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For Juliet, a goddess among literary agents.

This one is your favourite, so it always had to be for you




Prologue

The Sky shatters, and an unearthly howl rings through the air.

Ouranos, the god who spans the horizon, splits apart. The adamantine sickle, given to his treacherous son by his treacherous wife, falls to the ground. Its blade gleams with golden blood.

The essence of Ouranos, the primal root of him, has been sheared away. It sinks beneath the waves that pound the rocky shores of Cyprus.

He is unmanned. A ruined king, a devastated god.

The droplets scatter across the earth, and, where they land and mingle with the soil, the last of his children arise. Monsters born of his agony: wild giants and terrible girls.

First come the spear-wielding Gigantes, who will one day wage war against the gods who succeed Ouranos and his son. Next, the three Furies, a trio of blood-born sisters whose immortal lives will be dedicated to the unrelenting pursuit of the most brutal justice.

But the final daughter – the youngest and strongest of his offspring – will step forth not from land but from the churning froth of the sea.

Her head breaks the seething surface, then her shoulders, smooth and bare in the awful light. Her hair, the colour of a burnished sunset, clings in dripping ropes to the curves of her body, the seawater glistening on her flesh.

Behind her, the sky is a white void, hollowed out and inert. Emptied of the divine power that had crackled through it since almost the dawn of time.

There is a humming in the earth, a thrill of anticipation, as the goddess strides forwards, the waves foaming around her thighs. The spray against the jutting rock behind her is still tinged with the gold of her father’s blood.

The water gasps at the shore, hissing over the stones of the bay. The sigh of the wind rises into a soft moan, tortured with longing, as the woman looks around her, taking in the island that is to be her first home.

Where her feet touch the ground, tiny star-shaped flowers bloom, their purple petals quivering in the air. The breeze carries the languorous sweetness of their scent, her trailing perfume, as she walks on.

The world has never seen anything so dazzling, and, even though her existence is brand new, she knows it. She can feel her power awakening in every glorious inch of her body.

Aphrodite smiles.




Part 1
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ONE

Inside the temple, the air is dim with fragrant smoke. The young woman moves steadily through the billowing clouds, her thin robe swishing at her ankles with every step. Her hair spills down her back, a dark river woven through with saffron ribbons that gleam in the firelight.

She drips honey into a shallow dish, a slow stream of amber, rich and sweet. The aroma mingles with the burning incense. It’s intoxicating.

Her head is bowed as she approaches the statue with her offering. It’s a clumsy likeness, ivory carved by human hands trying to capture the essence of a goddess they can hardly imagine, but her reverence is palpable – and so is her longing.

Lotus blossoms are festooned around the base, their sky-blue petals and sun-golden centres inviting. She sets the honey down at its cold, white feet. Another dish holds a pomegranate cut in two. Dark red seeds spill from its tender flesh, soft and juicy and tantalizing.

She’s gazing at uncomprehending stone, never dreaming that the goddess she seeks is not in that vacant figure but behind her. The scent of her hair carries the freshness of the wind outside the temple, the one that shakes the leaves on the oak trees, the wind she sometimes whispers into, hoping I will hear her.

And, today, I will.

Inside this temple, we are all alone. Only she holds the keys to this sacred space; no other mortal can enter without her permission. She relishes that power, like I relish mine. I am the Goddess of Love, and she is my priestess. While she belongs to me, she will be safe from the dreary tedium of a husband and the long years of serving his needs.

Instead, she devotes herself to love. When I look inside her heart, I can trace the shape of her unspoken dreams, know who it is that consumes her every thought. The image of one of the other girls who worships here, sweet and pretty, rises in her mind. I feel my priestess’s heart surge with joy as though it beats behind my own breast.

She makes her devotions to my statue, but it isn’t her offerings that draw me here. It’s the rush of flames burning beneath her skin when she thinks of her beloved, melting her from within in an exquisite torture. That is the real gift to me.

Other gods demand blood and sacrifice. What I want from mortals are their secrets. The cravings that they cherish in private; the yearning that pulses through their veins and stirs their souls, that robs them of speech and thrums in their breasts like a hummingbird’s wings. I hear it all, every tentative hope, every forbidden want, every fragmented gasp of passion, and to me they are poetry.

With a final glance at the smooth skin of her cheeks, the sweep of her eyelashes and the pouting curve of her lips, I leave the temple, veiled in a mist that renders me invisible to mortal eyes. When she discovers that she has been rewarded and finds her longing is requited, she’ll give me grateful thanks, but I already have what I came for.

I soar out of the bronze-gated sanctuary of Paphos in the form of a dove, fluttering through the pink skies of dawn as the sun rises over the island.

The awakening of desire in my priestess stirs that same sensation within me, and I fly from my sanctuary to a secluded bay, sheltered by rocky cliffs, where I know he’ll be waiting for me. As I land, he emerges from the sea, the sunlight sparkling off the rivulets that run down his broad shoulders. I shrug off the illusion of my feathered disguise, a goddess again.

His name is Nerites; a sea-god, only minor in the hierarchy of deities. He rules over shellfish, his days spent overseeing scuttling crabs and thorny sea urchins, presiding over the lives and deaths of clams and oysters and mussels. Some marine-gods are fish-tailed, their blue-tinged skin crusted in barnacles; old men of the waters with gills and flippers and straggly beards. Not Nerites. He’s a fine example of a young god in his prime: strong and vital and perfect. My eyes linger on the smooth muscles of his chest, the taut outline of his upper arms and his mesmerizing green eyes, the same shade as the watery depths from which he’s emerged.

He opens his mouth to greet me, his words spilling out with eager haste, slipping over one another like wriggling fish, before I silence him with a hand to his lips. My nails shine, shell-like and delicate, against his salt-roughened jaw, and I enjoy the contrast for a moment before I pull his face to my mine, surrendering once more to the thrill of that familiar, irresistible force.

Later, when with a longing glance, Nerites plunges back beneath the waves, I stretch out on the sand, a pleasant ache tingling through my body at the memory of his touch. He’ll be gliding between the tall fronds of kelp by now, swimming through the submerged forest, green-gold sunlight split and refracted through the salt water. He’ll pass spongy blooms of mauve and lilac coral, softly waving tentacles of colourful anemones brushing his skin as he descends into the silent, shadowed halls of the sea-gods. Somewhere in those waters, the dress I was wearing will still be drifting, a diaphanous ghost lost to the tides. I wonder if the currents will carry it to him, if he’ll see it and take it, a keepsake of this most recent of our trysts.

I close my eyes, the late-morning sun warming my bare skin, bright behind my eyelids. A haze of dreams flutters around me, lulling me into sleep with the whisper of soft-breaking waves and the distant call of wheeling birds.

A ruffle of wingbeats rouses me and I lift myself on to one elbow, shading my eyes as I peer up into the sky. I smile as the dark silhouette takes form: sweeping gold-feathered wings, a headful of shining curls, the lithe torso of the most handsome and delightful god I know. My son, Eros.

He lands gracefully and tosses me a wide square of fabric, his eyes twinkling with amusement as he points upwards. ‘Helios is right above us,’ he says.

‘I suppose he is.’ I drape the cloak around my shoulders. The Sun God’s chariot is directly overhead, the glare of the shining orb he pulls across the blue dome spilling its light across us, dazzling and clear. I know how he likes to spy.

‘A sea-god?’ Eros asks.

‘Shellfish,’ I reply.

He laughs, and I see echoes of myself in his carefree attitude and the delicate shape of his face. He has no father; it was my body alone that brought him forth when I was still a new goddess. His talents stem from me – his ability to conjure infatuation, to breathe passion into souls mortal and divine, to whisper words of flattery into hopeful lovers’ ears so that they can charm the object of their desire.

‘So,’ he says, sitting on the sand beside me, tilting his face up to the gentle warmth, ‘what happened to the son of Eos? Have you replaced him so quickly?’

I shrug. Eos, the Goddess of the Dawn, some years ago bore a mortal son with a face as glorious as her most beautiful sunrise. He grew up to become a young man so striking, he caught my eye from the heavens. ‘It was a brief affair,’ I agree. Like a fire, it burned bright and burned out. For me, anyway. ‘He keeps a temple to me now, in the land of his father to the east.’

Eros nods. ‘Anyone else?’ he asks.

I sit up higher. ‘Hermes stole my sandal.’

Eros laughs again, low and mellifluous. ‘As a means of seduction?’

I roll my eyes. ‘His idea of one,’ I say. ‘For the God of Trickery, I thought it was quite poor. He sent an eagle while I was bathing in the River Achelous. It snatched up one sandal – I think he hoped I’d go and ask him for it back.’

‘Why not?’ he asks. ‘Hermes is handsome.’

‘He is.’ A god of careless elegance and quick wit, not unappealing in the least. ‘But imagine if Zeus heard of my taking up with one of his sons. He’d try to marry me off to him before I could even get the sandal back on.’

Eros wrinkles his nose. ‘It was probably Zeus who sent the eagle on Hermes’ behalf,’ he agrees.

Both of us hear it at the same time: the stroke of oars splashing in the water and the thin voice of a mortal man, his song hovering on the breeze. A small boat rows towards our bay, and we exchange glances.

Eros stands up, swift and smooth, his wings outstretched again. ‘I have prayers to answer,’ he says. ‘A hero, longing for a king’s daughter who’s doomed to be sacrificed to a sea monster.’

I brighten. ‘So he’ll slay the beast?’

Eros nods. ‘And be rewarded.’ He taps the quiver of arrows slung on his back, the ones that pierce a heart with no pain or harm, swelling it with love instead.

Eros flutters away, and I’m about to follow when I hear my own name.

Aphrodite.

I look from side to side. There is no one there.

Aphrodite.

It drifts towards me on a wave of yearning, and I realize the source. The boatman may not have caught sight of me, but he’s thinking of me so fervently that I can hear it like a prayer.

In a split-second I transform, this time into a human woman, aged and grey-haired, swathed in a long, dark dress.

His vessel draws nearer – a modest rowboat with a worn sail – and I see him more clearly. His weatherbeaten skin, browned by the sun and crinkling into pleats around his eyes. His beard, threaded with silver, like the thin strands of hair remaining on his head. A dog sits expectantly at his feet, gazing up, waiting for his command.

He jumps into the shallows, hauling the boat up behind him. He’s well-practised at the movement and still sinewy with strength, but I can see that his bones are weary with age. It pains him more than it used to; a dull ache in his back that never quite relents, old injuries that remind him they’ve never quite healed. The dog follows, plunging gleefully into the water, splashing towards me on the beach, tail wagging. It gives itself a vigorous shake, water droplets flying everywhere.

The man notices me for the first time and startles in horror. ‘Come back!’ he reprimands the dog.

Unrepentant, it ignores him, looking at me with eagerness. I laugh and ruffle the fur on the top of its head, and it jumps up with delight, paws on my knees.

‘No!’ he calls, hurrying towards us. ‘Down! Away! Get back!’

But I’m scratching its ears and the creature is in raptures. It’s not a particularly handsome animal – its fur is patchy and brindled, dull grey and dirty white – but its eyes are bright and alert and full of curious mischief.

‘I’m so sorry, miss – missus – lady,’ the boatman says, flustered, finally seizing the dog and pulling him back. ‘Your dress.’

‘My dress is fine,’ I tell him. ‘Just a little damp.’

The dog nuzzles his hand, then wanders off down the beach. He stands, awkward and uncertain. ‘Forgive me for intruding,’ he says.

‘You aren’t,’ I say.

He glances from side to side. ‘You’re here alone?’ he asks, his eyes warm and shrewd.

I nod.

‘I mean you no harm,’ he hurries to add. He thinks I’m a mortal woman, and that the power in this situation is his. ‘I stopped here to rest,’ he says. Again, he looks up and down the small bay, and I realize he’s staring at the steep rocks behind me. No wonder he anticipated solitude here; it’s only accessible by sea or sky.

‘Please,’ I say, ‘don’t let me stop you.’

He squints. ‘But how …?’ he begins, and then catches himself. ‘May I offer you something to eat?’ he asks. ‘I have only a little with me, but let me share it with you.’

‘Thank you,’ I say.

He unwraps a package of vine leaves, and the salty tang of brine wafts on the breeze. Crumbling cheese, a dense hunk of bread and a handful of olives. Not enough for him to share and still satisfy his own hunger, but he urges me to take it nonetheless. He eats hungrily, with satisfaction, then brushes the crumbs from his beard and speaks again. ‘I’m sailing on to the port at Paphos,’ he says. ‘Can I take you there?’ His face is creased with concern, and I can see he fears for me here alone with the treacherous rocks at my back and the wide swathe of sea before me.

‘What business do you have in Paphos?’ I ask him. ‘Or are you returning home?’

‘I’m visiting the sanctuary of the goddess,’ he answers. He dips his gaze to the ground, humility cloaking his yearning. But the longing emanates from him, just like it did from my priestess, stirring my soul. ‘I want to make offerings to her.’

I smile. ‘Yes,’ I answer. ‘Please take me with you. And,’ I say, extending my hand so that he can help me to his boat, ‘on the way, you can tell me what you would ask of Aphrodite.’

His name is Phaon, he tells me. It’s clear he’s starting to suspect I am not what I seem. It’s often the sailors and the fishermen, out on the water for long days at a time, at the mercy of Poseidon’s whims, who share stories like this: how they rescued a stranded goddess in disguise and won her favour. The mortals know by now when you come across a lonely old crone, extend the hand of hospitality and you might find yourself the recipient of divine gratitude. Insult her, and pay a price greater than you can ever imagine.

I’m not interested in wrath and punishment. I’m no Zeus or Athena, intent on tricking and testing the piety of humans as an entertaining diversion. My questions are sincere, and it doesn’t take much to coax his secrets from him. He’s unused to conversation, he says, as there is rarely anyone for him to talk to.

‘No wife?’ I ask him. ‘There’s no one waiting for you at home?’

He shakes his head. ‘No,’ he says. ‘I never …’

I widen my eyes. ‘You never married?’

He sighs, looking out at the distant blue horizon, leaning back as he pulls the oars in regular strokes through the water. ‘No,’ he says.

‘But how can that be?’

He shrugs. ‘I was shy as a young man.’

There’s something more, I can feel it. He’s self-contained, quiet perhaps, but shyness isn’t the problem. I wait for him to go on.

‘And I was unremarkable,’ he says. ‘My brothers were strong and handsome; they made marriages that pleased my father.’

Maybe he wouldn’t be considered anything much to look at by some, but he has a twinkling warmth in his eyes and a generosity of spirit that I think makes him very appealing. ‘I can’t understand why you didn’t.’

‘Well,’ he says, laughing ruefully, ‘I never did anything that pleased him.’

My heart twists. There’s no bitterness in his voice, but I can hear a lifetime of loneliness unspoken in his words. ‘You didn’t just want to marry,’ I say, ‘you wanted to fall in love.’

He glances up at me, startled. ‘I always thought –’

‘That love would find you,’ I finish.

He looks down. The dog, until this moment captivated by watching the water over the side of the boat, pads towards him, resting its head in his lap. ‘It did,’ he says quietly. ‘Once.’

‘You lost it.’ My voice is soft.

‘How do you know?’ he asks. ‘I’ve never spoken of her … not for years.’

‘I have a sense for these things.’ I smile, gentle and encouraging.

He shakes his head. ‘It was a long time ago.’

‘But you haven’t forgotten.’

‘I should have,’ he says, and his voice catches unexpectedly. ‘I should have left it behind.’

‘Tell me about her,’ I coax. ‘You’ve held her in your heart all this time. Perhaps when you speak it out loud, you can let her go.’

He glances away, towards the blue expanse of the wide sea.

‘Did she tell you no?’ I ask. Another, more horrible thought strikes me. ‘Did she die?’

‘Neither,’ he says. He hesitates. ‘It’s strange – strange to be talking about this, strange that you’re here, that you’re asking.’ He doesn’t dare ask the question that hovers on his lips. Who are you?

‘Has no one ever asked before?’

‘We kept it a secret.’ The words come quickly now, as though he can’t hold them back any longer. ‘I promised her I’d never tell as long as we lived. But who knows now if she’s alive or dead?’ A shadow crosses his face.

‘I promise you,’ I say, ‘that your secret will be safe with me.’

He nods. ‘Her father would never allow it,’ he says. ‘We grew up in the same village; we were in love for as long as I can remember. But we were still so young – children, really – when he found her a husband.’

‘And?’

He blinks, the sheen of tears in his eyes, tears he won’t let fall. ‘And,’ he says, ‘that was it.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He took her away, across the sea. We never even had the chance to say goodbye.’

I stare at him. ‘That was the end?’

‘I saw the ship sailing away,’ he says. ‘He’d come from Athens – that was all I knew.’

‘And you never saw her again?’

‘No.’

‘And you never loved anyone else?’

This sigh comes from deep inside his chest. ‘I couldn’t.’

‘Is that why you’re visiting the sanctuary?’ I ask. ‘To ask Aphrodite to help you forget her at last? To find someone else?’

A flush tinges his worn cheeks. ‘I wondered,’ he says, ‘if it might not be too late.’

I nod, satisfied. ‘I’m sure,’ I tell him, ‘that it won’t be.’

When we reach the harbour, he helps me to disembark and I reach into the folds of my robe. I hand him a pot, a rough little trinket shaped of clay with a clumsy lid.

‘No, no,’ he says, waving it away. ‘I won’t take any payment.’

‘You must,’ I say.

He pauses, then takes it in his hand.

‘Open it.’

He lifts the lid, and the smoky fragrance of myrrh swirls into the air. ‘Thank you,’ he says.

I lean closer to him, whispering into his ear. ‘Rub it into your skin.’

He doesn’t hear the cracked voice of an old woman. He hears me: the melodious tone of a goddess.

I watch as he dips a finger into the ointment and brushes it cautiously on to his forearm.

Before our eyes, the wrinkled skin smooths. The flesh that sagged is now firm and taut, gleaming like bronze in the sinking sun.

I hear him gasp before I vanish, disappearing like a dream.

For Phaon, today is the start of something new; fragile and radiant and shimmering with a rainbow of possibilities.

I can never resist a beginning. It’s always my favourite part.




TWO

Wrapped in mist, I soar above the harbour and towards my sanctuary. The stunned Phaon will soon collect himself: a young man again; renewed and handsome, full of hope.

In the meantime, I note with satisfaction how high the pile of offerings at my altar has become. Honey oozes, left under the glare of the sun in pretty painted bowls. As twilight descends, flower petals begin to curl, leafy garlands turning just slightly brown at the edges, while fruit ripens with a heavy, sweet scent.

I perch on the branch of an apple tree overlooking a pond, a pure white dove to any passing worshippers. A soft peal of laughter trails through the warm air, and I see my priestess hurrying towards the dappled shade of my tree, her fingers intertwined with those of the girl I had seen in her mind. They kiss beneath the gently waving branches, and, when they break apart, the girl plucks an apple and takes a bite before offering it to her beloved. I can taste the crisp sweetness of its flesh, its sharp tang luscious in the breeze.

I spread my wings and flutter away from the grove, listening for the mortals I am yet to reward. Love unnoticed, love unreturned, love that’s lost its lustre, love that burns and seethes and demands release.

I’ve always adored meandering through the orchards on Paphos, around the lotus ponds and past the quince and myrtle trees, catching covert glances between my worshippers. Sweeping out over the wide ocean, I watch ships carry new travellers from distant shores, and with them a whole host of new and exciting possibilities. My eyes wander across secluded groves where a neglected wife might slip out under the silver moonlight, flushed and breathless from a secret tryst, or where a god and his lover mix the juice of a poppy with rich wine and let their senses escape them. Every opportunity for love to blossom, whether ephemeral or lasting, illicit or open, is a celebration to me. I welcome them all, in whatever shape they take.

And, when I’m satisfied that I’ve spread happiness across the island, I return to my favourite place; the cave-pool where I bathe.

Three beautiful nymphs meet me there. The Horae, who serve as my attendants. They don’t just wait on me and comb my hair and pour my wine. We’re companions, united in friendship. I hear of all their flirtations, of every god and goddess that stirs their hearts. I’m always eager to help, to lend a hand where it’s needed in matters of love for immortals and humans alike. And they’re used to hearing me talk about each passing dalliance that captures my heart: the sweet bloom of romance that I can’t pass by – the next of my lovers catching my eye like a ripe, red apple, lustrous and tempting on a high branch I must reach. Auge will listen while she weaves violets through my hair, her wide eyes bright like the last stars glimmering in the grey light before dawn. I’ll recount how he looked at me, the stirring inside, and she’ll smile in that way that makes the world feel drenched in a rosy glow. I’ll let my eyes wander, alighting on a bee tumbling through petals while I describe each encounter; how the starlight flooded the flower-meadow as our limbs melted together. Even the doves that pull my chariot will cock their heads, nestling their pure white feathers together as they lean against one another. Hesperis and Dysis will help me into my robes, and the breeze will flow around us like golden honey while we laugh.

They’re used to the endings too; when the passion blows out like a summer storm. I’ve always found that the slight bitterness of its loss is sweetened by the memories, and so I step from one to the other with only a scattering of tears, soon to be dried as I move on.

I greet them and sink gratefully into the warm waters. The pool is framed by a steep-sloping hill behind and looping branches criss-cross above it, stretching into a leafy roof that shields me from view – just in case Helios sends his gaze this way as he soars overhead. Water trickles from in between the craggy rocks above, a fragile waterfall that makes a rippling curtain, and, through its shimmering surface, I can see violets and roses blooming on the grassy bank in front of me. The Horae sit among them, and I tell them about Phaon while I let my limbs relax in the water, letting it hold me in its buoyant embrace.

It’s a delightful evening, until I taste the tang of iron in the air, metallic and harsh. I know it’s her before I even lift my head.

‘Athena,’ I say. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’

She stands in her armour, spear clenched in her hand and face unsmiling, out of place in my pretty glade. Zeus’ warrior daughter, here to do his bidding, I’m sure. My Horae fall silent, their eyes directed respectfully down to the earth in her presence. The soft sunlight still shines, but it feels like a shadow has fallen across our convivial gathering, a chill that seems to emanate from her gleaming breastplate and crested helmet.

‘Zeus summons you back to Olympus.’ She doesn’t waste time with pleasantries.

I stretch my arms above my head, languorous and slow, sending a shiver of ripples across the water. Athena is so terribly efficient, and I can never resist the temptation to slow her down, make her dally when she wants nothing more than to leave. ‘Why?’ I ask.

‘It’s Zeus’ command.’ Her words are clipped, and she glances around dismissively.

She really can’t see it, I reflect, all the beauty that surrounds us doesn’t move her in the slightest. I try again to reach inside her heart, to find a spark that I can bring to life, but there is nothing. Her mind is as mirror-smooth as the armour she wears; if she has any desires at all, she keeps them locked away. The only thing she wants, as far as I can tell, is to be back among the shining columns and graceful order of the gods’ palace. ‘Then he can come and tell me himself,’ I say lightly.

I’m expecting that she’ll get bored with me and disappear, infuriated, in a sleek hiss of iron, but I detect a hint of consternation in her cold, silver eyes. It rankles to be peremptorily summoned there through Athena, who has dwelt among the gods for only a heartbeat compared with me. I existed before Zeus and his siblings were even born. Everyone always forgets that.

She sighs. ‘There’s something I need you to do.’

I let her words hang in the air. ‘Dysis, more petals,’ I say, turning my head, and Dysis jumps up from the bank to scatter rose petals in the water. Her damp, auburn hair brushes against mine as she leans across, and I breathe in her scent of woodsmoke and apples. ‘With all your wisdom, what could you possibly need me for?’ I ask Athena lazily. Then, a thought occurs to me with a rush of excitement – perhaps I missed it when I searched, but it doesn’t mean it isn’t in there, buried deep within her. I find the silty floor of the pond with my toes and stand up, water streaming down my shoulders. ‘Is it love? Are you in love?’

She looks at me, mystified. ‘No.’

‘Oh.’ I subside a little, but gesture to Dysis to hand me my gown as I step through the waterfall on to the damp grass. ‘What is it, then?’

‘I’ll explain when we’re there.’ She’s letting her impatience show again. I can’t help but be intrigued; Athena’s never acknowledged any use for my power before.

She steps into her chariot, reins gathered in her fist, her horses silent and ready for her command. We all have our own chariots, but when the whim takes us we transform at will and soar or gallop in different shapes. Athena prefers to be a silent, swooping owl, though now she is on Olympian business and so we’ll travel together in a statelier fashion. Whereas my chariot is beautiful – gold-edged with delicate carvings, drawn through the skies by sweet, enchanted doves – Athena’s has none of that. It’s as austere and stern as she is. Nonetheless, I sweep up my flowing skirt and step up beside the warrior goddess.

Athena’s face is still as we rise. I think it unlikely that she’ll engage in any further conversation, so I look down as we ascend, leaving the earth beneath us. The tree-lined mountain is soft and green, giving way to a rocky peak that we skim before sweeping up over the bright jewel of the sea. I bid farewell to the frothy white waves and the turquoise fathoms of water, and lift my face to the clouds, towards the palace of the gods.

There are gods who wield the kind of power that can shatter mountains. With the strike of a thunderbolt, Zeus can raze towns to ash; Poseidon can shake the earth until trees topple. Helios can scorch the world until the oceans boil dry and everything is aflame. But that kind of loss means nothing without love. They can destroy everything in existence, but only I have the power to make life worth living in the first place.

My power is different. From the moment I was born from the blood-foaming waves and the dying Sky, I have brought the living creatures of the world together. Since I first set foot on the shores of Cyprus, it’s been my purpose.

This island has always been my home and I’ll never tire of breathing in its scent of cedar and pine and feeling the warm sun on my skin. The songs of the restless sea, gasping at the pebbles on the bay where I first walked, soothe me as they whisper in rhythm with my soul. There is nowhere else in the world like it.

But Mount Olympus is spectacular in a different way, and I can’t deny the thrill that shivers across my skin as Athena’s chariot glides to a halt in the stables. Divine horses stamp their bronze hooves, whickering at our arrival, and the air is crisp and cold in my throat. Before us, the palace rises from the snowy summit in a dream of marble and gold, the setting sun striking the gilded columns so that they seem to glow from within. It speaks of power – an opulent wonder at the top of the world that is made for us, and only us.

As we make our way up the broad, shining steps, I see Zeus at the entrance, waiting between two pillars.

‘Aphrodite!’ he greets me. ‘What’s kept you away so long?’ There’s a lascivious gleam in his eye that tells me he’d love to hear the details of precisely what – or, rather, who – has kept me so preoccupied, but I only smile. He has a vivid imagination – one I don’t need to delve into the corners of his mind to discern – and he has little need of me to fuel it.

Athena brightens in the presence of her father. ‘Never mind that. She’s here now.’

Zeus looks briefly disappointed. He hates to be denied anything he desires, however inconsequential. But Athena is striding ahead into the palace, and he’s quickly distracted from questioning me. He catches up with her effortlessly, falling into conversation, and I trail behind them through the airy anteroom. It’s as fabulous as I remember: the high ceiling tiled in dark blue squares, each with a golden star sparkling in its centre so that when night falls it will mirror the wide sky visible through the slender, silver columns. The walls are painted with a blue frieze that makes me yearn momentarily for the sea so far beneath us, but everywhere I look something else catches my eye – the glitter of gems, polished wood, a finely woven tapestry (Athena’s work, no doubt) decorated with animals so lifelike I expect to see them stretch and roar and run across the cloth – and I think that it could almost rival the rugged beauty of my island after all.

Athena and Zeus linger at the tall bronze doors to the throne room.

‘Hephaestus has been busy,’ I say, waving my hand around.

Zeus shrugs. He’s not so interested in his artistic son’s accomplishments. Since Hephaestus was born, the palace has become more awe-inspiring, full of his work, from trinkets and ornaments to furniture both comfortable and exquisite. But Zeus has a narrow definition of beauty. He doesn’t look at much beyond the shapely form of whichever nymph he’s chasing next. He’d notice if he wasn’t surrounded by elegance, but he’s not one to express gratitude.

I don’t mention Athena’s tapestry; she doesn’t care. Never mind – it’s pleasant to be back here amid the treasures of the gods. I’ve been gone longer than I’d realized.

They beckon me into the throne room, keeping up a brisk march through the high-vaulted hall and out through another corridor, winding further into the palace. I lift a hand in greeting to Hestia, Goddess of the Hearth, and she smiles back at me, but we don’t stop, descending into the courtyard, where the snow-tinged chill makes the skin of my bare arms tingle, and moving on to a more modest building that lies behind the showy grandeur of Zeus’ palace. The workshop of Hephaestus.

The smoky warmth of the forge is the first thing I register, along with the noise. The clang of metal against metal, hammer on anvil and the hiss of bellows create a cacophony of sound that’s almost overwhelming. Sparks erupt in fiery dazzles through the haze, and there are so many figures bustling back and forth, wheeling golden tripods and pouring sheets of molten metal, that I think at first Hephaestus has a small army of gods working for him. But, once I’ve drawn near, I laugh, startled, to see the blank gold face of an automaton, gliding brisk and expressionless from one station to another. It’s so different to the languid, lazy peace of the halls we’ve just walked through.

‘Hephaestus!’ Zeus calls out, his voice thundering above the noise, and the god emerges, hurrying towards us.

His heavy brow is beaded with sweat, his arms smeared with ash and soot and his chiton stained. When he sees me standing with his father and sister, he nods, awkward and uncertain, as though he doesn’t know what to do with himself when he’s not wielding a hammer or carving a block of stone. I’m not entirely sure of the process by which he transforms lumps of metal or rock into his creations; I’ve always been more captivated by the result. I smile at him, and he looks down at the floor.

‘Show Aphrodite what we’ve been working on,’ Athena urges him, touching his arm, her fingers delicate against the brawny muscles that shift as he turns to lead the way. Her own quarters house a magnificent loom, baskets overflowing with yarn and walls hung with tapestries, but her hands remain uncallused and perfect, never touched by any sign of her toil. Hephaestus, meanwhile, is shaped by his labour – his thick shoulders bunched and curved with muscle that makes him ungainly when he’s not at his anvil, heavy and lumbering when he’s moving among gods as sleek and swift as sharks.

He guides us out of the forge and into a lighter hall, where the air is clear. In the centre, stands a statue, draped over with a thin cloth, a shaft of sunlight falling through the opening in the roof above.

A silver vase shimmers on a table, and I know I’m supposed to be interested in the motionless draped figure, but I can’t help but stop and look at it. Its slender stem rises from the circular base, widening into a graceful curve, two handles arching from the sides. It’s carved with a twisting vine, the leaves glossy, the clusters of grapes ripe and vibrant, as though you could pluck them, and I’m charmed by how alive this cold metal looks.

Zeus clears his throat, and I look up. Athena and Hephaestus flank the statue, and clearly my attention is expected.

‘Well, show me,’ I say. I can feel a laugh bubbling up in my throat, an eager anticipation of whatever is going to happen.

Hephaestus yanks the cloth away to reveal a female figure, amazingly lifelike. I move closer, looking at the fall of her hair around her shoulders and the bloom on her skin. She looks so soft, so touchable and beautiful, that it takes my breath away.

‘You made this?’ I glance at Hephaestus, noticing how pride suffuses his features, lightening his worries into an easy smile. ‘It’s lovely.’

‘She is.’ It’s Zeus who interjects, his voice almost a purr of satisfaction.

‘She’s no statue.’ Now I’m here, Athena wants to get to the point. ‘She’s a mortal woman. Hephaestus sculpted her from clay and Zeus gave her life. I can give her all the skills she needs, every accomplishment she’ll require, but we need a gift that only you can bestow.’

‘Why spend so much time and care on one mortal?’ I’m looking from one to the other, laughter escaping me now. There’s something odd about how intent they are on this, and I’m waiting for the final piece of the puzzle so it will make sense.

‘You’ll see,’ Zeus says.

I look at his smug expression and then back at the woman’s face: the delicate skin of her closed eyelids, the plumpness of her lips, the smoothness of her shoulders and the curves of her body.

‘Well, if that’s what you want.’ I can’t resist the urge to puncture his complacency just a little by not begging him to share his plans.

I trace a finger down the woman’s cheek, to her throat and over her collarbones to rest over her heart, and I close my eyes. Now that I listen, I can feel the vitality thrumming deep inside, a faint but perceptible stirring of life within her still and silent form.

It’s always easier in mortals than in gods. In her, brand new and freshly carved from clay, I find it at once. We all came from Gaia’s earth, but she has only just risen from it. I find the flame inside her, the one that burns to be reunited with all its disparate parts, the yearning that once brought all the elements of the universe together now surging at my touch. A longing heat that I barely need to brush before it pulses towards me, a craving bright and strong that will call to others and make them desperate to answer.

I open my eyes and step back. Athena looks pleased, Zeus looks smug and Hephaestus is watching me with a kind of wonder. ‘Everyone will want her,’ I say. ‘That’s my gift.’

‘She has everything we can give her,’ Athena breathes. ‘Pandora.’

And, now that she’s complete, she opens her eyes.

Zeus steers me back through the forge, while Athena stays behind to tend to the woman.

‘You’ll feast with us tonight,’ he says.

I’m not foolish enough to think this is a casual request. Zeus is in the business of giving orders, not asking.

‘You can take this, if you want.’ It’s Hephaestus, hurrying after us, the silver vase in his hand. ‘I noticed you looking at it,’ he says.

I’m touched, both by the gesture and by the sight of his heavy fingers looped through the handle. He’s so bulky that he looks like he should be clumsy, but he holds the vase with such tender care, as though he might crush it in his fist – which he easily could. It’s hard to believe that he can create such tiny, precise details, and for a second I picture him leaning over the silver with his eyes squinting in concentration, utterly absorbed as he coaxes living beauty from inert metal. ‘Thank you,’ I say, placing my hand over his. His skin is softer than it looks, warm under my touch. His face reddens, and I can feel Zeus’ gleeful amusement. ‘But I’d rather have this actually.’

I pluck a necklace from a shelf at the side of the forge – a shining heap of deep green stones linked together with delicate gold filigree so thin it’s almost invisible.

‘Of course.’

‘I’ve always loved your jewellery,’ I tell him. And it’s true; I was here when he was developing his talents, when Zeus and Hera were despairing over their ungainly son who seemed to have no dazzling skill befitting a god until the moment he seized hold of metal and transformed it into something divine.

‘I’ll stay tonight,’ I tell Zeus, coiling the necklace in my fist and smiling back at them both. ‘I’ll go and prepare in my quarters.’

He nods, pleased. ‘The Graces will attend to you.’

‘Thank you.’ With that, I’m gone, hastening down the steps of the forge, my dress fluttering around my ankles as the doors swing closed behind me, silent and smooth on the perfectly oiled hinges.




THREE

My quarters on the mountain summit are just as I left them. Zeus has kept his promise and dispatched two of the three Graces, attendant goddesses of Olympus, to wait on me. The sisters have been as deft as the Horae in filling bronze bowls with flowers which remind me of home. No dust has dared to settle on the furniture, no creeping decay or signs of neglect sully the pristine floors and walls of this divine house.

I step out of my bedchamber to the starlit veranda, resting my hands on the waist-high wall and leaning out. Beneath me, the steep slopes of the mountain drop away, wispy clouds floating through the air, ethereal puffs of mist that drift through the darkening sky.

I hear the soft footsteps of the Graces, and I turn to welcome them. They’re beautiful – so lovely that I would fear for them here on Mount Olympus within reach of Zeus and Poseidon, except that ordinarily they’re the handmaidens of Hera. She might be Zeus’ wife and bound to defer to him like the rest of us, but even he knows better than to encroach on the women under her grudging circle of protection.

Now they have mine too, and I’m sure they’ll have an easier time of it in my house than in their shrewish queen’s.

They dress me in fresh robes, dab perfumed ointments into my skin and adorn me with jewels.

‘All the gods are feasting tonight,’ Pasithea says to me as she hangs Hephaestus’ glittering necklace around my throat.

‘And you’ll outshine them all,’ the other, Charis, adds.

I smile at her, glancing at my reflection. ‘Thanks to your efforts,’ I say.

A rosy wash of surprise warms her cheeks and her eyes brighten. ‘Do you want us to accompany you there?’ she asks.

I stand and link my arm through hers. ‘Of course,’ I say, and we leave the house together, walking across the courtyard to the main palace.

When we enter through the magnificent throne room to the feasting hall behind, the rest of the Olympian gods are already seated. Zeus, Poseidon and Athena are at the head of the first table, while Hestia and Hera sit at the far end. Apollo, God of Prophecy, lounges in his tall chair, his perpetual expression of lofty amusement never detracting from his golden beauty. Beside him sits his wild twin, Artemis, Goddess of Hunting, called from her forests and here under protest. I note the scratches on her legs, her calves exposed by her short tunic, and the leaves still stuck in her tumbling curls. She makes no effort to fit in with the rest of us. Hermes laughs with Apollo, casting me a meaningful glance as he notices my arrival. I smile and take my seat among them, beside Demeter, Goddess of the Harvest. Hephaestus, opposite me, looks up, and, when he notices that I’m wearing his necklace, his cheeks flush just a little. The other tables are busy with lesser gods and nymphs invited to feast alongside us.

The moon glimmers above the mountain, and the wine flows alongside golden nectar and ambrosia. As it always does, the conversation soon turns to divine boasts – worshippers, conquests, favours granted or wrath inflicted according to the whims of the gods. Hephaestus shyly describes how Helios has asked him to build another chariot, more magnificent than the one he already has. I contribute my story of Phaon, blessed in old age with a second youth and good looks so that he can find a love that honours me. All the while, I’m attuned to the sparks that fly across the halls of Olympus. Apollo, catching the eye of a serving-boy. Hermes, charming a nymph with his sharp wit, his eyes flickering briefly to mine to see if I’m watching as she leans over with her wine jug, skimming just a breath too close to him. Pasithea, hands clasped under her chin and her bare shoulder gleaming in the torchlight; the god she’s talking to unable to tear his gaze away. It hums underneath everything else: the meeting of eyes, the flutter of hearts and the stirring of desire as hands brush together and whispers are exchanged – teasing promises, murmured invitations among the throng of immortals who dine with us.

‘Aphrodite.’ Zeus booms out my name across the table. ‘Poseidon would ask something of you.’

I give him my attention, expectant.

‘A love charm,’ Poseidon grunts. ‘For a sea-god. I want him to be my charioteer.’

‘Your charioteer?’ I know exactly what he means by that. Still, it’s encouraging that he’s asking for my help. Poseidon rarely sees the need to engage in anything that could be described as courtship.

‘Yes,’ says Zeus impatiently. ‘Some shellfish-god. Very handsome apparently.’

‘Nerites?’ I ask.

Zeus smirks. ‘What is it?’ he asks. ‘You don’t want him for yourself, do you?’

I notice Hephaestus going still, his goblet hovering halfway to his mouth as he listens. He’s sensitive to the prospect of any conflict. While many of the gods here would find it an entertaining diversion, it’s not in Hephaestus’ nature to relish discord.

‘No,’ I say. Nerites is a pleasant distraction, but there are many handsome gods to choose among. Our time together is probably drawing to a close anyway.

‘Very sensible,’ says Zeus. ‘I’m sure a shellfish-god will make a fine charioteer for Poseidon, but he’s no husband for you.’

‘Please,’ I say, ‘not this again.’ I smile sweetly as I say it. Zeus never fails to be distracted by a woman’s smile, and it tends to mean he doesn’t notice when his authority is being insulted.

‘Five unmarried goddesses on Olympus is too much,’ he protests. ‘And, of all of them, you should be the first to wed. It’s your realm!’

His eyes are clouded with wine, his cheeks flushed with warmth and his tone jovial, so I answer him with the same light-heartedness. ‘It’s not my realm. Marriage is Hera’s domain,’ I remind him. ‘Love is something altogether different.’

There’s an appreciative rumble of laughter from the benches around us. I’m glad, though, that Hera is at another table, deep in conversation with Hestia – one of the unmarried goddesses. Zeus swore an oath to Hestia that she could remain unwed, and made the same rash promise to Athena and Artemis. I think he rather liked the idea that Hestia would look after the Hearth of Olympus with no husband to distract her. Her role is to provide comfort and warmth, and he sees himself as the most important recipient, so he was happy to grant her this exemption. His graciousness to Athena and Artemis, however, was born of a more familiar emotion for him than benevolence: spite. He loves to lavish his affection on his favoured daughters: the children that Hera did not give him. I’m sure, as Goddess of Marriage, she would have delighted in procuring the most hideous of all the gods and Titans as bridegrooms for her husband’s illegitimate brats. He’s thwarted her by putting them beyond her reach, but never had the forethought to anticipate a time when he’d find it more useful to marry them off after all.

As I’m not Zeus’ daughter, he made no such promise to me. He’s been making these comments ever since he started looking around the throne room and realized some of his most valuable bargaining tools were untouchable.

Demeter remains unmarried too, but I suspect he allows it because she bore him a daughter long ago. Whatever agreement they reached, I don’t know. It’s certainly not a path I want to go down, and so I’m left to fend off his nudges with no oath to protect me.

Thankfully, I have other strategies. I’ve kept Zeus at bay for centuries, and I have no intention of that changing now.

As the serving-nymphs clear away plates and cups and the gods begin to disperse, I catch Poseidon before he can mount his chariot and drive his golden-maned, fish-tailed horses back to the sea.

He looks at my fingers wrapped around his brawny arm, then his gaze flickers down my body and back up to my face, a gleam in his eye. ‘Yes?’ he asks, a smile curving his lips.

‘I’ll give you that love charm,’ I say. It’s a kindness, I’ve decided. In giving Nerites a new infatuation, he can forget me. I don’t like to leave broken hearts in my wake.

He leans in so close that I can smell the wine on his breath and the salt on his skin. ‘There’s nothing I want more … almost nothing.’

It’s not that he isn’t handsome, in his way. He bristles with strength and menace alike; he’s tall and powerful, his beard dark and full and his eyes black like a shark’s. But I know enough about Poseidon to quash any curiosity I might otherwise harbour.

‘And if you did want him yourself,’ he adds hopefully, ‘I’m more than happy to share.’

I don’t think so. I squeeze his arm, then slide my hand away from him, my touch slow and lingering. ‘No, thank you,’ I murmur. ‘I’ll let you have him all to yourself. Perhaps you’ll remember this, if I ever want something from you.’

‘Oh,’ he breathes, moving in closer. ‘You only need to ask.’

I hold his gaze, my smile full of promises I don’t intend to keep. ‘I will,’ I say, and his lips part. He isn’t complicated. I smile up at him. ‘Goodnight, and don’t you forget that you owe me a favour now.’ I pat his jaw, playful and teasing, before stepping back towards the waiting Graces, slipping my arm through Charis’.

As we leave, I can feel him watching me all the way to the bronze doors. It’s a delicate dance, holding these gods at just enough distance for them still to believe I might let them closer. Ensuring the rulers of heaven and sea are my allies, always willing to help and never plotting against me. Trading favours with the gods and keeping them in my debt. Being back on Olympus has reminded me just how important it is to play this game, and to play it well.

In the days that follow, I summon the Horae, and before long my heavenly apartments are ringing with their chatter – the Graces who came at Zeus’ behest absorbed into the clamour of girlish voices without a moment’s hesitation.

I hug Auge, Hesperis and Dysis in greeting. ‘I know you’ll be glad to be back on Olympus,’ I say to Auge. ‘Have you seen Iris yet?’

Hesperis and Dysis nudge her and she smiles. ‘I have,’ she says, her eyes sparkling. It seems like forever ago that I first thought to introduce her to Iris, Goddess of the Rainbow, and, as always, my instinct about those two wasn’t wrong. ‘But you all already know about me and Iris; who else has news to share with us?’

Pasithea, the youngest of the Graces, is coaxed into telling us how Hypnos, God of Sleep, has caught her eye.

‘There’s nothing to say,’ she protests, half laughing, but her eyes are soft and luminous with daydreams. ‘I just thought he was handsome.’

‘He is!’ I agree, twisting around to look at her. Auge, who is trying to arrange my hair, sighs as jewelled pins tumble down on to the quartz surface of the table, and I squeeze her fingers in apology. ‘Never mind about my hair – I want to hear more.’

Hesperis sets down the little pot of rouge that she was about to apply to my face and perches on the shining surface, all of us looking expectant.

‘I liked the way he talked.’ Pasithea shrugs, a delicate flush rising in her cheeks. I feel wistful watching her, the freshness of her youth and the air of romance that haloes her. There is something so irresistible about it: the sense of her yearning and the sharp sweetness of a not-yet-realized fantasy.

I remember the last time I saw Hypnos. ‘Everything he says sounds like a beautiful story,’ I reply, recalling the rumbling timbre of his voice. ‘Something comforting and familiar but new at the same time.’ He could carry a listener away on the wings of that voice until they spiralled into another world, lulled by his rich, deep tones, a balm for any troubled soul. Lost in a delicious slumber …

I shake myself out of my reverie. This is Pasithea’s daydream, not mine.

‘I heard he lives at the edge of the world,’ Auge says.

‘Between the living and the dead,’ Dysis interjects, ‘on the banks of the River Lethe.’

‘What does the House of Sleep look like?’ Hesperis wonders, dreamily.

‘Pasithea will have to tell us.’ Charis’ voice is teasing as she smiles at her younger sister. She’s the most beautiful of all the nymphs, her hair falling like a shining veil. I wonder who her admirers are, and which of them she favours the most.

‘I’m sure I can find a reason to summon Hypnos here,’ I suggest. Or, my mind races, I’ll invent an errand that will send Pasithea to the furthest reaches of the world, across the silver river, to the meadow of heavy-headed crimson poppies that grow around the cave where Hypnos dwells. ‘And, when he comes, I can … awaken him to your charms.’

Pasithea giggles. ‘Really? You would?’

‘Of course. It’s in my gift,’ I tell her, ‘to spark the fire of love in anyone’s soul.’

Charis picks up a comb and starts to pull it through my hair, taking over from Auge. ‘Perhaps,’ she says, ‘Hypnos won’t need any prompt to fall in love with Pasithea.’

‘Oh, of course,’ I agree. ‘I’m sure he won’t. But, if he does, I’m here.’

Charis’ hands are less gentle than Auge’s, tugging firmly on my hair as she twists it to her liking. ‘That’s kind,’ she says. ‘Pasithea is grateful, I’m sure.’ She sets down the comb and steps around to face me, studying her handiwork.

Her eyes are wide and thoughtful. I see Pasithea glance between the two of us, uncertain. Was there an edge to Charis’ tone? Perhaps she thought I was dismissing Pasithea’s beauty. I meant no insult; I’m only eager to help.

I smile at them both. ‘Don’t worry,’ I tell the younger Grace. ‘He won’t be able to resist you. Who could?’

In the early evening, I catch sight of Auge, perched on the courtyard wall, her face upturned to a many-hued ribbon trailing through the sky. Its radiance intensifies until Olympus is framed under an arch of glorious colours, before each one mingles into the next and fades away, and Iris lands in a flurry of golden feathers. The fragrance of rain, fresh and vital, follows in her wake, a scatter of droplets tumbling from her hair and her wings as Auge jumps up to kiss her. Iris is vibrant and splendid; Auge dreamy like the first mist of the dawn, and, as I watch them embrace, I feel that sweet ache as though I’m one of them, their joy my own.

The door to the forge swings open, and Hephaestus steps out. Shading his eyes from the low sunlight, he looks across the courtyard at me and waves. I wave back, and he smiles.

‘To think,’ a voice purrs behind me, ‘that Hera calls him her ugly son.’

Startled, I turn around. ‘Eros!’

He lands softly on the stone tiles, his wings tucking in behind him. ‘Most of the gods agree with her, I know,’ he continues. ‘But I think he has a rugged charm, actually.’

‘I suppose so.’ I smooth a lock of hair back from his forehead, out of his eyes. ‘What are you doing here? Do you have news of Paphos or have you just come to see your mother?’

‘Always,’ he says, dropping a kiss on my cheek. ‘And, as for news, it’s all the same. Your sanctuary overflows every day with worshippers.’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘I hear their prayers.’

‘But the affairs of the gods must be keeping you busy here.’ He arches an eyebrow. ‘There are always so many.’

‘Aren’t there just? But I’m more interested in news of Phaon, if you have it.’ I’ve watched him since I gifted him his youth again. He came to my temple to give thanks, and I was gratified to see how handsome I’d made him. I wasn’t alone; I could feel the burn of a dozen stares lingering after him.

But I didn’t see him return a single one of them.

Eros shakes his head. ‘He has admirers everywhere he goes, men and women alike. But he makes no use of the gift you’ve given him. Say the word and I’ll set him aflame for the prettiest one.’

‘No,’ I say. ‘Don’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘That doesn’t feel right.’ I take a seat beside the central fountain, trailing my fingers through the cold water, and he sits down beside me. ‘He’s a good man, an honourable and loyal one,’ I muse. I remember a mortal couple I saw at the temple after Phaon was there. They were weary and wrinkled with age but still holding hands as they walked. I remember how the husband looked at his wife of many years and felt a sense of wonderment rising within him at how beautiful she still was in his eyes. ‘He doesn’t want a new love,’ I say. ‘He
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