here.’

      Her shrill laughter shrivelled Hephaestus’ little nutsack and he clutched his loin cloth. Under a veneer of beauty, his birth-mother was beyond vicious, but he had nowhere else to go, and at least it was an opportunity to find out who his father was. If Zeus saw more of his work he might acknowledge him, and Hephaestus would have his longed-for father at last. He did not notice his foster-mother, whose anguish was only given away by her hands gently wringing the sealskin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            A Gift for Mother
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      After Hephaestus declined the Cyclopes’ latest offer to tattoo concentric rings around his eyes, they released him and helped create two golden girls and twenty golden tripods. The gilded mannequins did the fine work and the three-legged tables dashed up and down Olympus, fetching and carrying at the speed of Hermes, but without the lip. Once the heavenly forge was fully staffed, it worked night and day.

      When she wasn’t busy bathing in goat’s milk, Hera passed by to check her son was working diligently, but it was difficult for him to invent between her constant presence and the other gods popping in to issue orders. A pair of silver lions for Zeus. A chariot apiece for Helios and Poseidon. A shiny shield for Hades. A herd of bronze hares for Epimetheus. A bow and arrows for Artemis. Not to mention the endless amounts of sharp metal thieved by competitive Ares, who was hellbent on becoming a smith. Only Prometheus never asked for anything other than his company.

      So far, the blacksmith had fobbed off his acquisitive mother with some jewellery, promising that he was testing various prototypes, but on her latest visit, she’d issued a deadline, demanding delivery of the special gift on her birthday.

      Desperate for inspiration, he escaped to earth, lay in a meadow and watched the starlings darting above the wheat in search of insects. In the distance, cousin Persephone and aunt Demeter harvested armfuls of wheat, their sleeves and tresses grazing the crops. They waved before following his example and resting.

      Demeter tucked Persephone between her knees while she braided the girl’s midnight locks and fashioned a coronet of scarlet poppies. Labour of love complete, the mother kissed her daughter, and a flame flickered in his heart at the memory of his grotto family, but these feelings for Thetis and Eurynome didn’t stop him wishing Hera were more like her sister. Still, he supposed, while he’d drawn the short straw on the mother front, at least he knew who she was.

      Living on the mountain had not aided the quest to out Zeus as his father since the king of heaven spent more time with his favourite heifer than he did at home. If his mother were left to her own devices, Hephaestus would never determine his father’s identity, so a new strategy was needed to force Hera to confess his paternity. But first he owed her a gift. If only there was a way of killing two birds with a single stone…
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      Thetis and Eurynome arrived at the earthly smithy and peered up at the monolith stationed outside.

      ‘A present the birthday girl wanted,’ Hephaestus grinned, ‘and a present she will get!’

      ‘Impressive work,’ commented Thetis, ‘but since it’s nearly the same size as Olympus, you’ll never drag it up the mountain by yourself.’

      ‘The Cyclopes are coming with me to help.’

      He woke Brontes, Steropes and Arges, who lumbered out of the forge and greeted the goddesses before shouldering their burden.

      ‘Wait,’ said Thetis. ‘It’s missing something. You should wrap it up.’

      The Cyclopes looked askance at her, hands braced against colossal thighs while they waited.

      ‘It’ll take too long,’ said Hephaestus, ‘and I can’t be late.’

      ‘Allow me.’ Thetis gyrated her sceptre, gathering speed until a purplish-green cloud shrouded the gift, its stinking vapour giving Eurynome a coughing fit. ‘Perfect. A surprise is always best.’

      ‘Yes,’ Hephaestus said, eyes watering as he patted Eurynome’s back, ‘my mother will be surprised alright.’

      Thetis sized up the sea fret. ‘Perhaps a dab of decaying sea turtle and a dash of⁠—’

      ‘No,’ he gasped, ‘that’s quite enough fragrance, thank you.’

      ‘I’ll come along to keep a weather eye on this.’ The seawitch sniffed then clicked her fingers and the puce taint faded from the cloud, and with it, the stench of rotting squid.

      As the daylight faded, Eurynome went wandering and the others left for the palace. After their moonlit ascent, the quintet arrived to find the Olympians scattered about the rose garden.

      The guest of honour was pinned against the central fountain, fighting off Poseidon, who was noticeably smaller out of his own element. The revolting god’s mouth was actually watering. Unfortunately for Hera, and fortunately for Poseidon, her husband was too fascinated by a goddess in a gossamer gown to notice or care what his brother was up to.

      ‘Who is that?’ breathed Hephaestus.

      ‘Aphrodite,’ replied his foster-mother primly. ‘Goddess of love. Fresh from renewing her maidenhood, and if you believe that, you’ll believe anything.’

      The boy stared at the divine deity’s cascading red tresses, her wide green eyes and her sun-kissed skin. No matter how hard he stared, he could find no straight line on her.

      Thetis leant close, placed a finger beneath his jaw and shut it. ‘Good looks mean nothing. It’s what’s underneath that counts.’

      ‘I know,’ he whispered, blushing. ‘I’ve already seen what’s underneath her robe.’

      Thetis gave him a long look. ‘She’s almost as old as the hills, boy, and even if she was prepared to entertain you, there’s quite a queue.’

      ‘I can wait.’

      The new arrivals crossed the garden and the other guests fell quiet. Although Hera must have spotted them – after all, it would be impossible for anyone to miss the Cyclopes – she affected not to see them, and started giggling at Poseidon’s attentions, this unseemly coquettishness making her son cringe.

      As the curious procession neared the queen of heaven, she began to choke. The enveloping mist had regained its vile puce taint and accompanying stench, but the seawitch was all innocence, pretending to admire a nearby statue of Apollo.

      Hand over nose, but still locked in a clinch with her admirer, Hera was forced to acknowledge her son’s presence. ‘Hephaestus, did you have to bring the sea with you? The damp’s making me cough, which is ruining my party. As for you, Thetis, you’re most definitely not welcome, so begone, and take those horrible giants with you.’

      Thetis raised her chin in greeting while waving her sceptre.

      ‘Don’t mind me. I’m only here to assist with the unveiling.’

      When the fog cleared, Hera unclamped the slimy sea god’s hand from her buttock and examined the gift, fondling a filigree leg.

      ‘Better late than never,’ she said, ‘but what is it?’ She took several strides backwards, straining her neck. ‘A throne?’

      A floating, silver throne whose backrest was a fan of peacock feathers, with each armrest ending in a pomegranate. Roses climbed the legs, which rested on four mechanical cuckoos, fluttering furiously to avoid touching the floor.

      In spite of himself, Hephaestus flushed as his mother plumped herself down on the spider-silk cushion, the throne pitching so violently that a cuckoo screeched as it was crushed. He limped over and adjusted the birds so they’d flap their wings faster and avoid any further incidents. There was some smoke but nothing too troubling.

      ‘Are you comfortable?’ he asked.

      ‘Very.’ The birthday girl smiled, hands resting on the carved pomegranates, sandalled feet swinging in mid-air.

      ‘Excellent. Then we’ll begin.’

      ‘Begin what?’

      On his command, a secret door opened in the backrest. A pair of metal hands slid out and gripped his mother’s waist.

      ‘How lovely!’ She wriggled with pleasure. ‘What else does it do?’

      In response, five silver snakes emerged and wound around her head, wrists and ankles. The queen of heaven found this rather less lovely and bared her teeth.

      ‘Get me out of this contraption, immediately!’

      ‘Patience, Mother, patience.’

      But this was a quality Hera lacked and she howled to her husband for help.

      ‘Save your breath. No god can undo another’s spell.’

      ‘We’ll see about that. Zeus, leave your trollop alone and force this repulsive little brute to liberate me.’

      ‘Unfortunately, my dear, he is correct,’ said Zeus, tearing himself away from Aphrodite. ‘Ugly, but correct. Nevertheless, I take a dim view of this, Heph, and could punish you in innumerable ways.’

      The blacksmith faced the king of heaven.

      ‘You could, but then your wife will be trapped for eternity. Alternatively, she can free herself by answering one question.’

      ‘Is that all?’ she said. ‘Then fire away.’

      ‘I hadn’t finished. You must answer honestly, because if you lie…’

      ‘I won’t lie.’ At the sound of a click to the left of his mother’s throat, her eyes slid sideways. ‘Ask me your damned question.’

      It was hard for the boy to disguise his excitement. Soon, he would uncover his origins and be embraced by his father. He took a steadying breath.

      ‘Who is my father?’

      ‘Is that it? A wasted opportunity, when I possess the power of prophecy. Instead of your ridiculous question, ask me what lies in your path – who lies in your path – or ask me to grant you the power of prophecy and see for yourself.’

      Unimpressed, the young smith repeated his question.

      ‘Who is my father?’

      ‘Oh, Hephaestus.’ She smiled at him and it was almost a motherly smile. ‘You have no father.’

      He swallowed, tears pricking. ‘Do you swear on the River Styx?’

      Everyone understood the outcome of lying under a stygian oath: a fate worse than death.

      She didn’t hesitate. ‘I swear on the Styx that I spawned you myself.’

      ‘Sorry,’ said Zeus, ‘but it is the truth. Heph, I am not your father. My wife’s bloodline was thinned by nothing and no one, and Ouranos knows it’s thick enough to start with.’

      Shoulders heaving, the boy hobbled to the window he’d been tossed through on the day of his birth and swung his legs over the sill.

      ‘Stop,’ shouted the queen of heaven, ‘I answered your question so you must let me go. Hephaestus,’ she wailed. ‘Let me go! It’s my birthday, and I am your mother!’

      He watched as she battled against her restraints.

      ‘I have no mother,’ he said and leapt from the window.
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      He landed in a heap of smashed bones. Racing by, Dionysus stopped so suddenly that fifty Maenads crashed into him and collapsed into a squirming mass.

      ‘Heph? You look in a bad way,’ said the god of the vine, freeing himself from his drunken disciples. ‘Woman trouble, is it?’

      ‘Sort of. Not just any woman, though. Hera.’

      ‘Ah, the woman to end all women. What you need is some of this.’ Dionysus hefted a bulging wineskin out of his ardent followers’ reach. ‘Seriously, try some. Cures any ill and – hey, stop that!’ A Maenad, who had slithered over to lick Hephaestus’ neck, now revealed her fangs and was poised to bite, but when her master quelled her with a look, she hissed and her fangs receded. ‘That lot will sleep for days,’ said Dionysus, ‘so tell me what’s up.’

      Hephaestus wasn’t convinced the Maenads were sleeping and eyed them uneasily while explaining his predicament. Dionysus’ solution, as it was for most problems he encountered, was to pour nectar down his patient’s throat until his bones set.

      Gagging, Hephaestus swallowed the musty fluid and kept swallowing. The horizons span and he was nauseous yet strangely euphoric. His laughter bounced off the surrounding hills, exploding into cyan and vermilion while Selene and Helios passed overhead, changing places, again and again and again.

      When all but one of his bones had knitted together, strength surged through him once more. He grasped the scrubby grass to haul himself to a sitting position and rainbows of joy circled his head.

      Dionysus shook him. ‘Alright, my son, up you get. We need to make tracks.’ But the happy drunk was having too much fun to go anywhere. ‘First-timers,’ moaned Dionysus. ‘Ouranus, spare me.’

      A short while later, the inebriated smith found himself lashed across the backs of six donkeys. Dionysus slapped the nearest creature’s arse and they trotted uphill. Their undulations were very funny and Hephaestus laughed all the way up Olympus.

      He laughed as they ambled through the palace gate. He laughed as they entered the hall of the gods. He stopped laughing when he saw his mother. Etched on her face was the pain of millennia, and no longer was she the terrifying greatest goddess, but someone pathetic, someone he could perhaps love.

      Dionysus unfastened his captive from the donkeys, then picked him up off the floor and dusted him down.

      ‘Go on, Heph, you won’t regret it, I promise.’ He turned to the king of heaven. ‘My friend won’t regret it, will he?’

      Zeus nodded once. ‘You have my word, Heph.’

      Accepting the almighty’s promise, Hephaestus knelt at his mother’s feet.

      ‘I don’t want your submission, fool,’ she barked. ‘I want you to set me free.’

      Sighing, and against his better judgement, he flicked a switch to retract the manacles. Some people would never change.
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      After a morning of diving from white cliffs into turquoise water, some of the young gods basked beneath Helios, catching their breath while the salt dried on their brown bellies, and amused themselves with humorous cloud shapes.

      Epimetheus and Dionysus spotted crude images, Persephone pointed out corpses, severed limbs, skulls and monsters, while Prometheus claimed he could see only blue sky. To Hephaestus, clouds were clouds.

      Dionysus swigged from his bulging wineskin. ‘Heph, get some of this down your neck.’

      ‘What for?’ asked the god of fire.

      ‘For fun,’ yawned Persephone, brushing salt from her skin and replacing her coronet of poppies. ‘Remember fun?’

      ‘He doesn’t want any nectar,’ the god of foresight said, shoving the wineskin out of the way. ‘Remember your mother’s birthday, Heph? An afternoon of hilarity isn’t worth the suffering tomorrow.’ Self-consciously, he took out a bag of marbles.

      Epimetheus snickered. ‘Toys, Prom? At your age? Come with us and suffer in a good cause. Leave your crab-footed friend here if he can’t keep up.’

      Prometheus scowled at his brother. ‘I’m staying for a game. Heph’s got a stone I’ve had my eye on for ages – the red one that makes cold water hot and vice versa.’

      Taking the hint, the god of afterthought shrugged. ‘Suit yourself,’ he said, and swaggered off down the cliff, guzzling nectar.

      Hephaestus shifted awkwardly. Maybe they were too old for playing but Epimetheus was bad enough when sober and he wished the annoying
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