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			For Juliet, a goddess among literary agents.

			This one is your favorite, 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 color 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.
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			1

			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 centers 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 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 colorful 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 onto 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 upward. “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 toward 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 toward 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 gray-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-practiced 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 toward 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 toward 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 gray 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 favor. 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 toward 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, toward 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 harbor, 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 onto 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 favorite part.

		

	
		
			2

			Wrapped in mist, I soar above the harbor and toward 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 toward 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 luster, 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 travelers 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 favorite 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 gray 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 crisscross 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 armor, 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 armor 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 dwelled 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 onto 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, toward 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 center 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 toward 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 labor—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 center, 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 toward 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 jewelry,” 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.

		

	
		
			3

			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, favors 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 honors 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 favored 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 harbor.

			“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. “Good night, and don’t you forget that you owe me a favor now.” I pat his jaw, playful and teasing, before stepping back toward 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 favors 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 clamor 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 jeweled pins tumble down onto 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 spiraled 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 favors 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 colors, 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 honorable 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 could have taken advantage of his new form and had a dozen young lovers—wouldn’t most men?—but he hasn’t.”

			“So he’s ungrateful,” Eros pronounces.

			“Eros,” I chide, “he’s not ungrateful. He’s still in love.”

			He frowns. “With a woman in a distant city, who must be old herself now, if she’s still alive.” He glances at me, perplexed. “That’s a worse situation than he was in before.”

			“It is,” I agree.

			“So why don’t you look more concerned?” he asks.

			“Because,” I say, “I know what we need to do about it.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Come on.” I jump up and pull him to his feet. “I’ll show you.”

		

	
		
			4

			The market down by the harbor at Paphos is bustling. The narrow streets ring with the shouts of vendors and the rattling wheels of carts over rutted roads. A donkey brays and gulls squawk as nets glistening with fish are hauled up from the sea. A mother shouts as her child darts away from her, enticed by the ripe fruit a seller sets out on a table, bright and tempting.

			I swoop lower, my white wings spread, watching. I notice the stall of figurines, sweet little clay women, and hover for a moment as a customer picks one up, examining her from every angle. I linger, looking at the exaggerated, gorgeous shape of the clay—the luscious curves of breasts and stomach and the deep etching between the thighs. A charm that promises fertility and safety in childbirth.

			I’m not the goddess to guarantee such a thing. That’s up to Hera’s daughter Eileithyia, or even Artemis—who, when she isn’t hunting down prey in the forests, attends to laboring women. By that stage, I’ve already played my part. Like any other god, even Zeus himself, I’d ask one of them if I want safe passage for a mortal mother. We all have our realms; we all exercise dominion over them. It’s why cooperation on Olympus is so crucial—making alliances and keeping score.

			I notice a girl with a wistful expression leaning out of an upstairs window, and, when I follow the direction of her gaze, I see him. Phaon making his way through the crowds, shouldering a heavy basket of fish. No one is deterred by the sharp stink of his cargo. Eyes follow him wherever he goes, captivated by his shining hair and his broad shoulders.

			I flutter away, soaring back toward the ship, where I land on the deck. Eros stands there, a solicitous arm around the nervous-looking young woman who clasps the wooden rail and scans the busy port.

			“Almost there,” he tells her, and she nods.

			There’s nothing remarkable about her, not if you’re seeing her for the first time. She’s ordinary, plain even, now that we’ve smoothed away the lines on her face and restored her hair from gray to its original darkness. Her skin is young and soft once more, her back straight and her eyes no longer clouded, though in them I can still see the toll the years have taken: her youth sold to a stranger and her later years precarious as she lived out her widowhood in a place that never felt like home.

			The ship docks, and Eros leads her ashore. His wings are concealed and I’m disguised, perching on the branch of an olive tree to watch as he shades his eyes from the sun and looks around.

			Phaon emerges from the crush of the market, coming back to the boats to collect another load. I stretch my neck forwards, craning to see the moment when he recognizes her.

			He’s stunned, too stunned to move for a moment. Then a grin of pure joy spreads across his face, his eyes bright with happy tears. A moment ago, I thought her plain, but all at once she is radiant; suffused with love, she is more beautiful than anyone else in Paphos. Eros melts away as though he were never there. I stay, my heart thrilling as Phaon clasps her in his arms and they kiss, all the years they’ve been apart dissolving into nothing.

			

			—

			“Well, that’s quite a story,” Demeter says.

			“Isn’t it?” I sigh.

			In the heavens, it seems that Phaon’s reunion with his beloved was a mere blink of an eye ago. But, in the mortal world, that summer has given way to autumn, then winter and now the world awakens with another spring. In Cyprus, her womb swells with life. The baby they never thought they would have is now imminent.

			“They married at last,” I say, remembering the quiet simplicity of the wedding. I watched it as a dove, perched on a tree branch nearby.

			“I didn’t think you approved of marriage,” she laughs.

			“Ordinarily that’s true,” I agree. “But in this case, I made an exception.”

			Her arm linked through mine, we take a turn around the courtyard, with its tinkling fountains, painted marble statues and clusters of chattering nymphs.

			“A second chance,” she muses. “A new season in their lives; the springtime of their youth restored and the opportunity to let her choose the husband she always wanted.” She looks at me with warm approval. Admiration even.

			A glow radiates in my chest. Demeter can be so serious, always concerned about the harvest, or drying rivers and the quality of seeds, or the proliferation of buzzing insects. The ranks of mortals are ever-swelling, and it weighs on her: the responsibility of feeding them all and nourishing the earth. I wonder sometimes if she thinks the love affairs of gods and humans to be little more than a superficial diversion.

			It shouldn’t matter if she does, but I value her opinion. I’m glad she likes this story. I’m glad she understands it.

			Ahead, I notice a cluster of gods at the Olympian gates, leaning over the low wall.

			Zeus is at the center, pointing down toward something, while Apollo leans back against the wall, glancing disdainfully in the direction of Zeus’ finger. Athena is poised and watchful, standing rigid with her spear clasped at her side.

			Demeter and I exchange a curious glance, and without a word we walk over. Apollo nods in greeting. The other gods are too preoccupied to notice us at all.

			“What is it?” I ask. “What are you looking at?”

			Apollo rolls his eyes, beckoning us over. “Come and see.”

			I peer over the edge. A wisp of cloud drifts past. Beyond the grand majesty of the steps, far beneath us, there’s a stream of movement across the distant plains. A charge of mortals, the faint sunlight glinting off the metal tips of their spears.

			“It’s just a war,” Apollo says.

			“Come on,” says Zeus in jubilant tones, nudging his son’s side. “It’s set to be quite a show.”

			Apollo sighs. “Nothing’s started yet—the army is moving, but the battles haven’t begun.” His whole posture radiates a haughty boredom.

			“They’re setting up camp,” Athena tells him, her face impassive as she studies the scene below. “There’ll be no fighting until morning.”

			I lean further over. We’re so high up, the mortals are an indistinguishable mass. They could be a stream of ants.

			Demeter shakes her head. “I don’t need to see it,” she says, stepping back from the wall. “Come inside with me,” she adds, taking my arm.

			Amusement sparks in Zeus’ eyes. “Is the very prospect of fighting too much for you?” he asks.

			“Hardly,” I retort. It isn’t squeamishness that makes me want to avert my eyes; it’s the sympathy I feel for them not knowing whether they’ll survive the battle ahead. Zeus could never understand.

			“Let’s go and drink wine,” Demeter says, the press of her hand on my arm warm and insistent, steering me away.

			“A good idea.” Apollo claps his hands together. “I’ll join you. Leave these two to wait for the carnage to begin.”

			Zeus laughs. “You’re right,” he says. “I’ll come back tomorrow when it’s more interesting.”

			Demeter purses her lips. “I’ll hear the prayers of the mothers,” she mutters to me. “These three won’t be troubled by any of that.”

			She’s kind, and besides that I know she’ll abhor the churning up of the soil, the fire and devastation that the battle inflicts on the land. Mortals die all the time and in numbers we couldn’t ever count or grieve, but it doesn’t mean we have to celebrate it.

			She’d be wiser not to let the others know that it bothers her. Better not to give them anything to exploit.

			“It’s just such a waste,” I reply, loud enough for the others to hear. “All those healthy young men consigned to Hades, when they could be worshipping me instead.” It’s a deliberately callous joke, and I know that Demeter will understand it’s not for her.

			Apollo gives an approving chuckle. The other gods stir themselves to accompany us inside.

			I look back once, as the sun slides out from behind the soft white clouds. Golden rays fall across the surge of warriors.

			And then something catches my eye. In the swarm of humanity, one figure stands out, his tiny shape haloed in a faint glow. A mortal who has been touched by a god.

			And, with a sickening lurch, I realize who it is.

			

			—

			Drinking with the gods is forgotten. Instead, I swiftly make my way down to where the army has stopped for the night. The smell of smoke hangs in the air, tendrils snaking from circles of ash where small fires have burned out, but more powerful than that is the sour reek of hundreds of men gathered under the makeshift tents they’ve erected. Tension simmers in the air: a pent-up mixture of apprehension and dark excitement.

			I find him by the embers of his own fire, his face turned up to the starlit sky. I sit down opposite, letting the mist around me dissipate so that he can see my outline in the shadows.

			He draws in his breath. “Are you—are you real?”

			“I am. I saw you in the crowd of warriors. Are you going to tell me why I find you here of all places?” My voice is hard.

			He dips his head. “We left Cyprus,” he says. “We went back home, to the village where we grew up. And then we heard.”

			“Heard what?”

			“That war was coming.”

			“Then you should have fled,” I tell him. “Come back to Cyprus, where I can grant you sanctuary. I didn’t restore your youth so that you could waste it on battle. I gave it to you so that you would find love. I gave you the woman you always wanted, and years to spend with her. A new lifetime.”

			He hesitates. “But I knew that I could help, with the strength you granted me. And, when it’s over, when we’ve won, I can go home to her a hero.”

			“If you survive.”

			“I’ve been blessed by Aphrodite,” he ventures. “With your favor—”

			“I can’t protect you in war,” I tell him flatly. “I didn’t give her back to you so that you could leave her.”

			“After this, I never will.”

			“But, Phaon”—my voice softens—“you might have no choice. Why would you risk it?”

			“Goddess,” he says, his voice catching, “if I don’t fight—if I don’t try—I know what happens to women on the losing side of a war. Children too. I have to protect her and the baby. That means winning.”

			“I could spirit the two of you away, anywhere in the world,” I offer. “I chose you, remember? There’s no need for this.”

			He looks at the ground. “What about the other women left behind?” he asks. “And the men brave enough to fight? Why should I flee, when they have to stay? I have this strength—why shouldn’t I lend it to them when they need it?” He lifts his eyes to mine. “Dying is a risk I must take. You gave me this chance: the ability to help. If I live, I’ll dedicate my victory to you.”

			I sigh. It was his generosity and his kindness that first caught my attention. Should I be so surprised that the man who stops to rescue a stranded old woman would do this? That the man who dedicated all those faithful years to the woman he loved and lost couldn’t find it in his heart to turn his back on his people? “I hope so, Phaon,” I say, and I mean it. “I truly hope you survive.”

			I stalk away. If I were a harsher god, I would punish him for wasting my favor.

			Impulse leads my steps away from the edge of the camp where I left my chariot. Perhaps Phaon won’t be persuaded, but I can’t give up so easily.

			I walk toward the center of the camp, following the steady beat of drums. As I get closer, the smoke thickens in the air, obscuring the stars, and the drumbeat grows louder, insistent.

			This is where the warriors are gathered. Not the cautious ones, the fearful and the reluctant who hide in their tents, swallowing down their dread of what’s to come. No, here are those most dedicated to carnage; a crowd hungry for it, eager to press in closer to their god.

			I see him through the smoke, standing head and shoulders above the rest of them, flames glittering in his bronze helmet as he tips his head back and shouts toward the skies.

			His battle-cry echoes up to the heavens, hollow and eerie, shuddering across the nape of my neck like an icy breath. It contains a thousand horrors, as though the voices of all his warriors were caught up in his own; it’s the wrath of an entire army and their dreadful thirst for violence distilled into one terrible impulse of sound. There is something mesmerizing about it, and utterly terrifying.

			Ares.

			My ears ring from the noise, every part of me recoiling from the scene. I remember how the foundations of our Olympian palace used to shudder when he and Zeus would clash in wild arguments. Ares was born furious, the wrathful eldest child of Zeus and Hera, and his swift growth to full-fledged godhood was tumultuous. Now he’s rarely on Olympus, preferring to spend that wrath in mortal battles like this. It may have been decades since he was last forced to attend a feast or a council meeting. I remember him only as a sullen presence, saying little and leaving early. Not like this—not this powerful god who holds an entire army in his thrall, the depths of his eyes lethal and hypnotic, the ferocity of his howl rousing them to holler back with all their might.

			At some unspoken signal, the cries of the men subside, and Ares speaks.

			“Tomorrow,” he says, his voice low and intense, “we fight.”

			“I’ll be among you,” he goes on. “Your glory is mine.”

			Through the mass of bodies, I see Eris, Goddess of Strife, at his side, her face contorted with ghoulish glee.

			There’s no long speech to his men, no more words of encouragement to inspire the army. Instead, the two of them stride through the crush. Cheers, raw and guttural, erupt around him. They’re so fast and decisive, I don’t have time to doubt myself. I step out in front of them, and I see their incredulous expressions as they recognize me.

			“Aphrodite?”

			It’s Eris who speaks, her tone indignant. Her long black dress is threaded with silver, glimmering wherever the pale moonbeams strike it, and her black-feathered wings look velvety soft to the touch. I can’t imagine who would be foolish enough to dare try.

			“Eris,” I greet her. “And Ares.”

			Her face twists into a sneer, her midnight eyes cold. Dark hollows beneath conjure images of her lying awake, stewing over grievances and resentments, too bitter to sleep.

			“What are you doing here?” Eris demands. “This is not your domain.”

			I ignore her, turning to Ares. “May we talk?”

			His face is guarded by the bronze plates of his helmet. All I can see is the hard set of his mouth and his empty black eyes. They meet mine and a shiver runs down my spine.

			He jerks his head to the side, gesturing me toward the river that flows by the side of the camp.

			Away from the roar of the celebrating crowd, I clear my throat. “There’s a man in your army,” I say. “Phaon, a fisherman, not a fighter. He belongs to me, not you.”

			“Then take him with you when you leave.” His tone is short, peremptory in his instruction. A god used to being instantly obeyed.

			“He won’t go,” I say.

			Eris hisses. I can’t tell if it’s a huff of impatience or her attempt at scornful laughter. “That’s not our concern.”

			I take a step closer. “Ares,” I say, striving to be reasonable. I’m within an arm’s length of him now, and I swallow my trepidation. I banish the thought of him, moments ago, unleashing his monstrous battle-cry. He’s a god, like me. Like any other. I won’t be intimidated. I wonder how I might coax him. He’s not Poseidon; a trail of my fingers down his finely muscled arms, left bare by his breastplate, won’t help me persuade him. A pity. But there is a way. I just have to work out what it is.

			I start with flattery. “He’s come to fight for you,” I explain. “He wants to be a hero, to honor you, Ares. All I ask is that you spare his life.” I’m looking earnestly into his eyes, trying to convey with my gaze that I’m sincere.

			“Impossible,” he says, looking away.

			Without that cold stare unnerving me, it’s easier to think. “It’s not impossible, not for you,” I say smoothly. “And if there’s anything I can do for you in return, some favor, just say the word.” I’m thinking of a love charm, a whisper in the ear of whichever nymph a war god might be hankering after.

			He glances back at me. “No.”

			It’s abrupt, like a shock of cold water to the face. “No?” I splutter. Just a refusal? No negotiation, no compromise?

			A triumphant smile creeps across Eris’ face. “That’s your answer, Aphrodite,” she says, a horrible crack in her voice that reminds me of a fissure opening in the earth, a sulfurous vent of boiling steam. “Now go.”

			“He’s my mortal,” I protest. “You can protect him, if you choose.”

			“Any man fighting knows he might die,” Ares says. “I don’t choose favorites. They all take the same risk.”

			“But…” I grope for the words, wrong-footed by his rudeness. I’m searching for an advantage, some weakness I can use or some other way to charm him, but his blank façade is impenetrable.

			“He lives or he dies,” Ares says. “I won’t intervene. Don’t try yourself either.” His eyes flicker up and down my body, and I’m suddenly aware of my crocus-dyed gown; the wreath of flowers crowning my hair; the jewels shining at my throat, my ears, my wrists. All of my soft luxuries next to his fierce austerity. “Eris is right. This is no place for you.”

			With that, Eris smirks, and they walk away, swallowed up by the smoke and the throng of worshippers before I can say another word.

			

			—

			I fly back to Olympus in a rage, my fists clenched tightly around the reins. I’m still fuming as I march across the courtyard, past the steps to the throne room. The door swings open and I see Zeus framed in the light behind it, his crown askew and a fug of wine surrounding him.

			“Aphrodite!” he calls to me.

			I nod curtly, and he frowns.

			“What’s wrong?” he asks, leaning on the marble doorframe.

			“Nothing’s wrong with me,” I snap. “What’s wrong with your son, more like?”

			He nods sagely. “Hephaestus?” he asks. “I don’t know. I’ve asked myself many times.”

			“Not Hephaestus,” I bite back, harsh as Eris herself. “Ares.”

			“Oh,” he says. “Another good question.”

			I sigh.

			“Come inside,” he urges. “Have a drink.”

			I’m too angry to sleep, so I allow him to usher me into the airy hall. It’s quieter at this time of night, only a handful of gods clustered at the tables. I take a seat next to Zeus, and Iris materializes with a goblet of wine.

			“What’s Ares done now?” Zeus asks me.

			I want nothing more than to vent my anger, but Zeus is a poor choice of confidant. He’s more likely to find my humiliation by Ares and Eris amusing than he is to sympathize. “Let’s not talk about him,” I say.

			“That’s fine by me. Sometimes, I’d rather forget his existence altogether.” He scowls. “He makes it easy enough, considering how little of him I see up here.”

			“Don’t you prefer it that way?” I ask.

			Thunderclouds gather in his eyes. “He neglects his responsibilities. I should have known,” he comments darkly, “that no son from Hera could turn out any better.”

			Zeus with wine and a grievance isn’t the drinking companion I want right now. “Come on.” I cast around for a subject he’ll prefer—something he can boast about ideally. “Tell me about—tell me about your mortal woman, the one Hephaestus made for you.”

			He brightens. “Pandora? Hermes delivered her to Epimetheus as a wife.”

			“Prometheus’ brother?”

			“That’s right.” Now his eyes gleam with pleasure.

			Maybe it’s my sour mood, but I don’t like the sound of this much more than the previous conversation. The Titan Epimetheus should have known better than to welcome a gift from the Olympian gods after what Zeus did to his brother. “How kind of you,” I say.

			He smiles. It seems that the shift in topic has had the desired effect. “I’m glad you’re back where you belong,” he remarks, expansive with drink. “Back on Olympus with us.”

			Ares’ final words echo in my mind. This is no place for you. Well, he’s right. I want nothing to do with his vile wars, or with a god so completely unpleasant as him—savage and utterly unreasonable, handsome though he may be. Here in this hall, with its graceful marble pillars, warm firelight and gentle chatter, I do feel at home. I raise my goblet to Zeus and smile back.
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			Sunrise comes, and I’m still sore with indignation. Too restless to stay in bed, I get up and dress without summoning my handmaids.

			Olympus is quiet when I step outside. The paths are deserted, and all I hear are the tinkling of the fountains and the occasional distant cry of an eagle.

			It’s only the forge that shows any signs of life. When I near it, a rumble of activity builds—the growl of the furnaces and the rhythmic blows of a hammer.

			Without stopping to think, I veer toward it. The heat spills out when I pull the door, a welcome contrast to the icy bite of the morning air.

			I jump as an automaton rolls past me, and Hephaestus looks up from the anvil where he’s working. His smile is as warm as the forge itself.

			“What are you doing here?” he asks—the same question that Eris barked at me, but his voice is infused with curiosity and a sincere eagerness to help. The tension I’ve been carrying immediately starts to dissipate.

			“I want Ares to grant me a favor,” I begin, as he sets down his hammer. “He’s your brother—can you help?”

			Hephaestus furrows his brow. “Ares?” he asks. “He’s intractable. He’d never agree to do anything for anyone.”

			“I thought as much. But I hoped you might know some way to persuade him.”

			He shakes his head. “What do you want from him?”

			“A guarantee of safety for a man in war.”

			His eyes are full of sympathy. “You’d do better to pluck him from the battlefield yourself than ask Ares.”

			“He wouldn’t even listen,” I say. The memory of Ares turning his back on me, as if I were an irritating child, burns in my mind.

			“Listening isn’t really his forte.”

			I suppose he never has to. Ares is nothing like Hephaestus. He’s strong, but with none of his brother’s meaty heft. Ares gives the impression of a coiled snake, tensed for an attack at any moment, swift and unpredictable, whereas Hephaestus is solid and stable. Ares is armored in bronze and scorn alike, so why should he bother hearing what we have to say? “I wasn’t asking him to do it for nothing,” I say. “Can you tell me anything I could offer him, anything that he wants?”

			“There’s nothing he wants,” Hephaestus says. “He’s not interested in any of us.”

			“Even you?”

			He laughs. “Especially me.”

			“Why not?”

			He picks up his hammer again. “Ares only values violence,” he says. “He chose to fight against Zeus and Hera. I never did.” He smiles, rueful. “We both disappoint them, in different ways. But I have no common ground with the War God. All I can tell you is that it isn’t worth trying to appeal to his better nature. He doesn’t have one. And if you can’t persuade him, no one can.”

			“Oh?” I flash him a smile. This is much more to my liking than the rest of the conversation. “Why’s that?”

			He clears his throat. “Well.” He stumbles slightly over the words. “Of all the gods—I mean, I can’t think of many who would refuse you.”

			“A shame, then, that he’s the one whose help I wanted,” I say drily.

			“It is,” Hephaestus agrees. “Sorry that I can’t offer any better advice.”

			I look around the forge. It bristles with productivity. The honest labor that Hephaestus puts in, the effort he expends on his craft and his artistry, couldn’t be less like Ares and his war-camp: a hollow place, haunted by fear and aggression and the promise of ruin.

			“Don’t be sorry,” I say. “You have given me good advice.” I touch his arm. It’s hard with muscle, strong from decades of bending metal to his will and heaving slabs of rock. “To go and get Phaon myself.”

			His smile fades, his expression serious. “If you’re going back there,” he says, “be careful.”

			

			—

			Gods need worship, and mortals need stories. I could let Phaon follow Ares into war, but I chose him for my own purposes: so that the tale of the old man made young and beautiful by Aphrodite would be told at my sanctuaries, passed down at firesides and sung at feasts. So that it would fan the flames of hope and longing and fuel more prayers and more adoration. I can’t just choose another to take his place. A god’s favor must be a rare gift, or else it loses its value.

			I take my chariot from the stables; my pretty, enchanted doves cooing with pleasure. They won’t like our destination, but I won’t waste my time talking now.

			As I approach the plains I visited last night, I see dark shapes swooping through the heavy clouds ahead of me. It’s Eris and her ghastly sisters, the Keres, in monstrous formation. I glance down and see the vicious tips of spears angled up toward the heavens. A flow of warriors, streaming through the valley. The battle has begun.

			I hesitate, then guide the doves to the hilltop above. As they glide down to the rocky surface, the Keres shriek and the men below holler back, their war-cries curdling with the sisters’ voices in an awful cacophony. My doves panic, scrambling in midair, and bring the chariot down with a jolt.

			I climb down and stroke their feathered necks while they gaze at me reproachfully, tucking their beaks firmly into their chests. I stand, surveying the throng of mortals from the edge of the peak. All I want is to see Phaon. I’ll scoop him up and spirit him away, back to the destiny I chose for him. Despite his words, he’ll be grateful to me later, when he’s back in his lover’s arms where he belongs.

			Beneath my feet, the armies surge toward each other, unstoppable currents seething and boiling, and there is Ares, charging on a black stallion, his spear lifted to the skies. His shout rings across the valley, that same dreadful sound that feels like ice creeping through my veins. I waver. Hephaestus warned me, and now I think I might have been too reckless in my confidence. The God of War is wild and dangerous, and he’s in his element here. I don’t know him. I can’t predict what he’ll do when he sees me.

			Men fall in the stampede, sinking underneath the jabbing spears and swinging swords; some try to scramble up the slopes to safety, clinging on to jutting branches and screaming for help, but the battle rages on. The Keres stalk through the carnage, baleful black-cloaked silhouettes, crouching over the bodies where they fall. Their role here is to gather the souls of the dead and carry them to the Underworld. They’re swift and stealthy, unceasingly busy in their grisly harvest.

			From the foot of the hill, Eris raises her head and catches sight of me. Even from here, I can feel her eyes boring into mine.

			I toss my head, stiffening my spine. Eris can glare all she likes; she can’t frighten me away from the battlefield. Her steely contempt spurs me on, and I stride down the rocky slope to face her.

			Exasperated, she lifts her wings and flutters to meet me before I can get to the bottom, hovering just above the melee. “Get out of here, Love Goddess,” she hisses.

			“Don’t give me orders, Eris.” She has no right to tell me where I can and can’t go.

			“You won’t want to spill your precious golden blood on my battlefield,” she taunts. “Don’t ruin that pretty dress.”

			“I’m sure you’d like nothing better,” I say. Mockery drips from every syllable she utters, but it’s true that those bronze blades can pierce my skin. They can’t kill me, but they can hurt me. She thinks I’m afraid; that I’ll retreat from the prospect of a scratch.

			I don’t waste another moment on her. I walk straight into the battle.

			Clouds of dust billow up from the earth, and the air is thick with heat and sweat, the sour stench of fear and the ringing of metal. But I can see the shimmer of the rose-tinted glow surrounding Phaon, the precious mark that means he’s mine, and I push my way toward him. I don’t care that my dress is muddied and splattered with filth, that it’s torn beyond repair just as Eris warned. Men catch a fleeting glimpse of me, an unarmed woman shoving through them, and they must think they are dreaming, that their minds have been frayed by the horrors around them. In the confusion their bodies crush against me in a thick press of flesh and bronze.

			I can’t tell which side is which; I can see only the frantic clash of swords and fighters, but I lift my hand and force them apart in front of me, carving a path that none of them can cross. The crush eases; a space opens up, and I see him clearly.

			“Phaon!” I call.

			He whips around, fear and surprise flashing across his face, and an enemy fighter rears up behind him, brandishing a sword. I step across the empty ground between us, swatting the attacker away with a sweep of my arm, and the man tumbles backward. Almost immediately, he’s trampled into the mud.

			I turn back to Phaon, smiling in reassurance. Now he’s had his taste of war, he’ll take my hand willingly, I know it. I reach for him, my fingers wrapping around his wrist. He tries to pull away, but he can’t free himself from my grip.

			“Phaon,” I say, “it’s time to go.”

			“No,” he protests, but the choice isn’t his. Not anymore.

			“You’ll thank me for this,” I tell him.

			I’m about to whisk him up in my arms when an arrow flies past, right in front of my eyes. It’s too fast for me to stop it, to pull him away before it lodges itself in his tender, vulnerable throat.

			The world slows, and the noise of the battle recedes to a muffled blur as he staggers and falls.

			His fingers slip through mine.

			I blink.

			He can’t be. But he lies broken at my feet, his eyes dull and the blood pooling beneath him. Phaon, whose eyes twinkled with warmth when he thought he found me stranded, who shared his meal with me and then his dreams. Dreams I made a reality, one that’s now torn from his grasp forever.

			The face of his wife—of his widow—rises vividly in my mind, robbing the breath from my body. I brought them together, for her to lose him all over again. The horror of it strangles the cry in my throat.

			“You were too slow.”

			I turn, bewildered.

			Eris, her smug delight shocking me back into the heat and noise of the battle once more. The ripple of glee in her voice is repugnant.

			She feeds on conflict; the rage and turmoil that surround us strengthen her, bringing color into her pale cheeks and a glow into her hollow eyes. There is nothing that would give her more pleasure than to rile me into revenge. I know this, yet numb shock gives way to grief and fury mounting in my breast.

			“Eris!” His voice is unmistakable, rising above the din.

			His stallion rears up in front of us, close enough for me to see the rolling whites of its eyes and the froth lathering at its mouth. I lift my eyes to Ares. The warhorse bucks again, its flanks slick with sweat, but he stays steady on its back, leather reins gathered in one fist and his spear raised in the other. The ground beneath us quakes, and the battle roils, but the animal bows to his will, quietening to his command.

			His dark gaze is locked on mine. I can discern no pity in him. No apology, no regret and absolutely no mercy.

			“Eris,” he says again, with a steely authority that she can’t ignore. She peels herself away, spreading her wings and gliding over the fighters to join him.

			Then he and Eris plunge into the fray, and I’m left standing alone with Phaon’s body.

		

	
		
			6

			I find her in a sheltered bay, not unlike the one where I first met Phaon. She leans on a rock, looking out at the gray waters, the dog at her feet. Its muzzle rests on its paws, its eyes mournful, staring at the horizon for the boat that will never bring his master home.

			I’m not disguised. All I do is dim my radiance so that she won’t be burned or blinded. I see her take in the tattered, filthy state of my dress.

			“You didn’t save him.” It isn’t a question.

			I shake my head.

			The dog heaves itself up and trots toward me, tilting its head quizzically. I stroke it gently and it licks my wrist, as if it knows I tried and it’s trying to console me. But I’ve come to offer sympathy, not receive it.

			“I told him not to fight,” I say. “But he was a good man, too good to run away.”

			Tears slide down her cheeks. She doesn’t look at me. “I know.”

			The dog whines softly, returning to her side. She pats it, her gesture mechanical, her gaze unseeing. Her chin shakes and she dips her head, hair falling in front of her face, shielding her.

			I take a step closer and rest my hand on her shoulder. “He loved you so much,” I say.

			“I would have died in Athens,” she bursts out. “I lived my life without him, but that was coming to an end. In the Kingdom of Hades, we would have found one another again. I would have had to wait only a few more years, if you’d left me alone.”

			“I wanted you to have him here,” I say. “Not as a shadow but real.”

			“And what will I do,” she asks, finally meeting my eyes, “now that he’s gone?” She rests her hand on the swelling curve of her stomach. “What will we do?”

			Her despair and her dignity are humbling. If Ares saw this, I think, if he were made to confront the consequence of his wars, would it stir any flicker of regret in his iron soul? He can fly away from the carnage, his chariot pulled by fire-breathing, bronze-hooved horses, and never have to think about it. It’s goddesses who hear the prayers of the grieving, just as Demeter said. Never the gods.

			“You can go to one of my temples,” I say. “Become a priestess.” She’d be protected there. Safe to live out the years I’ve given her in comfort.

			“And devote my life to the worship of love?” There’s a bitter edge to her tone.

			I take a moment before I answer, reaching for her hand and holding it in mine. “You’ve loved and been loved greatly. You’d make a worthy priestess.”

			A sob escapes her throat.

			“I’m sorry,” I tell her. I’m sorry I wasn’t quicker, that I didn’t anticipate the arrow. I’m sorry I didn’t try harder to convince him, instead of trying to pluck him out of the maelstrom when it was already too late.

			The sun is sinking behind the clouds; too lackluster to do more than tint the white mist a faint pink. Rain begins to spatter onto the pebbles around us.

			She cries quietly, and we fall silent. There’s nothing left to say. I stand with her until the last light drains from the sky.

			

			—

			There is precious little time allowed for grief and regret on Mount Olympus. No matter how bruising the loss of Phaon feels, I must make a show of restoring my reputation. It’s humiliating as well as shocking to lose a favored mortal; one whose glorious love story was supposed to be a triumph, not a tragedy.

			It’s only Demeter I confide in. I find her at the charred wasteland left behind by the army. She wanders through the abandoned tents, the burnt stumps of the trees that grew here and the trampled stems of the once-abundant grasses and flowers.

			“I wasn’t fast enough,” I tell her wearily.

			She’s kneeling on the ravaged earth, studying the damage, but when she looks up at me, her face is kind. “You aren’t accustomed to battle,” she says. “It’s not your fault.”

			I wrinkle my brow. I’m a goddess, not a pampered girl. I should have been able to save him. I keep going over the moment in my mind, trying to understand how I didn’t see the arrow coming. “It was,” I say.

			She rolls a broken blade of grass between her finger and thumb, and I watch it brighten, green and vivid, with her touch. Around her, torn blooms straighten their shattered necks and the earth ripples with life. “What’s done is done.” Her voice is gentle but pragmatic. “You and I,” she says, “will put the pieces back together.” She stands, and I see the patch of ground is restored once more. Although the damage stretches in every direction, under her tender ministrations new shoots are lifting their heads. “It takes patience,” she adds, “but, in the end, everything heals. One day, no one will even know there was a war here.”

			“By then,” I say, an unusual bitterness in my voice, “there will have been a dozen more elsewhere.”

			“And you’ll mend the broken hearts from those while I repair the earth again,” she says briskly. “Won’t we?”

			I know she’s right. But there’s little comfort in the thought.

			Meanwhile, the other gods must see me succeed, and as soon as possible.

			

			—

			First, I dispatch Pasithea with a message—one I’ve concocted, naturally. I let enough time elapse and then take my chariot from the Olympian stables for the long journey across the world. My doves, fluttering their wings beneath their jeweled harnesses, climb up into the azure dome of the sky, swooping above great mountain ranges and valleys, across glittering oceans and scattered islands, all the way to the long, coiling snake of Oceanus that encircles the world in its slow-rippling embrace. Beyond here, in a cave between the land of the living and the dead—just as Dysis had said—is where Hypnos lives, in a place of soft shadows and tranquility.

			The doves land in a smooth halt, and I dismount from the chariot onto the blanket of flowers growing around the banks of the Lethe.

			There is nothing to hear but the lapping of this ghostly river against the shore. Its water is a milky silver, a pearlescent sheen glimmering in the low light. From here, it flows all the way down to the Underworld, and the dead drink from it. It brings them peace, allowing them to forget everything they have left behind.

			I wince, remembering how Phaon’s widow spoke so longingly of the realm beyond this river, the only place where she could ever find him again.

			But that’s not why I’m here. Along the sinuous curves of the Lethe, in a bloom of scarlet poppies, the cave of Hypnos yawns, its black mouth curiously inviting. I let my mind wander, searching for Pasithea, and it doesn’t take long for me to feel the rapid beat of her heart. Inside the cave, she stands engulfed in the comfort of darkness. Behind her in the gloom is the God of Sleep, his ebony-carved bed heaped with the black furs of bears. He kisses her, and her mind spins, a galaxy of stars opening up in her vision, a dreamy haze that makes her stumble, off-balance, and he catches her in his arms and pulls her down onto the furs.

			I’m captivated, the sensuous romance of it intoxicating, stupefying my senses like the heavy scent of the poppies dragging on the breeze.

			Love is always the antidote to loss, the balm to any wound. With Hypnos made content, the grief-filled dreams that might torment the sleep of mortals in the wake of this war will be soothed. There will be peace and healing, rest and solace. This can be a topic of divine gossip; a victory in my name to replace any chatter about defeat.

			Next, I fly down to the thickly wooded plains of Thessaly, clad in dove feathers, to see the woman that Hephaestus and Athena made. The exquisite ache of longing that I instilled in her calls out to me. I perch on the stone wall that Epimetheus built outside their house and cock my head, cooing while Pandora snips herbs from the garden. She’s delighted by my presence, treating me as though I’m skittish and afraid, and I find her gentleness endearing. She steals closer, bit by bit, taking care not to startle me, until she’s bold enough to reach out and stroke my plumage, and then she smiles and the world feels radiant.

			Pandora is a woman who wants, and I find it irresistible. She takes pleasure in everything around her—the way her plants lift their leaves toward the warmth of the sun, the rattle of her loom as she deftly weaves threads together the way that Athena taught her, her husband’s smile when he returns home and greets her with a loving embrace.

			It must seem idyllic to Epimetheus too. He and his brother, Prometheus, devoted their lives to mortals—until Prometheus defied Zeus’ edict to keep fire for the gods alone. He shared the secret with humanity, and they use it now to burn offerings to the gods, sending rich smoke up to the heavens in our honor. It’s not enough for Zeus. He chained Prometheus to a cliffside far away, condemned to suffer unending torture for the rest of eternity.

			And yet his brother has apparently won Zeus’ favor, and been rewarded with a blissful love. A reminder, perhaps, that his obedience is appreciated. Or else, knowing Zeus, it’s something altogether darker.

			Pandora gathers the herbs she’s cut into a little bag and starts to walk up the path toward the house.

			“Are you coming, little bird?” she asks, her voice like music.

			I follow her into a home that’s cool and shaded; wooden shutters fastened to keep out the heat of the midday sun. The earthen floor is bare apart from the rugs that Pandora has woven, and painted flowers bloom in frescoes on the walls, a splash of bright joy and vivid color.

			Pandora ties the herbs in bundles, hanging them from hooks in the ceiling so that their peppery scent infuses the air. I sit on her table, listening to the rustle of leaves and the melody she hums, and let my gaze fall upon the rest of the room. A trio of jars is lined neatly against one mud-baked wall, and her eyes keep wandering to the tallest of the three over and over again. I can see why. It stands apart from everything else in here—the three-legged stool, the wooden table, the other jars are all likely the work of Epimetheus, solid and simple. This jar, though, bears the unmistakable stamp of Hephaestus. I recognize the elegance and the subtle intricacy—the narrow foot rounding out to a sweeping curve, a raised pattern looping in relief at the base of the neck, the graceful pair of scrolled handles. Painted friezes wind around it, alternating ornamental motifs with scenes of animals and people: galloping horses, women gathering water, men bearing shields and spears, children picking fruit, hunters with their dogs running before them, prowling wolves and herds of cattle. I imagine the Blacksmith God observing all of human life so that he can re-create it in such faithful detail.

			It gives me a sense of foreboding, this jar. Another gift of the gods in this simple home. Pandora unhooks a shutter, letting the sunlight stream in, and I hop up to the sill, stretching my wings to soar away from the house.

			Beneath me, the hamlet where Pandora and Epimetheus live shrinks away, and I tilt my head to hear the whispers of yearning hearts, the stifled longings and fervent prayers for glorious Aphrodite to reward them with the object of their desires. As I fly above a house where a newlywed farmer’s wife is brining cheese, she feels suddenly restless, impatient for her husband to hurry home. Out on the field where he’s harnessing an ox to his plow, he pauses beneath the beat of my wings and glances over to the house, seized in an instant with the same urgency for her. Under my path, the winding river is shaded by trees, and the surrounds are noisy with boys running and wrestling and hurling blunt wooden spears. Where my shadow falls over the dappled sunlight, a young man tackles his opponent to the ground and for a second their faces are close, one above the other, a smile shared between just those two, a promise burning in the air of what will happen later when everyone is gone and there’s a chance to steal into the woods alone together.

			I fly on, luxuriating in the rising chorus of love in my wake, before I turn my face up toward my home in the heavens, leaving the mortal world behind.

			

			—

			“You visited her?”

			Zeus calls out from his lazy position by the fountain in the grand courtyard. He looks extremely satisfied with himself, and I notice a leaf stuck in his hair. No doubt he’s been tumbling in the forests again, hidden under the green canopy from his wife’s view. “Sit,” he tells me.

			I take a seat on the bench at his side. The fine mist from the water has settled in tiny droplets on his shoulders and his beard. I feel it on my skin like a gentle caress. “Pandora?” I ask. “Yes, I went to see her.”

			“And?” he grins. “What did you think?”

			I look at him more closely. The twinkle in his eye, the gleeful smirk. It tells me I was right to be suspicious. “What is it?” I ask. “What trap have you set?”

			He shrugs, all innocence. “Whatever do you mean?”

			I roll my eyes. “Well,” I say, “Pandora. She’s not just a gift for loyal Epimetheus, is she?”

			“No,” Zeus agrees. “She isn’t.”

			A cool breeze whispers across my arms, raising goosebumps in its wake. “Tell me, then,” I say. “What have you done?”

			I’m thankful, not for the first time, that Zeus loves to boast about his misdeeds. The day he learns discretion, he’ll be far more dangerous.

			“You were the one to give her desire,” he says. “We made her beautiful and you gave her appetite. Of all the women in the world, she’s the most like you. Can you guess what she’ll do?”

			I think back to Pandora humming in her kitchen. “You set a trap,” I say slowly.

			Pleasure warms his cheeks. He looks affable, amused.

			“The jar,” I say. “I recognized Hephaestus’ work. What’s it doing in their kitchen?”

			“It’s full of everything Epimetheus wants to protect humanity from,” he says. “War, disease, starvation.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask. “How could that even be possible?”

			“Oh, it isn’t, really.” He laughs, pleased with himself. “But that doesn’t matter. What matters is that the story will get out. Epimetheus had a foolish wife and she cursed humanity the day she did what she was forbidden to do—opened the jar that Epimetheus was safeguarding.”

			I remember the pull she felt toward it, the yearning in her chest that urged her on. “Disease and war and starvation already exist,” I point out, “and kill mortals every day.”

			He waves my objection away. “Ah, but once the story is out there, they’ll have a reason for them. And, more importantly, someone to blame.”

			“But it’s not her fault,” I protest. “Everyone will think an innocent woman is the cause of all their suffering. That doesn’t seem fair.”

			“Not just an innocent woman. A wife,” Hera interjects in tones of pure venom as she sweeps past us. I start, not having noticed she was in the courtyard at all. She pauses, throwing a disdainful look at the leaf caught above Zeus’ ear. “Another reason for mortal men to mistreat their wives, as if I don’t hear enough miserable prayers as it is.”

			Of all the women in the world, she’s the most like you. Of course, Zeus didn’t pick some mortal king for this plan of his. He would never choose a human imitation of himself to take the fall.

			It’s a woman who will pay the price.

			Hera gives him a withering glare before she stalks away.

			“What’s actually in the jar?” I ask.

			He shrugs. “Nothing.”

			This trap he’s set for Pandora is no more than spite. A way to punish humanity for what Prometheus did. Yet another mortal sacrificed to his ego.

			“Well,” says Zeus, standing up, “I’ll see you at the feast tonight. I summoned Ares to join us. Are you still angry with him over that fisherman of yours?”

			“Why would it matter?” I say. “You don’t think he’ll show up, do you? Ares never comes to our feasts.”

			“He holds out as long as he can,” Zeus acknowledges. “But eventually he has to give in. He’ll be here.” His eyes sparkle with enjoyment as he waits for my reaction.

			His smugness will be punctured when Ares inevitably fails to materialize. I don’t give it another thought. “You don’t need to worry,” I say. “I won’t start an argument in the throne room.”

			He laughs. “Don’t hold back on my account,” he says. “It might liven things up.”

			

			—

			At the feast, I sit down next to Hephaestus, Iris leaning over us at the long, polished table to pour more golden nectar into our cups.

			“This goblet is lovely,” I say. “Your work?”

			Hephaestus ducks his head in acknowledgment. It’s wrought in silver with a delicate stem and curved handles, an intricate carving around the rim of long-necked cranes taking flight. Their narrow legs are bent underneath them, wide wings outspread and water rippling below, so real it looks as though it’s in motion, flowing in relief across the metal surface. “I learn from everything I make,” he says, tracing a finger over the outline of one of the birds. “For this, it was the feathers—how to make them look soft and distinct, not perfect and uniform. I wanted every one of them to have its own tiny irregularity.” He smiles. “Next time, I’ll do better.”

			I’m about to tell him it’s magnificent when the door swings open, ricocheting against the wall. I look up, startled by the rude intrusion of noise, and there is Ares framed in the archway.

			Like Athena, he’s armored, but her armor is sleek and crafted around her body so that she resembles a silver stream, fluid and flawless. He wears a tunic of dark leather, its rough and battered edges visible beneath the bronze plates fastened at his shoulders and around his torso, their livid glow flickering in the firelight. His helmet is off and his hair is thick, dark and tousled. His mouth a grim, unsmiling line, just like on the battlefield.

			My heart beats a little faster in my chest. Why is he here? At once, I’m fiercely alert, poised for confrontation.

			Charis, seated on my other side, reaches for Hephaestus’ cup and strokes a fingertip across the outline of the birds. “It’s so lifelike,” she says, smiling across at him.

			She barely seems to notice Ares, who ignores the ripple of surprise at his entrance and takes a chair at the end of our table, sitting without a word of greeting to anyone.

			Zeus smiles, a satisfied gleam in his eyes.

			My thoughts are racing. Is it simply as Zeus claimed, and Ares has given in to his summons purely because so long has passed since he last showed up here? Or is it prompted by his victory over me on the battlefield? I told Zeus I wouldn’t cause a scene, but now I wonder if I should challenge him. Bring up Phaon in front of all the other gods? Or would that just mean reliving my humiliation at his hands? My fists clench underneath the table, but I hold still. I won’t give him the satisfaction of thinking that I notice his presence.

			Courses are served, wine is poured, and the chatter flows. Only Ares stays silent. At last, Zeus drains his cup, leans back and addresses him.

			“Next time,” he says, “tell us in advance which cities you’ll be attacking.”

			Ares looks up, entirely disinterested. “Did I forget to mention it at the last council?”

			“You didn’t come to the last council,” says Zeus. “If I’d known, I would have intervened.”

			Ares doesn’t deign to answer.

			Up and down the table, gods exchange glances. Demeter leans toward me. “His army burned Dodona to ashes,” she whispers conspiratorially.

			That’s one of Zeus’ favorite cities. So maybe he’s the one who wants a fight this evening, after all.

			“The point of our councils,” he goes on, sounding deceptively benign, “is so that everyone knows what’s happening in each of our realms.”

			“War can be unpredictable.” Ares shrugs.

			Athena’s brow furrows, and I think she’s about to contradict him when, to my surprise, Hephaestus interjects.

			“But surely you should be able to predict it?” he asks.

			Surprise flashes across Ares’ face.

			“You could order your followers to stop,” Hephaestus ventures. “You can choose which cities burn…or which mortals die.” At this, his eyes flicker to me. The tips of his ears are reddening.

			“Which mortals die?” Ares scoffs. From the withering sweep of his gaze, it’s clear that he knows his brother is speaking on my behalf.

			Hephaestus shrinks back in the scorching heat of Ares’ contempt.

			“You know nothing about war,” Ares goes on, every word distinct and audible in the busy hall. “Don’t make a fool of yourself for Aphrodite.” He stands up, the legs of his chair dragging on the marble tiles with a painful screech, and strides toward the bronze doors.

			“Ares,” Zeus calls out, a warning rumble in his voice, but the door slams, and Ares is gone. Zeus turns his displeasure on Hephaestus. “No wonder he talks to you like that when you say nothing back.”

			The other gods at the table watch, curious. There’s a stinging truth in his assessment that none of them would ever deny.

			Hephaestus won’t retaliate, despite his powerful bulk. Instead, he stares down at the table.

			“Ares storms out of every dinner he attends,” I say lightly. “It’s hardly as if we’ll miss his sparkling company, is it?”

			There’s a ripple of laughter, and the tension is diffused, Ares quickly forgotten.

			I only wish I could banish the image of his face, dismissive and arrogant, from my mind.

		

	
		
			7

			I’m rarely one of the first to leave a feast, but the incident with Ares brings a sour taste to my mouth. I bid goodnight to the gods and exit the feasting hall, walking out beyond the courtyard, letting the darkness wash over me, cool and soothing. As I pass an olive tree, one that flourishes in the inhospitable climate of the heavens thanks to Athena, a figure detaches itself from a marble column and steps out onto the path in front of me.

			Ares.

			His silhouette blocks out the glimmering moon behind him. It could be intimidating—he’s tall and powerful, a warrior dressed for battle—but it would take more than that to scare me. I’m the daughter of Ouranos, born from the shattering of the Sky.

			I draw myself up to my fullest height. “Why are you here?”

			I can still see him charging across that valley, urging on the chaos.

			His face is in shadow. I can’t see his expression, only the dark gleam of his eyes. “I accepted Zeus’ invitation so that I could speak to you. I didn’t want to leave until I had.”

			I can see my own wavy reflection in the bronze plate fitted over his chest, my puzzlement writ clear across my face. “Zeus doesn’t issue invitations, only orders,” I say. “And you didn’t say a word to me all night.”

			“It’s not for everyone else to hear. I keep my business private from the other gods.”

			“So you waited to get me alone.”

			“Is that a problem?”

			I can’t find a reason that it would be, but still it’s jarring to be here with only him. We’ve never been alone together before. “It’s fine,” I say coolly. “Say what you want.”

			“I’m sure you know that it was Eris who fired that arrow,” he says.

			“Eris?”

			“Yes.” His tone is cold, no trace of regret.

			Fury surges right back up inside me, as hot and fierce as on the battlefield. “What is this?” I demand. “An apology?”

			“If you have any ideas about revenge,” he says, ignoring me as if I hadn’t spoken at all, “forget them. Eris is my deputy. I deal with her.”

			Not an apology, then. I fold my arms across my chest and glare at him. “Why tell me this?”

			“I assumed you’d realized already.”

			Is he mocking me?

			“How would I have known?” I bristle. “There were arrows flying everywhere; it was a battle.”

			He shifts, and now the moonlight reveals his face, hard as if it were chiseled from stone and just as cold. “No mortal’s arrow could have flown past you,” he says. “You would have stopped it.”

			I shake my head in disbelief. “Weren’t you the one telling me I didn’t belong in battle?”

			“You don’t.” He’s too swift to answer; it’s maddening. “But not because you aren’t powerful. Because it’s not your concern.”

			“You told me that you don’t intervene when it comes to saving mortals. But it’s fine for her to kill them with impunity?”

			His lips tighten. “She overstepped.”

			“And if that’s not enough for me?” I ask. “If I decide to take matters into my own hands?”

			“That would be a mistake.”

			He hasn’t dropped his eyes from mine. The intensity feels like flames licking across my skin. Anger burns in my core, roars in my skull, obliterating my thoughts. I want to shake the complacency from him, to tear away the guarded front and see what’s beneath. I know he isn’t really this controlled. He’s a war god.

			“The mistake,” I grind out, “is hers. His life belonged to me. I gave it to him. No one had the right to take it but me.”

			“So you do plan to avenge him.” His voice is as hypnotic and menacing as the beat of the army’s drums.

			“If I choose.” I lift my chin. “Perhaps I will. Then again, I’m not like you. I don’t waste my time on feuds and conflict. Perhaps I’ll decide neither of you is worth it.”

			Something flickers in his gaze before it shutters.

			“You should have learned your lesson already,” he says, and it’s the same superior tone he adopted when he dismissed Zeus at dinner. “Don’t come back to my realm. Leave Eris to me.”

			My heart pounds in my chest. “Is that all you came to tell me? To stay away?”

			“It is.”

			“Don’t worry,” I hiss. “Nothing would make me happier than never having to see you again.”

			I turn on my heel and walk away, leaving him there. I stride down the path, rounding the corner, and then I stand for a moment, my breath coming hard and fast. I can’t go into my house like this; before the Horae see me, I need a moment to cool the white-hot rage coursing through my body.

			The moonlight washes over me, soft and silver. A few seconds later, the flame of the War God’s fire-breathing horses trails through the sky, carrying him away.

			Good, I think. Don’t come back.

			

			—

			That it was Eris who killed Phaon shouldn’t shock me as much as it does. I made the mistake of trying to appeal to Ares in front of her—not realizing how cold his heart is—and that let her know how much I cared. For a bitter, vindictive goddess, that must have been kindling to her fire. Snatching Phaon away from me let her revel in my grief, and now it puts me in a dilemma. I can do as Ares so arrogantly instructed me and leave her alone, or I can confront her myself. I can’t bear to do as he said, but nothing would delight the Strife Goddess more than a fight.

			I don’t have a solution by morning, but I know one thing. I failed to protect Phaon; I won’t fail Pandora. I find Zeus in the throne room, intent on talking him out of his scheme.

			“Pandora again?” His eyes gleam. “Why are you so interested in her?”

			“I’m not, really,” I demur. “I just wondered if it’s going to work. I thought perhaps there could be a better way.”

			“How so?”

			“It’s just that as you said, we did make her ourselves,” I wheedle. “How does it look to other mortals if the woman we created doesn’t obey us? I worry that it won’t be seen as a weakness of women, but of the gods instead.”

			He nods, thoughtful. “I hadn’t considered that.”

			I wait for him to go on. “So?” I prompt at last.

			“I ordered Athena to carry it out on my behalf.” He rubs his chin, his eyes narrowed in concentration. “I’ll tell her to wait. Just until I think about it some more.”

			I realize how tightly I’m clenching my jaw. I need a respite from the more infuriating gods. Glancing through the wide windows, I see the familiar and comforting sight of smoke rising from the forge. “That sounds like a wise decision,” I say.

			I’m relieved to get away from him, letting myself in through the forge doors to the main workshop, where Hephaestus is busily engaged. He looks up and smiles in greeting as I enter.

			I don’t even wait until we’re in the side room to ask him if he knew about Zeus’ plan for Pandora.

			“No, I didn’t know,” Hephaestus says. “But what difference would it make anyway?”

			“Well,” I say, “I might have refused to help him if he’d told me what was going to happen.”

			“Really?” He sounds skeptical. “I don’t refuse him anything he asks for.” He wipes a cloth over his face. The sheen of exertion moistens his forehead and his bulging upper arms, but he tosses the bellows he’s holding on to a bench and opens the forge door, holding it for me to pass through to the inner room, the one where I first saw her. There’s an empty space on the plinth where she stood, but the shelves that line the wall are crammed with his works. “Olympus is much more peaceful that way.”

			“Ares refuses him everything.” I’ve decided not to tell Hephaestus about my encounter with Ares the previous night, but somehow I can’t help bringing him up.

			Hephaestus looks askance at me. “And the halls of Olympus regularly shake with his wrath.”

			“Zeus’ wrath? Or Ares’?”

			Hephaestus sighs. “Both.” He picks up a pretty silver jug from a cedar table and pours a cup of wine, mixing it with honey before passing it to me, and then doing the same for himself. There are no serving-nymphs in his forge, no one to jump up and cater to his every whim. Only the golden automatons he made himself, which do nothing more than roll from one side of the workshop to the other at his direction, carrying tools or diverting hissing streams of melted copper and tin.

			I sit down on a carved chair, padded with plump cushions, and sip my wine. Hephaestus perches on a three-legged stool too small for his bulky frame. I swirl the liquid in my cup, releasing a sweet, heady fragrance that mingles with the scent of singed metal and charred wood that always hangs about Hephaestus. “Maybe if we all stood up to Zeus sometimes, he’d be less insufferable.”

			Hephaestus looks more perplexed than he did when I brought up Ares. “I’d rather have a quiet life and let him rage. Ares too. When the storms pass, it’s all the same.”

			I shift in my seat, uncomfortable. “That’s what I’ve always thought,” I say. And I’m right. Ares gets nowhere with Zeus. The two of them stay at loggerheads, locked in a struggle for power that never ends. Whereas I just convinced him to do what I want without his even realizing we were at odds.

			“Well, then. Why change anything?”

			Exactly. I don’t know where the thought came from in the first place. I drain my cup, setting it back down with more force than I intend. “Maybe I just need something to do. Phaon’s dead and I need to stay away from Pandora—I’m already making Zeus suspicious. Maybe I should go and find some tormented passion, someone burning with unrequited love and desperate for my help—something I can really sink my teeth into.”

			After all, if it wasn’t for love, the universe itself would sputter into nothing and die.

			“Let me think,” I continue. “Maybe Demeter is ripe for an affair. Or there’s Poseidon, maybe there’s a Nereid eager for the God of the Sea to notice her. Or you, Hephaestus, what about you? There’s all the goddesses in my retinue: the Horae, the Graces…” I’m thinking of Charis.

			“I—well…” His face flushes.

			I don’t want to make it obvious. I’ve seen the way his eyes linger on me. I know the softness and the longing; I could hardly miss it. It’s the depth of his feeling that makes me cautious. There would be no casual trysts with a god like Hephaestus, no easy ending. His heart is too tender for me to risk breaking it. Suggesting other goddesses to him is as gentle a signal as I can give him that it won’t be me.

			I don’t want to be like Ares: blunt and direct with no regard for the consequence.

			“Never mind,” I breeze. “I’ll find a pair of lovers with some obstacle between them that only I can remove.” I jump to my feet. “Thank you,” I say, gesturing to the empty wine cup. “I won’t keep you from the forge any longer.”

			“Oh.” He blinks rapidly. “You don’t need to go.”

			But before he can say anything else, I hurry out.

			

			—

			On my terrace that afternoon, I lie on a low couch in the thin sunlight, listening to the prayers that spiral up from the mortal world. I’m letting the words wash over me—whispered secrets, illicit confessions, forbidden yearnings that only I get to hear, always a brightening balm to my mood—when I’m startled back to reality by the ruffle of wingbeats.

			I sit up, shading my eyes. “Eros?”

			My son stands before me, gilded by sunlight. He’s breathtaking as always, and I feel a tingle of pride to look at him: a handsome young man with bright gold wings, pretty and delicate with a faint air of wickedness belied by his sweet appearance.

			“Come and sit,” I urge him. “What have you come to tell me?”

			“Have you been listening to the prayers from Paphos?” he asks.

			I nod. “Only now, in fact. Why, is there something in particular?”

			He hops up to sit on the balcony wall. “There is. I’ve been repeatedly hearing the petitions of a man called Pygmalion. I think you’ll be interested in this one—it’s very unusual.”

			I’m immediately intrigued and his story doesn’t disappoint. I’m listening, breathless, when I hear movement from inside.

			“Charis?” I call. “Is that you?”

			She steps through the pillars that hold up the little porch.

			“Did you want something?” she asks.

			“Come and listen to this.” I beckon her eagerly, swinging my legs down so that she can sit beside me. “Eros is just telling me about a man in Cyprus. Pygmalion, a sculptor who’s fallen in love with his own statue.”

			“What?”

			“He’s been praying to me, asking for a wife just like the one he’s carved.”

			“But that’s just because he doesn’t dare to ask for what he really wants,” Eros interjects.

			“What is it that he really wants?” Charis asks.

			“He wants her—the statue. That’s who he’s fallen in love with!” I finish.

			Charis squints, smiling. “How would that work?”

			“That’s why he’s praying: he doesn’t know what to do with his feelings,” I say. “He’s bought fine clothes for her, expensive jewelry, flowers. When he’s alone and no one can see what he’s doing—no one except me, that is—he kisses her as though he could coax that cold stone into warm flesh.” When Eros described his prayers to me, I could see the scene in his thoughts. Pygmalion’s memory of her inert lips under his, her unyielding cheeks framed by his loving hands. His hope giving way to disappointment, every time.

			“Have you ever heard such a prayer before?” Charis asks, intrigued.

			“Believe me, I’ve heard far more unusual prayers,” I assure her. “He’s very devoted—to her, and to me. It is rather unorthodox, but I think that might be exactly what I’m looking for. A challenge.”

			“So,” she says, “what will you do?”

			“Well…” I say.

			She leans forward. “What?”

			“Shouldn’t he have what he really longs for?” I say. “I could find him a substitute, I’m sure. A woman lovely and beautiful—”

			“But not the same.” She nods in understanding.

			I smile. “No, not the same.” I sit up taller, my cheeks flushing as my excitement builds.

			Eros’ eyes sparkle with delight.

			“I’m sure I can find a way,” I go on. “Something altogether more satisfying than a replacement—something much more romantic.” I glance at her. “Trust that I know how to make someone’s dreams come true. You’ve seen how happy Pasithea is with Hypnos now, after all.”

			“Yes, she is,” Charis agrees, a wistful light in her eyes.

			I wonder if now is the moment when I can draw her on the subject of Hephaestus. “What about you anyway?” I ask. “Is there someone…anyone on Olympus maybe?”

			She draws a breath. “There is one thing I’d like to ask of you,” she says, and I sit up straighter, intent. “It’s that, if I do find someone—if I fall in love—I want them to choose me. Freely.”

			Eros arches an eyebrow. “You don’t want Aphrodite’s help?”

			She pleats the drapes of her dress between her fingers, and I reach out to lay my hand on top of hers. “I’m not offended,” I reassure her.

			“It’s just that I want to know he’s really chosen me,” she says, and my heart twists in sympathy at what she isn’t saying.

			“And that’s a promise I can make, if you want it,” I tell her. “I won’t intervene.”

			“Thank you.” She stands up, a little hesitant. “Tell me what happens with your sculptor,” she says. “I hope he finds that she’s everything he dreamed of.”

			“Don’t worry,” I say. “He will.”

			I watch her leave, taking in her shapely form and delicate grace. I wish she would allow me to open Hephaestus’ eyes to her. I’m sure it wouldn’t take much.

			“She’d never know,” Eros murmurs, “if you gave him a nudge.”

			I shake my head. “I promised.” I change the subject. “Anyway, one more thing. Tell me what Zeus is up to at the moment.”

			He wrinkles his nose. “Visiting a mortal princess of Thebes,” he says. “He’s quite taken with her, actually, and her with him, believe it or not.”

			“Hmm.” I think about it for a minute. “Can you make sure it doesn’t wane?” I ask. “Keep him as occupied as you can?” There’s more chance that he’ll forget about Pandora that way, especially now that I’ve planted a seed of doubt in his mind.

			“Of course. And,” he says, “have you decided what to do about Eris?” He’s the only god I’ve confided in about her so far. He helped me with Phaon; the injury is his as well.

			I shake my head. “Not yet. I think right now the thing that will cause her the most suffering is if she believes I’ve let it go. Let her brood on it, wondering if she’s failed to rile me.”

			He nods. “If you need anything,” he says, “I’m here. I can’t stand her either; the only thing she loves is misery.”

			“I know.”

			Eros leans over to kiss my forehead and then he’s gone, soaring into the sky.

			I lie back down on my couch, alone again, listening to the prayers from the world below. They’ve merged together, overlapping and intertwining, lulling me into a gentle daze, when abruptly one voice breaks through. It drowns out the rest of the chorus. I sit up, fully awake, my attention caught.

			Well, I think, that’s something new.

			

			—

			The moon over Thrace is full and tinged with crimson. Fallen leaves crunch under the wheels of my chariot as I land, black smoke blooming into the sky, the scent of fire permeating everything.

			I follow the smoke and the dull roar of chanting and cymbals. I can feel my pulse pounding, blood thrumming to the wild rhythm as I get closer, apprehensive and intrigued in equal measure.

			This feels like another world than Cyprus. I’ve never had cause to come here before and I doubt that I ever would have, were it not for the single prayer that emanated from here. The voice of a woman, strident and piercing, determined to be heard. She called on me, her words sparing and imperious. My worshippers normally frame their requests in humble language, begging that I will hear them and give their hopes my consideration. This one was more of a command.

			The grove gives way to an open plain, and in the center a great fire burns. Around it, mortals are writhing in a frenzied dance, jabbing spears up to the sky and howling.

			The realization crashes down upon me, as dreadful and inevitable as war itself.

			I’ve witnessed a scene like this before. A memory that’s seared into my soul.

			Just like then, he’s here in the heart of the throng, towering head and shoulders above his worshippers. The blood-hued moonlight glints off his breastplate, off the metal cuffs at his wrists and his helmet, ghastly and savage, framing him in an unearthly halo.

			The crowd splits around him. Two men dressed for battle come forwards, heaving ropes tied around the muscled shoulders of a bull. The animal snorts and huffs, its eyes rolling back in its head as they drag it, its hooves scraping against the earth. At its back are two more warriors to stop the bull from charging ahead.

			I watch, frozen with dread, as another man lays his shield on the ground in their path, and they haul the bull to stand above it. It lowers its head, grunting and pawing, and the whooping and clashing of metal dies away. In the quiet that follows, a woman comes forth. Like the men, she is clad in armor—a short tunic made from animal hide with rough plates of bronze fastened over her shoulders and torso—but she’s bareheaded, her hair held back from her face with two knotted braids and the rest streaming down her back. Her eyes are intent on the bull, and she holds a sword, its blade sharp and deadly. In one fluid motion, she vaults up onto the animal’s back, pressing her body against it, reaching her arms around its thick neck as she draws the sword across its throat.

			This is the woman whose prayer I heard. I can feel it, the moment that I see her.

			The bull’s blood spills on the shield. The crowd cheers. Ares watches, transfixed, the dancing flames reflecting in his black eyes.

			She keeps hold of the bull as its legs buckle beneath it, sinking to the ground. Then she slides off, blood running down her sword and onto her arm.

			I can’t look away from its limp body. I think of the flowers growing in Paphos, the scent of perfume and incense, the shady orchards and the garlands my worshippers leave at my altar. Here, the jagged shapes of the mountains loom above us, and shadows swallow the blood-tinged light of the distant stars.

			The crowd starts to sing again, their voices low and insistent. Others step up to prepare the bull for the flames: the meat for them; the bones wrapped in fat to burn for Ares. He raises his arms to them, and they roar back at him in elation.

			I shake myself out of my trance. I must leave before he sees me, but already it is too late. Our eyes lock.

			The worshippers part before him like a river around a boulder.

			The pounding drumbeat of spears against shields gathers pace, mirroring my heartbeat.

			“Eris isn’t here,” he says. There’s a warning in his tone that I’d be a fool to ignore.

			Nonetheless, I set my jaw. “I didn’t come for her. Not this time.”

			“Then why?” He doesn’t believe me. “The gods don’t come here.” He’s close enough for me to breathe the scent of smoke from his skin.

			“I was called,” I say.

			“No one here would summon you.”

			“You’re wrong. There was a prayer.”

			He tilts his head. “You answer every prayer in person?”

			“Not that it’s anything to do with you,” I say. “But, no, this one was unusual.”

			“Unusual?” His gaze is piercing, like he’s trying to catch me out in a lie.

			I have nothing to hide. I won’t be cowed. “Yes,” I say. “No prayer has reached me from here before.” I glance back at the revelers and see the woman standing apart from the rest of them, staring at us. When she realizes that I’ve noticed her, she lifts her chin, defiant.

			“Did you come to watch us?” His stance is steady, but the slight flaring of his nostrils and shifting muscles in his jaw tell me that he isn’t as in control as when we last spoke. I caught him here unguarded, as he never wants to be seen on Olympus.

			“No.” I sweep my eyes across his body, disdainful. He’s so strong, and I’m acutely aware of the breadth of space between us. Every inch of my skin feels alive, tingling at his proximity. I’m poised for another confrontation. I won’t shrink from it just because we’re on his territory. “I’m here because of her.” I nod in the mortal woman’s direction.

			Her chest is heaving with her breath underneath her armor, the shape of her body luscious and curved, her hair spilling wild around her shoulders. She surveys us with naked curiosity. There’s no way that she doesn’t know who I am, but still she stares, her eyes arrogant when they rest on me, covetous when she turns to him.

			“You’re not her goddess,” he says. “Why should I believe you?”

			I laugh. He’s so superior. “I doubt she even expected me to hear her,” I say. “But she tried anyway.”

			“Why?”

			“War isn’t enough for everyone, Ares.” I sound like him, cold and haughty. “Maybe she’s realized she’s not satisfied with blood alone.”

			His lip curls. “And what is it that you can offer her?”

			I smile sweetly. “You.”

			“Me?” I’ve startled him out of his bristling hostility. He’s genuinely taken aback.

			A holler goes up from the crowd, a cry of victory I can imagine ricocheting across the battlefield. Their urgency and hunger might be for war and violence, but, in this moment, I wonder if their desire for the heat of the fight and the feel of warm flesh in their hands is so distinguishable from what I always crave.

			I sneak a curious glance at him. Does he take his lovers from revels like this? Selecting one eager mortal or another, discarding them after?

			It’s nothing to me either way. “She wants me to enchant you on her behalf.”

			His eyes widen. It could be surprise, but do I detect a hint of apprehension?

			Is he afraid that I’ll do it? It’s delicious to entertain it for a flash of imagination, how I might wield my magic here in his kingdom of war. How I could make him weak with longing, desperate with desire. How I could give him to this mortal woman…or anyone else I choose.

			The fumes of roasting meat, the sparks leaping from the flames, the clash of bronze and the howls of joy rush back into focus, merging together in a crescendo, and I feel dizzy. I put my hand on his chest, on the hard metal of his breastplate, steadying myself. I feel the catch of his breath as though it’s mine.

			I have to get out of this place.

			“I won’t grant her wish,” I say. “Do what you want.”

			I walk away.
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			I wake my sleeping doves, hidden with my chariot in a nearby grove, touching my finger to each pure-white cheek so that they lift their heads and coo with pleasure. “Time to go,” I whisper.

			The midnight sky glitters with stars as we ascend into the still and silent air; the fires and revelry of Ares’ rites dying away in the darkness.

			Land and sea bleed together in the shadows. The breeze cools my flushed cheeks, lifting my hair behind me as we fly on. A calm settles over me, my pulse slowing to a regular rhythm.

			The kingdom of Ares was like nowhere else I’ve been. There I felt a liberation, a giddiness, as if I were about to jump from a precipice and let the wind take me.

			It was the passion of his mortals, the heat I could feel burning all the way from Olympus, that lured me there. But, as I get further away, I can’t banish the image of the slumped bull, or the violence of the frenzy.

			We come to Cyprus, my island veiled in black by Nyx, Goddess of the Night. The earth remembers me, shuddering with pleasure when I set foot on the soil, a tiny tremor that vibrates through the deep rock and makes the silhouetted trees sway just a fraction. A nightingale is startled from her branch, a hare scampers across a meadow and freezes with its ears quivering. The priestess of my temple stirs awake and inhales the scent of roses sweeping across the island, her eyes opening in surprise.

			Two nightingales huddle together now, one feathered head resting atop the other. The hare has found her mate and bounds toward him in swift leaps. My priestess leans over her slumbering lover with a kiss, and she wakes, reaching up and pulling her closer, the two entangling, never knowing that they owe their bliss to their passing goddess.

			The first gray mists of dawn emerge. The celebrations in Thrace will be over by now. The fire will have crumbled into soft ashes, flaking into the breeze. I think of the woman who slayed the bull and wonder if she sleeps alone or with the War God.

			As the sun climbs higher in the sky, my sanctuary begins to ring with music—the lyre, tambourines, drums and the voices of the temple girls lifted in my honor. I smile as I pass, noting the smoking altar, breathing in the scent of incense, letting the prayers weave around me, praise heaped upon praise. But it’s not the sanctuary that I’ve chosen to visit today.

			Thrace belongs to Ares, but Cyprus is mine. I chased that prayer on a curious impulse, but this is where I should be. Cyprus, where a sculptor has become strangely afflicted with love for his own statue and needs the intervention of Aphrodite. A worthy cause and a more fitting challenge for me than anything there.

			I follow the pulse of his thoughts.

			I’m light as the air, silent and invisible, nothing more to a passerby than a waft of perfume and a sudden burst of longing. I’m drawn to the studio where this man, Pygmalion, sets his beloved statue down, laying her on the couch he’s adorned with rich purple bolts of cloth. It was expensive, but nothing is too good for her; he wants to give her the finest of everything. His trembling fingers loop gold necklaces around her neck and slide amber rings onto her stiff fingers. He props soft cushions under her head, treating her as though she’s precious and delicate, as though she might look up at him any moment and complain that her shoulders ache if he doesn’t take enough care.

			Strewn about the airy room are the gifts he’s brought her: the gleaming white shells he’s collected from the beach, the flowers he’s gathered, the lifelike birds he’s carved to keep her company, the robes he loves to dress her in before bringing a glass to show her how beautiful he’s made her.

			Then he lies down, holding her in his arms. That’s where he is when I drift into the room. I’m struck by the tenderness of the tableau, and an ache begins to build deep inside me, a flash of pain that feels heavenly and cruel all at once.

			The fervency of longing that emanates from this man flows through me like nectar, sweet molten gold, glorious and radiant and alive. I hear him ask again, praying to Aphrodite to give him what he wants, and I whisper Yes.

			This, I will get right. She won’t be taken like Phaon or threatened like Pandora. This woman will be made for love, not the mischief of the gods.

			He kisses the statue’s lips and feels the stirring of her breath. He pulls back, his eyes wide, not believing it could be true. As he leans in and kisses her again, the hard stone of her mouth melts beneath his. His hands roam up and down her body, but, instead of sweeping across cold ivory, his fingers sink into warm, soft skin. Where she was once rigid and impermeable, now she’s like wax heating in the sun, yielding to his touch. He lifts his mouth from hers and she draws in a long breath, her lungs filling for the first time, and, with a sigh, her eyes flutter open and look into his.

			It’s a moment of magic and romance; a miraculous transformation. I feel his joy, and it surges inside me too. A thrill of power and delight; a gift only I could bestow.

			My eyes slide to the new-made woman.

			She has no past. No memory of anything until a few moments ago, no knowledge of the world beyond this couch and this man. While he is happy beyond all measure, she knows nothing but bewilderment—not yet.

			I hesitate as Pygmalion slides to his knees on the floor, lifting his hands into the air in rapturous gratitude. He calls out his thanks to me, his words of praise tumbling over one another. Then he takes her hands in his with gentle concern and tells her how he’ll treasure her, that she needn’t be afraid. She is sent by a goddess as a gift from the heavens, one he will prize above all else.

			She stares at him, uncomprehending.

			I’m wrapping the beads of my necklace around one finger, while Pygmalion is chattering on about how he’ll proclaim the beneficence of Aphrodite all across Paphos, and my altars will swell with yet more offerings.

			She’s overwhelmed, of course. But Pygmalion will take care of her.

			He tenderly tucks a blanket around her shoulders, lifting her hair out of the way and marveling at the way it falls through his fingers—the strands he carved in ivory with such meticulous attention.

			I know how much she’ll enjoy being the object of his worship once she realizes what’s happening.

			“Galatea,” he’s saying to her. He points to her and says it again. Her name.

			I close my eyes and listen to the fluttering in her breast, an anxious flurry of fear.

			I reach out to her, unseen by either of them. She doesn’t feel the brush of my fingers, only the calm that settles over her. She lifts her eyes to his, and, in that beating heart that was empty stone a moment ago, I spark a tiny flame. She holds his gaze and breathes out, her shoulders relaxing, and he smiles, encouraging.

			This is what I can do. Zeus and Eris toy with mortals and toss them away. I bring them to life in a loving embrace. Galatea will be happy here, safe and cherished by her adoring protector. Far more fortunate than the warriors slaughtered in the name of Ares.

			I was hasty, perhaps, to awaken her in his arms. I remember now how Athena kept Pandora in the heavens, teaching her the skills she’d need for mortal life before delivering her to Epimetheus. It was far more sudden for Galatea; that’s why she was afraid.

			That’s all it is. She just needs time to become accustomed to a world so new to her.

			I imagine her offering flowers on my altar herself, when she comes to understand.

			

			—

			After I leave Pygmalion’s house, I wander through Paphos. I pass simple mud-brick houses with their wooden shutters closed against the bright sun, a potter’s workshop, a blacksmith’s forge—the last of which I stop at, my notice caught by the ringing of hammer on anvil.

			The wide doors have been flung open, and smoke billows from the furnace at the back. It’s plain and humble compared with the forge on Olympus, cluttered with tools propped against bare stone walls. In the center, the smith raises his hammer, bringing it down with a crash onto metal, and I linger, watching him for a moment. There are none of the dazzling examples of workmanship here that I’m used to seeing from Hephaestus, but he looks just as intent and his powerful arms ripple with strength just the same. A curl of dark hair hangs over his forehead, sticking to his damp skin. A trickle of sweat traces its way down his neck, sliding toward his chest. I follow its journey, captivated by this pleasing sight.

			I’m about to send a little puff of divine breath to blow the stray lock of hair out of his face, when a large bird swoops down at my feet, startling me. It tilts its head on its curved and slender neck, peering up at me with inquisitive eyes, and I smile.

			“Hephaestus!”

			The crane spreads its wings out wide, standing tall on its narrow legs, before morphing into the shape of the god. “I’m so glad you’re here,” I tell him.

			“Oh,” he says, smiling warmly back at me. “I’m just visiting forges.” He glances at the smith, who carries on oblivious to the hidden presence of two Olympian gods. Hephaestus purses his lips and blows, and the rogue hair flutters away from the mortal’s face. He sighs with relief, swinging back the hammer for another blow. “Where have you been?” Hephaestus asks.

			“Come on,” I invite him. “Walk with me.”

			I lead him away from the mortal village, toward the rolling vineyards and olive groves that lie between us and the sea. As we stroll, I tell him how I rewarded Pygmalion.

			“Is something wrong?” he asks.

			The breeze is fresh with the earthy scent of leaves and tree bark. I breathe it in, noticing how it mingles with the smoky aroma that always hangs around Hephaestus, pleasantly autumnal.

			“How do you know?” I ask.

			He squints at me. “You sound a little subdued. Isn’t this what you wanted?”

			I take a breath. “It was,” I say. “I was so sure. You know, with Phaon, I didn’t stop to listen to what he wanted at the end. He wanted to fight, and he might have succeeded. He might not have died if I hadn’t tried to pull him out of that battle. I did listen to what Pygmalion wanted, and I gave it to him.”

			“So?” he prompts. “What’s the problem?”

			“She was just a statue. And then at once she was more than that.”

			“Because of you,” Hephaestus says. “What are you worried about?”

			“What if it’s not what she wants?” I ask.

			He shakes his head, thoughtful. “This isn’t like Phaon,” he reasons. “She would never have lived at all without you. She was stone; now she’s flesh and blood. You gave her a husband and a charmed existence, blessed by you.”

			“I knew you’d do that,” I say.

			“What?”

			“That you’d make me feel better. Make it sound so perfect.”

			“Isn’t it?”

			I twist my fingers together. “I hate the way that Zeus treats mortal women, like they’re a feast spread out on the earth beneath him, existing for his pleasure. But now I’ve done the same, giving Galatea to Pygmalion.”

			He pauses in the shade of a spreading olive tree, gnarled branches twisting and curving behind him. “But she loves him.”

			I laugh. “You know Zeus is always accusing me of meddling and manipulating. And I’m not saying that I never do it,” I say, reminded of Poseidon and my own former lover. “But, really, I prefer to fan an existing flame—to draw out a person’s true desires. Or a god’s,” I add. “I like it when I can make someone’s love blossom and flourish, when I can find that hidden craving and draw it into the light, or reignite a love that’s fading away. It’s not the same as forcing someone to feel something they never would otherwise. I’m not sure that’s love, not really.”

			It’s why Charis asked me not to intervene for her. I didn’t completely understand why when she first asked, but perhaps I’m starting to see it now.

			“But for Galatea, there was nothing there at all,” he says. “She has only what you gave her. So isn’t it real?”

			“But he made her,” I say, realizing the source of my discomfort now I’m saying it out loud. “He made her to his exact specifications. Nothing about her is anything that she chose, only what he wanted. And that includes her love. I gave it to her at his request, not hers.”

			“Surely it was a kindness to them both?” he says.

			“It was,” I say. “But when my charm fades, it will be up to him to make her fall in love with him for real. I’ve done the impossible part, I’ve given him the chance. I’ll let her adjust to her new life, but then I’ll let her choose.”

			“So,” Hephaestus says, “if he wants her to love him back—to truly love him—he has to win her.”

			There is an intensity in his face that throws me off-balance. All of a sudden, the air between us feels charged with anticipation.

			A flash of flame streaks across the skies, and we both look up.

			It’s the chariot of Ares, his fire-breathing horses galloping toward Olympus.

			The wind changes direction, and a fragment of song drifts toward us from my sanctuary. Pygmalion might have rushed there already, pulling the mystified Galatea along by the hand to show her to the worshippers: Look how the goddess has blessed me; see how my piety is rewarded.

			The moment is broken. “Go,” Hephaestus says. “Take the sculptor’s thanks. You gave him a miracle. It will send the mortal world wild. All the gods will be impressed too.”

			It’s the kind of story bound to titillate and entertain them in equal measure. “Thank you,” I tell him.

			He ducks his head. “Any time.”

			And, as I hurry back toward my sanctuary, I feel much lighter.

			

			—

			Ares’ horses are still in the stables when I get back to Olympus. Their midnight-black eyes bore into me as I hand the reins of my chariot to the stable-nymph and step out to the courtyard.

			He’s there, standing by the central fountain, arms folded across his breastplate.

			Ares can go years without visiting our palace. Why is he here now, so soon after the last time?

			“Please tell me,” I call out across the marble tiles to him, “that this isn’t about last night. I have every right to go to the mortals that summon me, whoever’s land they’re in. So, if you’re here to berate me for it, you can save yourself the trouble.” My eyes sweep across the empty space. I wonder where everyone is.

			“Zeus summoned me for another council.” I think I notice the faintest ghost of a smile flickering across his face. “He wants to know my war plans in advance this time.”

			He’s clearly pleased by the memory of Zeus’ frustration, or maybe he’s luxuriating in the reminiscence of burning that town to ashes. But it’s his first statement that strikes me. “Council?” I ask. “Iris didn’t come to fetch me.” I look around the quiet courtyard. “Perhaps she saw me flying toward Olympus anyway,” I muse out loud.

			He looks at me blankly. Maybe he really isn’t here for a fight. Or, at least, not one with me this time. I’m about to go up the stairs to the throne room, but he doesn’t move.

			“Aren’t you going in?” I ask.

			“I will.”

			“Are you waiting for something?”

			“I’m just preparing,” he says in steely tones, “to see my father.” To my surprise, he sits down on the low wall in front of the fountain.

			The strips of rugged leather that make up his tunic fall across his thighs and I notice how taut with muscle they are.

			“Is this why you’re always late?” All the councils he’s delayed in the past—is he just sitting outside, waiting to make his entrance? A laugh bubbles up inside me at the absurdity of the image, but dies on my lips. I don’t want conviviality with Ares.

			“It’s not deliberate,” he says flatly. “I just can’t stand to be around him.” He reaches up and pulls the plumed helmet off his head. He is no less imposing without it, the planes of his face still stern and hard. He looks like he’s just stepped off the battlefield, his skin bronzed and roughened from the hot glare of the sun, his black beard cut close to his jaw, his dark eyes flecked with an amber glow—unsettling and strange, with a kind of wild desolation that makes me think of the ringing of spears against shields, metal shrieking and glittering in the light of raging fires. On each of his bronze shoulder plates, there’s a coiling design: two serpents, rising up as though to hiss at one another across his body, forked tongues and fangs and scales embossed on the dented surface.

			“Why snakes?” I ask, and immediately want to bite my tongue. Why would I ask him a question?

			“In Thrace,” he says, “they sun themselves on the riverbank. They stretch out on the rocks, absolutely still so that you might not notice they’re there at all.”

			I glance toward the steps to the throne room. I should go. The gods will be waiting. And why would I care what Ares has to say?

			“It’s where my worshippers live. As you know.”

			My head snaps back toward him, startled that he’s not only answered a question but is elaborating on it. His eyes are on me and I can feel the heat of the bonfire again, the intensity of the rites, the blood and the song. “I must have startled one—it was so fast. It reared up and struck me, right here.” He taps just above his knee, and, obediently, my eyes follow his fingers to his thigh. “It had no fear,” he says. “It sank its teeth right into my flesh.”

			I swallow, my throat unaccountably dry. This is the most that Ares has ever spoken to me, in all the centuries we’ve shared on Olympus. I shouldn’t want to hear more, but curiosity tugs at me and I can’t help but ask, “What did you do to it?”

			“Nothing.” There’s a kind of music in his voice; not the harmonies I hear when the Graces speak but a sound more raw and primal. It’s the clashing of cymbals, a savage joy, the songs of war and fury that send a shiver up my spine. “It pulled back and hissed at me, angry that I didn’t fall or run. It didn’t care who I was, god or mortal, only that it wanted me dead.”

			I raise an eyebrow. “I can see why you like them, then.”

			He laughs, grudgingly, as though it’s not a sound he’s used to making. I never imagined that he could. Despite myself, I feel a tiny thrill of warmth—who would have guessed I could elicit any kind of joyous response from the War God? “It was ready for battle,” he says. “It had the right spirit. So I put it on my armor, as a reminder.”

			I see it as vivid as a dream. Ares, alone at the side of a broad river, the flat green water winding its way through a valley flanked by rugged mountains, meeting a creature spitting with rage and aggression, and finding himself charmed by its attack.

			The image dissolves like mist in the dawn light, and it’s Phaon who rises up in its place. The horror on his face as he died. The coldness in Ares’ voice as he ordered me away; the audacity with which he tried to forbid me from taking revenge. It feels like plunging into a freezing pool, an icy shock that jolts me awake. How can I stand and joke with the god who did this?

			“Very fitting,” I say, and his head jerks up at the chill in my voice. I see a flicker in his eyes—is he startled by my sharpness? Something twists inside me, vicious as his snake, and poison rises in my throat. “Indiscriminate cruelty, no regard for life. That seems right for you.”

			I hear the brisk slap of sandals on tiles, and Apollo appears between the scroll-topped columns, hurrying lightly down the wide marble steps to the courtyard, his hair rippling in the breeze. “Aphrodite!” he cries genially. Then he notices Ares. “And you,” he adds.

			Ares stands up in one fast movement. He slides his helmet back over his head, his face obscured once more, and strides off toward the palace.

			“As friendly as ever,” Apollo murmurs.

			“That’s right.” I curl my fingers into my palms. There’s a shaking in my center that I can’t explain. The resurgence of my anger, churning in my blood.

			He looks at me curiously. “Were you talking to him?”

			I shrug. “As much as anyone can ever talk to Ares. Or would want to.”

			His gaze is keen, probing my face for more. “What is it?” I ask. “Were you looking for me?”

			“Zeus is wondering where you are,” he says. “You’re late.”

			“Don’t waste any more of my time, then,” I say, smiling so that he doesn’t know if I’m serious or not. I follow him up the steps and he pushes open the tall bronze doors to the throne room. I see the gods seated at the long table, each one in their golden throne.

			“You’re here,” says Zeus, beckoning me to the table. “At last.”

			As I sit, I notice one throne is empty. “We can’t start yet anyway—Hephaestus isn’t here.”

			Hera waves my protest away. “Never mind Hephaestus,” she says. “Do we really need any report of what blacksmiths are up to?”

			“Hera’s right,” Zeus says, and my blood begins to boil. I hate their dismissive attitude toward their son. He’s crafted the chairs we sit on right now, the ornate thrones behind us, and they take his kindness and his patience as their due, never expressing the tiniest fragment of gratitude.

			My eyes alight on Ares, already seated, his armor glittering in the low evening sun that streams through the windows, his jaw set and stern. He’s the one who shouldn’t be invited.

			“Ares, you were about to speak,” Zeus says.

			Iris slides a cup of nectar to me, her wings brushing my shoulder as she passes by.

			“The Thracians are moving south,” Ares says. “Armed and ready.”

			“Another war?” I ask.

			He nods.

			“And how much of a slaughter should we anticipate?” I ask, a sharp edge to my question. It’s not just the memory of his most recent war that stings. It’s that we came close to a conversation out there in the courtyard. I made him laugh when I should have walked away.

			“A significant one,” he drawls. “They’re proficient in battle, and bloodthirsty. They sacrificed a dozen bulls to secure my favor before they left.”

			My breath hitches in my throat.

			Zeus shrugs. “Will you grant it?”

			“I’ll be with them,” he answers.

			“Well,” I say, gathering my composure, “on Cyprus, they’re preparing to hold a festival in my honor. Since it’s a celebration of love, we can expect in nine moons’ time a host of babies to be born. Perhaps that will go some way toward countering all these needless deaths.”

			Demeter nods in approval.

			“Sounds like a lot of work for me,” Artemis mutters.

			It takes all my restraint not to roll my eyes. “No doubt your tender manner will be a great comfort to the mothers in their hour of need.”

			“Balance is important,” Athena interjects, her voice cool and measured. “Life and death. That’s why we’re here, discussing everything to make sure we’re keeping it all in check.”

			“Enough of this war talk. I have a question,” Poseidon interrupts. “Zeus, why did you cripple the river god Asopos? All the Nereids are talking about it. Amphitrite told me you struck him with a thunderbolt and it’s got all the Titans chattering.”

			Athena looks concerned. “Asopos is the son of Okeanos,” she says. “He didn’t fight alongside his brothers against the Olympians, and he still remains a valuable ally to us. Hurting his son could cause a problem.”

			No one wants to see another conflict between Olympians and Titans.

			“It won’t come to that,” Zeus says, irritated. “The River God was impudent. He challenged me.”

			“Why?” I ask.

			Zeus drums his fingers against the tabletop. He glances at Hera, then looks away again. “Something to do with his daughter. It was tedious. I forgot about her long ago.”

			Hera’s face is pinched, her lips pressed tightly together in a narrow line. I think the contempt in her gaze should shrivel him to ashes there and then. Instead, he juts out his chest, defiant.

			“He started ranting and raving at me. In the end, I blasted his leg with the bolt just to make him be quiet.”

			“Well, he walks with a limp now,” says Poseidon. “But I don’t know why he’s complaining; he can still swim.”

			The two of them snort with laughter.

			When the council is over, Hera rises and stalks away without a word. Ares slides his chair back on the marble tiles and walks out without bidding anyone goodbye. I note the smug curl of Zeus’ lips, pleased that his errant son is back under his command.

			For now, I think. But peace between the two of them never lasts long.

			It can’t shatter quickly enough for me.
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			“Zeus.” My voice rings decisively through the corridor.

			He turns around, genial. “Aphrodite.”

			My steps echo on the marble tiles as I catch him up. “I didn’t want to raise it in there,” I say. “But it’s Eris.”

			His smile fades. “Is this about your mortal fisherman again?”

			“Yes,” I say. “But Ares told me that Phaon didn’t just die in war. Eris killed him deliberately, to stop me from saving him.”

			Zeus nods. “That’s no surprise.” He looks at me more closely. “But why would Ares tell you? I’ve never seen you two talk to each other.”

			“He thought he could stop me from pursuing her over it,” I say.

			He pats my shoulder. “You can’t win with Eris,” he says. “She wants to provoke you.” He snorts. “She’s a thorn in all our sides, but she has her uses.”

			“Not to me,” I say. “Even if you need her to stir up strife, she should be under your control. You’re king of all the gods. Eris thinks she can do as she pleases, taking mortals away from the Olympians to cause trouble. She needs to be reined in.”

			“You want justice?” he asks.

			“I do.”

			“Hmm.” He starts to walk, the pressure of his hand still on my shoulder steering me along. “There’s something in what you say, I agree. I don’t want her getting out of hand.”

			“Exactly.” I smile.

			“But,” he says, and my smile wavers, “this was only a mortal. Don’t you have another one now—your sculptor. Am I right?”

			“Surely it’s the principle,” I argue. “Shouldn’t she be punished?”

			He sighs. “What would you have me do? Chain Eris to a rock like Prometheus?”

			“No!” I despise her, but I’m not advocating for torture. I remember her gloating face; the way she took delight in Phaon’s death. I’m not her. “I don’t want revenge; I want justice, like I said.”

			We reach the end of the corridor, where one of Athena’s tapestries hangs. It shows the twelve of us, each Olympian god upon their throne, majestic and proud. I’m crowned with flowers, my dress flowing around my body like water. Poseidon bears a trident; Zeus a thunderbolt; Athena herself a sharp-tipped spear; Demeter a sheaf of corn; Hera a scepter; Artemis a silver bow and Apollo mirroring her with a golden one; Hestia a torch; Hermes a wand; Hephaestus a hammer; and Ares glowers behind his helmet. We all look regal and beautiful, gazing from our lofty height.

			“I’ll keep an eye on her,” Zeus concedes. “You might be right; she might go too far. But our relationship with Ares is challenging enough. I won’t give him an excuse to make it worse.”

			“Zeus,” I say, “you and Ares fight all the time. Why would this be any different?”

			He lifts his hands as if to say What can I do about it? As if the power and the choice aren’t his. “I promise, I’ll watch her,” he says. “If she does anything further, I’ll intervene. You have my word. In the meantime, let her think you don’t care.”

			My tactic already, then, although I’m fairly sure Zeus is only this relaxed because Eris has insulted me, not him.

			We contemplate the tapestry for another moment. I stare at the figure of Ares, helmeted and ferocious, Athena’s skill rendering him so alive he looks ready to leap from the woven threads and strike down his enemies.

			“She’s good,” Zeus remarks.

			I incline my head in agreement. Athena and I don’t have the friendliest relationship, but I wouldn’t deny that her accomplishments are impressive.

			“Sorry that I forgot to tell her not to go ahead with Pandora,” he adds.

			“What do you mean?” I ask.

			His brow furrows. “Didn’t you hear? The jar story—the mortals are spreading it already.”

			“Zeus!” It’s a strangled cry of frustration.

			He rubs his bearded chin. “Athena is so efficient. I’d given her the instruction already, and I was too late to stop her.”

			He’s so careless, I could scream.

			“I know you liked Pandora,” he says ruefully. “Still.” He brightens. “Your genius move with the sculptor, that should cheer you up. Such a good idea to bring his statue to life. The perfect woman.” He lingers on the thought just a fraction too long. “Very well done, Aphrodite.”

			I don’t doubt the sincerity of his approval. “Thank you,” I sigh. “And don’t forget about Eris.”

			“I won’t.”

			But I know better than to trust him.

			

			—

			It doesn’t take long for the story of Pandora’s fall to reverberate through the mortal world and up to the cloud-capped peak of our mountain. The blame for all the ills that besiege mankind is heaped on her shoulders, and my name surfaces in every repetition of the tale.

			She got her beauty from Aphrodite…and her meddling nature too.

			A woman that beautiful could never be trusted.

			I fly, disguised in mist, straight down to their home after my conversation with Zeus. On my advice, she and Epimetheus flee to the banks of Oceanus to live among the Titans, rather than among mortals, who think they have cause to resent her.

			“You’ll be happy there,” I tell Epimetheus. Their love for one another is still bright and palpable, utterly delightful to me, and I give them my blessing to ensure it never lapses. He might miss the mortals that he used to adore, but he loves Pandora more.

			It’s just a story, I tell myself. An infuriating one but a story nonetheless. What matters is that their love survives in the face of ruin.

			It’s love that I care about more than anything else, and Zeus can’t destroy that.

			

			—

			On Cyprus, the preparations for my festival are under way. Women carry baskets laden with cakes, honey, perfumed ointments, flowers and leafy herbs to the sanctuary, winding their way up the hill in the bright sunshine, their songs and laughter drifting on the breeze. I flit between them, feathered and trilling, listening to the secrets in between the chatter. The words that hover unspoken on smiling lips, the flash of excitement as eyes meet, the dreams that linger inside hopeful hearts. The island itself seems to quiver with anticipation, the air humming with the thrill of what’s to come.

			I pay visits to Galatea, whom I find most often engaged in study. She wanders the rooms of Pygmalion’s house, lifting fabrics and trinkets, making mental lists of what each item appears to be and what function it might fulfill. She traces her hand across statues and sculptures, concentrating on the sensation of cold stone under her warm fingers. And she leans on the windowsill, looking out toward the mountains, breathing in the scent of salt and pine, before she turns back at the sound of his footsteps. She smiles when she sees him. The charm I placed on her still holds.

			On Olympus, Zeus remains so full of his own self-importance that he summons Ares back again, ready to issue more orders to his unruly son.

			As I sweep up the marble stairs, I can hear the rumbling of their voices like thunder rolling through the sky. I pause, then gently push open the bronze doors to see the two of them standing and furious, several paces apart from one another. No furniture has been toppled, I notice, and nothing broken that I can see. Not yet.

			“I’m tired of all the destruction!” Zeus is shouting.

			“You cause it all the time,” Ares counters. His voice isn’t raised; he’s talking with quiet contempt, and I can see his tone riles Zeus even more. He prefers a passionate brawl, and usually Ares is ready to provide one. “You’re only angry that this war isn’t one you’ve devised.”

			“If it’s like Dodona again,” Zeus roars, “I’ll smite every single one of them.”

			“Do it.” Ares shrugs.

			I rest my hand on a tall pillar, watching him closely. His eyes are burning with fury, his fists clenched and his shoulders tensed, and I can tell he’s holding back an avalanche of rage. I wonder at his self-control. I can feel his desire to let it loose, pulsing and powerful in the golden hall. It’s in his nature after all.

			Then I notice Hera, sitting on her throne, her eyes intent on her husband and son, a little smile playing at the corners of her lips.

			“You can kill my men,” says Ares. “Save your precious cities. They all fall in the end.”

			“You don’t care about anything,” Zeus growls with frustration, slamming his fist against a pillar. A crack runs up it and a little shower of dust tumbles from the ceiling. “You’d be happy to let the world fall back into chaos.”

			“Better that than under your rule.”

			I half expect Zeus to hurl a thunderbolt at him right here in the throne room.

			“You should fight for me. You’re my son. Why do you persist in defying me?” His tone is pure menace, low and terrifying. When Zeus is in benevolent spirits, it can be easy to forget how ruthless he is and how dangerous too.

			Ares has no fear. “I’ll never fight for you,” he says.

			Zeus stares at him, and for a breathless second everything hangs in the balance. Then he crashes his fist into the same pillar again, and it buckles. “Hephaestus!” he bellows.

			I slip back out of the doors behind me. Let Hephaestus come and patch up the damage; it isn’t my fight, and I have no desire to get dragged into it.

			I’m skirting around the stables when I’m startled by a low whinny.

			The War God’s midnight horses, pawing impatiently at the earth. I come to a halt at the first horse’s head and put my hand up to stroke its jet-black muzzle. It’s soft under my palm, and I make a soothing noise as it strains against its harness, eager to go. It snorts, a jet of flame shooting from its nostrils.

			“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

			He’s right behind me. He must have stormed out in my wake.

			“Why not?” I ask.

			His face is cold. “They aren’t friendly.”

			I think of saying something arch—that they’re friendlier than their master even when they’re breathing fire. But I’m not here to placate Ares, or to joke with him again. Instead, I ignore him and pat the creature’s muscled flank. It swings its heavy head toward me, the burst of flame just missing my dress.

			I don’t flinch.

			“Aphrodite,” he says.

			The sound of my name in his mouth sends a jolt through my body.

			“Aphrodite,” he says again, this time giving a brusque gesture with his hand.

			Belatedly, I realize what he means. “If you want to get past,” I say, “excuse me will do.”

			A short, exasperated sigh escapes his throat. “It’s better for everyone,” he says, “if I leave right now. And you’re standing in the way of my chariot.”

			His rudeness makes my anger, never far from the surface when he’s around, flare up into heat. “Why don’t you just do as Zeus asks?” I burst out. “What difference does it make to you, to fight one war or another?”

			His gaze flickers over me, contemptuous. “Did he tell you to wait for me here? Is this his new strategy?”

			“I don’t act for Zeus,” I say.

			He laughs and it’s a mocking sound, entirely devoid of mirth. “If you say so.”

			“You and Zeus,” I hiss, “are just the same.”

			For an instant, he looks surprised, then commands himself again, his eyes granite once more. “If we were,” he says, “you’d be whispering in my ear, trying to persuade me to do your bidding. It doesn’t work on me. As you might have noticed.”

			I blink. I can’t quash the image his words summon in my mind. Leaning in close to him to lift that bronze helmet from his head, dipping my head to his, my lips brushing his earlobe. “Neither of you cares how many mortals die,” I snap, trying to refocus. “You argue over which ones or where, but the outcome never changes. I heard you in there. You’ll both spill the blood of thousands for the sake of your egos.”

			He shakes his head and moves past me as though my words were empty air. He doesn’t push me aside, but briefly his body touches mine and I can smell smoke and leather and earth. Then he’s in the chariot, reins gathered in his fist, about to leave.

			I swing myself up onto the chariot at his side.

			“What are you doing?” He’s jolted into incredulity.

			“Just admit it,” I say. “As much as you argue with him, you both want the same thing.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“Destruction,” I say. “And power.”

			He stares at me. “What I want,” he says, “is for you to get out of my chariot so that I can go.”

			I fold my arms and stare right back. He’s not leaving until he concedes that I’m right. The blood is surging through my veins, carrying me on a wave of fury and determination.

			“Don’t be ridiculous.”

			I don’t move.

			“Fine,” he says, his voice tight with anger. “You can fly yourself back from Thrace.”

			He snaps the reins, and the horses leap to his command. I jerk backward, grabbing hold of the wooden rim in front to keep my balance.

			His horses are fast and powerful, muscles shifting under their smooth flanks as they trot across the yard, their hooves beginning to lift into the air.

			He’s waiting for me to jump off.

			I clench my fingers around the wood, locking myself into place.

			We start to ascend, the air cold against the heated skin of my face, and finally I question my wisdom.

			But it’s too late. Olympus is shrinking beneath us with dizzying speed.

			“What are you doing?” I yelp.

			“Going home,” he answers. He glances down at me. “You had your chance to get off.”

			“I’m not going to Thrace with you.” I twist around, looking at the receding shape of our cloud-wreathed mountain.

			He shrugs. “Jump out now, then.”

			But I’m not going to make an undignified dive over the side of his chariot. “Really?” I say. “You’re taking me hostage just because I said you’re like Zeus?”

			“You’re hardly a hostage,” he says. “You’re an immortal goddess. You can turn into a dove and fly away from me anytime you like. And you’re wrong.”

			“What do you mean, I’m wrong?”

			He sighs. “Because it isn’t about power. Not for me.”

			I hesitate, curious against my better judgment. “What was that display in the throne room about, if not power?” I ask.

			“You were there.” He leans back, his armor shining bronze in the sunlight. For once, he’s answering, not firing back a jibe. “You could see Hera. She’s desperate for me to challenge him—a real challenge. She’d love for me to overthrow him.”

			“And you wouldn’t?” I raise an eyebrow, skeptical.

			“Not for her.” His smile is grim. “It won’t be any better with her at the helm. If I fight him—a real fight, not just a squabble in the throne room—I’d be doing what she wants. And if I obey him, he gets to win whatever warped game they’re playing with each other. All they care about is power, and I won’t help either of them get it.”

			I frown. “I don’t understand.”

			He loosens his grip on the reins, letting them rest on the dark wood. The horses trot onwards through the empty air, the fire they breathe flowing back toward us in two bright streams. “You heard Zeus, complaining about his city. He thinks that war is something he can control, that it can be fought when he wants, to get whatever it is that he wants.”

			“And?” I say. “Don’t you control it?”

			He shakes his head. “No. War can’t be controlled—it’s an impulse, an instinct. That’s what he can’t understand. He didn’t make me the God of War any more than he made you the Goddess of Love. It’s what we are, what we’ve always been. If he burned himself up with his own thunderbolt tomorrow, we wouldn’t be anything else.”

			I can feel myself unbending, just a fraction. Listening to him again, when I know I should leave. But, despite myself, I’m intrigued by his words. How would he know what I am or always have been?

			Has he been paying attention to me? Thinking about me? Watching me without my realizing?

			Silence hangs between us.

			“You’ve always been close to Zeus,” he says at last.

			“I don’t argue with him,” I say. “It’s not the same thing.”

			“Really?”

			“I’m not here because of Zeus,” I say. “He didn’t send me.”

			His eyes meet mine. “I believe you.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know.” He smiles wryly. “Maybe it’s the way you sound when you talk about him. You have the same anger in your voice as when I refused your request to save Phaon. I believed you had nothing but contempt for me then. I can believe you feel the same about Zeus.”

			“Well,” I say, “that makes you more perceptive than him at least.”

			Ares laughs. “He has no idea.”

			“No idea about what?”

			“About us. Who we are, what we do. He doesn’t understand war. I’m sure he knows nothing about love either.” He snorts. “They’d both exist without him, and they’ll both outlast him. They aren’t tools that he can use.”

			That he’s drawing a parallel between our realms again confuses me. There can’t be a common ground between our spheres of power. “But he will kill all your warriors, just like he said. Don’t you care about that?”

			“Why would I?”

			“Of course,” I say wearily. “I know what regard you have for mortal life.”

			The horses arc upward, over a high mountain range, swooping above the snow-capped peaks.

			“Aphrodite.”

			This time he doesn’t sound exasperated. There’s an undercurrent of something else there, something dangerously close to warmth.

			It makes me far more afraid than his anger did.

			“No one goes to war thinking they won’t die. Phaon knew it. My tribes know it; they embrace it. If they die in battle, they die doing something glorious, something they can’t not do. If they die early, at least they know what it is to be alive.”

			I shake my head. “There are better ways to discover what it is to be alive.”

			He shrugs. “Maybe.”

			“So Zeus can destroy your army, and you don’t care because you’ll raise another one,” I say. “Does it go on forever?”

			Before he can answer, my breath is taken away by the sight in front of me. “What’s that?” I gasp.

			On the upper slopes of a mountain, skeletal trees of a barren forest reach out their spindled branches, the bleak rock face forbidding all the way to the summit. A black mirror of Olympus—the same walls and gates and columns of our shining palace but built in iron and granite. It stands grim and so unwelcoming that even the rays of sunlight stretching across the sky seem to weaken when they reach it, managing to cast only a ghostly pall. An eagle-owl flies over the roof, its awful shriek echoing from the rock and dying away in the air.

			“This,” Ares says, “is Mount Haemus. My home.”

			Past the spiked gates, the horses come in to land, their bronze hooves clattering on the black stone floor as I stare around us, unable to formulate a response. A figure emerges from within, a black cloak concealing her features until she shakes back her hood and begins to unhook the horses. One of the Keres, the strange sisters I saw on the battlefield. Another comes to join her, both pale and gaunt, their eyes black pools that never meet mine. Their hands are clawed, long talons hooked from each finger, but the horses must be used to them, and remain stoic under their ministrations.

			Ares jumps lightly from the chariot. “My attendants,” he says, nodding at the Keres. Their indifference to me is palpable.

			I gaze around, stunned. “When did you build this place?”

			“When I realized how intolerable life on Olympus was,” he says quietly. “So a long time ago.”

			I look at the twisted shadows of the iron gates, the eerie sisters leading the horses away through a dark archway, the empty expanse of the courtyard and the sheer drop at the edge of the mountain. I wonder how many times he’s landed here, raging from an argument on Olympus, pacing the stone floor with his fists clenched, brooding in this desolate place with only his own fury for company. The emptiness of it makes me feel cold.

			I have to ask him now, if I ever want an answer.

			“Ares,” I say, “I just want to know.”

			He looks at me. It feels like the first time our eyes have met without anger.

			“Why didn’t you save Phaon when I asked?”

			He nods. There’s a thoughtfulness to him that I’ve never seen before, now his simmering fury is gone. “Because,” he says quietly, “there’s always a reason to save them all.”

			“So you save none?”

			“That’s right.”

			I swallow. Of course. Nothing could fit better with the hollow despair of the world he’s made for himself here on this bleak mountain. A world where no one can ever be saved.

			“That’s what I thought,” I say softly, and, before he can say another word, I spring from the chariot into the air, cloaked in dove feathers to take me as far away from here as I can possibly be.
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			My quarters on Olympus bustle with activity, the sound of female voices overlapping excitedly and a flurry of footsteps through the corridors. Charis braids Pasithea’s dark, glossy hair with twining ribbons. Hesperis and Dysis tumble into the room, their arms laden with bright-colored dresses and their eyes sparkling with excitement. I rise from the table where Auge is lifting the stopper from a tiny clay bottle, releasing a fragrance spiced with thyme and bitter citrus, softened with the sweetness of wild roses.

			“The green for you,” I pronounce to Dysis, appraising the robes they’re holding up. The fresh spring shade will bring out the color of her eyes and the coppery tones in her hair. Hesperis, meanwhile, looks loveliest in the crocus-dyed yellow.

			They hurry to dress, helping each other to fasten brooches and drape necklaces, the room ringing with the sweet music of laughter and chatter. There’s much speculation on who will come tonight, which gods and nymphs they most hope will be there, playful teasing about what might happen if they are.

			“What about you, Aphrodite?” Dysis asks. “Since you gave Nerites to Poseidon, who do you have your eye on next?”

			I lift a string of lapis beads from the table, holding it to the firelight. The deep blue of the stones is lustrous and rich, seeming to ripple in the flickering glow like the sea itself.

			“Aphrodite?”

			“Oh,” I say. I clear my throat. “I haven’t decided.”

			I haven’t mentioned the chariot ride I took with Ares. I don’t know why I’m thinking of it now.

			Charis, finished with Pasithea’s hair, gathers up an embroidered strip of fabric. The delicate gold thread of the belt glitters, bringing the exquisitely woven scenes to subtle life. “Ready?” she asks, and I smile.

			She drapes it across my left shoulder first, winding it between my breasts and then looping it around my waist and back over the other shoulder before knotting it tightly behind my back.

			“Beautiful,” she murmurs.

			It girdles my body, binding my dress close, emphasizing the curves of my body. I’ve lent this to other goddesses before, and I know how it draws the eye, making it impossible to look away from the sweep of the wearer’s waist and the full roundness of her breasts. When a watcher lingers, irresistibly drawn, they’ll notice the weaving—the figures that seem to dance across the belt, shapely and alluring, reaching for one another. Tonight of all nights, I couldn’t wear anything different.

			My festival is a mortal one, but, while the humans celebrate, there will be an unseen revelry of the gods by their side. Veiled from their view, we’ll dance and drink and mingle under the stars that shine over Cyprus. Gods and nymphs will be drawn from all over by the lure of a celebration dedicated to love and pleasure.

			I glance up at the setting sun. “It’s time,” I say. “Let’s go.”

			

			—

			In Paphos, the light is fading from the sky and a violet dusk creeps in. The torches that line the sanctuary pathways are lit. Tiny white flowers open their petals to the emerging stars, releasing the fragrance of jasmine. The melody of a lyre weaves its way through the branches of the apple trees.

			I lead the Horae and the Graces past the elegant colonnade of my temple, every stone pillar wreathed in roses. My dress is long and white and I glitter with gold in the torchlight, from the girdle wrapped around me, to the flowers embroidered at my hem, to the twist of petals at each earlobe and the bracelets encircling my wrist. The mortals are gathering: for now a long and respectful line of worshippers waiting in hushed anticipation to make their offerings, but there is a heat in their blood and a thrill that hums through the grove all the way past the tall bronze gates.

			If they sense our presence at all, it’s as delicate as an infusion of sweet perfume in the air or a quickening of their heartbeats that makes them lift their faces in wonder to the sky. An intangible certainty that tonight is something special.

			And it will be. As the people of Cyprus congregate for the festival of their goddess, the gods will gather for the festival of immortals alongside them. Drawn by the irresistible promise of love, shy nymphs will tiptoe from their forest glades to beg me for boldness, and gods of rivers and mountains will offer up their flattery in the hope that I’ll lend them the gift of persuasion.

			Out in the open space beyond the temple, my priestess stands at the altar. She’s a little older now than when I first blessed her, sure and confident under the moonlight. She’s flanked by her attendants, the men and women who serve me at her side, but her eyes go first to one woman, the one I first saw in her dreams. They smile, an intimate moment for only those two, before the leaders of the procession reach the altar and set down an ivory carving of me.

			“Aphrodite.” It’s Auge, whispering in my ear as I watch, transfixed. “Look.”

			I glance away from the procession, at the horizon where she points.

			Gliding through the twilight, drawn by winged horses and swans, fish-tailed steeds and swooping birds, the chariots of the gods descend toward my island.

			

			—

			Stars glimmer and blur, soft smears of gold in the darkness, their light suffusing the fragrant haze that rises from the burning incense. To breathe is to be intoxicated, every inhalation mellow and sweet and heady with their rich scent. Everywhere across the expanse of the sanctuary, there are people: warm and mortal and exquisitely precious. They drink wine on the grass or they dance to the music of tambourines and hand-drums, limbs loosening and hair flowing with the rhythm. In the shadows of the trees, figures intertwine, melting into one under myrtle blossoms.

			No one sees us. The Aurae, the winged nymphs of the breezes, flutter together. Naiads lounge by the ponds, trailing their fingers through the water. A horned mountain-god, shaggy hair falling to his bare shoulders, leans in close to a young river-god whose skin is tinted green like the waters he rules, his laughter bubbling up like a surging spring.

			The wine flows, honeyed and potent, sending a languorous heat through my body, and, while my mind tilts into a pleasant spin, what thrills me most is the steady pulse of longing that rises from the crowd—mortal and divine—sweeter and more powerful than all the lotus flowers they can burn.

			I’m aware of Eros, slipping between clusters of gods, stopping to hear Apollo whisper something in his ear and smiling. Of the Olympians, only Apollo, Zeus, Poseidon and Hermes are here. Of course they have come; of course they stroll my sanctuary grounds as though they belong to them. But they’re mine, and on such a beautiful, sensuous night I have no room for resentment. All the immortals tonight who shrink slightly from them, then peer curiously in their wake, see that this quartet of strong and powerful gods has come to a celebration of Aphrodite.

			If the mortals feel a shuddering in the ground at our footsteps or glimpse a dazzle of light, they attribute it to the wine and the stuporous smoke. They’re coaxed into a seductive dizziness, and they laugh and drink more and tumble into another dance, another embrace, another kiss. I turn, and in every direction I see the blooming of desire. A couple lean in together for the first time: their lips touch and they pull back in startled wonderment. Another pair are urgent and eager, hands twisting into hair, their bodies pressed close. I feel an overwhelming rush of affection for every one of them. I want to grant their every prayer, to bring them joy tonight and all nights. Their lives are so short, too short to deny them even a moment’s pleasure. This is their time and mine, and I whisper Yes, Yes, Yes in response to every wish I hear.

			I spin, the rising tide of want carrying me with it, and everything is movement and hunger and need, until a dark shape catches my eye, a still figure standing alone in the rose garden past the myrtle grove.

			I can feel his eyes on me. Silhouetted against the sky, at the furthest edge of the sanctuary, where you can hear the crash of waves below. He would never be here, and yet he is.

			A girl wheels into me, a wind-god clasps my arm, and I shake myself free. I take a step and then another, certain this must be a figment of my imagination, though surely I’d never summon him up in my mind.

			The heat and noise of the festival are behind me; I step through the trees and out into the quiet garden.

			Ares. In Cyprus, for what I’m sure is the first time. Behind him, the moon glitters on the sea; the long grasses further down the hill wave in a breeze that carries fresh cedar and pine from the forests.

			“Why are you here?” I ask.

			He isn’t tensed or drawn up, isn’t bristling with hostility or brandishing a spear. He wears no helmet and holds no weapons. Even without them, he’s a force so commanding it takes my breath away. His demeanor is dark and intense as always, but now I see—now I can’t deny—the beauty of his face. His high cheekbones catching the light, the jut of his bearded jaw, the endless depths of his black eyes.

			“I didn’t think anyone was barred from a festival of love,” he says.

			I stare at him. “Are you here to celebrate?” It’s too ridiculous even to contemplate.

			I can see the conflict in his face. He doesn’t seem to be here to argue with me, but he’s battling something in himself. “No.”

			I can’t think clearly, hazy with drink and still heady with euphoria. I’m grasping for the words that will make the pieces fall into place. “These are my rites,” I say.

			“I know,” he says. “You came to Thrace. You saw mine.”

			“So you want to make it equal?”

			He shakes his head.

			“Then tell me why.”

			He runs a hand through his hair, a jerky movement of frustration. A shiver runs through me, tingling across the nape of my neck, and I feel suddenly and intensely alive to every sensation—the brush of my dress against my skin, his scent of earth and flame, the stir of the wind that rustles the leaves. I understand what drew him here even as I think it can’t be true.

			“I came because since the moment you left Mount Haemus, I haven’t stopped wondering,” he says, his voice so low I can hardly hear it.

			A delicious thrill races up my spine. My lips part around a question I shouldn’t ask but can’t stop myself from saying. “What were you wondering?”

			“I was wondering,” he says as he draws closer and all I can see are his dark eyes looking into mine. I notice the touch of bronze in the black and I want to silence him before he can say it, but I don’t. “Wondering what it would have been like if you’d stayed. If you’d come inside.”

			It’s the festival sweeping me up in its fevered atmosphere; it’s the rites that have made me so lightheaded, so reckless, I’m sure of it. That same urge I had at his sacrifice, to jump without knowing where I’d land, only then the blood and the violence stopped me. Here, in my fragrant garden, there is nothing to hold me back.

			“Why don’t we find out?” I whisper.

			

			—

			His helmet and spear are on his chariot. He lifts them out of my way, settling his helmet back on his head as he helps me up. The touch of his hand on my elbow sets my skin aflame. Now that I’m leaving my own celebrations behind me, now that he’s next to me with his face armored in bronze, my head begins to clear. There are dozens of reasons to turn around and no reason at all to stay at his side, in the silence that holds us both.

			But I don’t move, and his horses gallop on through the night, until the twisted peak of Mount Haemus is before us again and we’re landing in that same desolate courtyard once more.

			No wraithlike attendant materializes this time. Ares jumps down from the chariot and then reaches out his hand to me.

			I take it.

			“Will you come in?” he asks. “Or will you disappear again?”

			Part of me wants to take flight.

			But another, more insistent part of me wants nothing more than to step into the home of the War God.

			He opens the ebony doors and gestures me inside. Blazing torches light the way, the fire glinting off onyx pillars and silver chairs.

			He told me before that his battle camp was no place for me, and neither is this. I can feel how hostile it is. A place devoid of love. But still I gaze around, taking in every detail.

			He stops by a long table, lined with low benches at either side, carved from oak. I wonder if anyone else has ever sat here with him. Maybe his warriors come here to celebrate after the battles they survive; maybe their whoops of victory ring from the cold stone and metal. Maybe that woman who stared at him so hungrily at the sacrifice, or others like her, have looked on all the same things I’m looking on now, their eyes flashing and wild.

			It’s only me here now.

			“Does Zeus know about this place?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “I never want him to know where to find me. But let’s not talk about Zeus.”

			“Do you trust me?” I ask. “Not to tell him?”

			“Shouldn’t I?”

			Doubt crawls under my skin, urging me to run, but he looks so sure of himself. “How do you know?”

			His eyes are steady on me. “We aren’t as different as you think.”

			“Aren’t we?” I haven’t moved from the doorway. I need to keep this distance between us. If I take a step closer, I will be lost. I sweep my hand around, gesturing at the stark hall, the cold silver and dark onyx, every surface unyielding. “Everything about you is different. This place is so bleak, so unforgiving.” As far removed from the scented groves of Paphos, the lushness of my forest pool and the radiance of the sunlight sparkling on the sea as it could possibly be.

			“Death isn’t something the other gods understand,” he says. He starts to pace toward me, slow and measured. “They never come close to it. They’re never there, in the struggle at the end, not like I am. And it isn’t bleak, Aphrodite. It’s the opposite—it’s a mortal’s whole life, blazing against the darkness. When they fight, they’re the most alive they’ve ever been. Everything else is stripped away, and they’re raw and vulnerable and intensely themselves. I feel it with them, and so do you. You’re with them in their most passionate moments too.”

			My eyes widen. “It’s hardly the same.”

			“Isn’t it?” he says.

			I hesitate. What he’s saying horrifies me. His gift is death—not just death but the most terrifying and monstrous kind, the kind that leaves devastation in its wake, the kind that breeds and multiplies, surging with brutality and rage and destroying everything in its wake. That he can compare it with what I do—when I bring bodies together in love, not hatred, when I celebrate the joy of abandon and pleasure—feels so wrong.

			My feet seem to move without my thinking. I’m drawn irresistibly closer, step by step.

			I know what I felt when I saw him in Cyprus. I felt it in Thrace, and when I saw him by the fountain. I felt it even when he infuriated me at council, talking about his wars. I can’t deny it any longer—the connection between us that shouldn’t exist, that should be impossible.

			“Sometimes I wonder,” I say slowly, “if Zeus will make you so angry one day that you’ll leave and never come back.”

			“And if I did?” His gaze is so intense, and we’re so close now, that I could reach out and touch him. “Olympus wouldn’t miss me.”

			I can’t seem to get enough air into my lungs. “I would.”

			My words hang between us, a fatal moment of honesty I can’t take back. I don’t know what he’s going to do, and then in an instant his lips are crushed against mine. I reach up and lift the helmet from his head, letting it fall to the stone floor with a crash, and then my hands are in his hair, his arms wrapped around me. I slide my hands down over the cold metal of his armor and I pause, confounded for a moment. The bronze is hammered into the shape of a muscled chest, pleasing to look at, but I want to feel his skin against mine. This might be a mistake in more ways that I can even think to count, but, despite all the power at my disposal, there is nothing I can do to stop myself.

			He hoists me onto the table and reaches for the buckles down the side of his armor. He’s kissing me again, greedy and eager, and I scrabble to unfasten them too. As the last one gives way, the chest piece swings forward and he pulls it off, letting it clatter to the floor like his helmet.

			I break away from the kiss, pressing my palms against him. I take it all in—the amber glow of the torches glinting in his dark eyes, his chest heaving under his leather tunic, his body finely honed by battle, sculpted as if it were a statue made for worship.

			He pulls me down from the table, leading me through the gloomy hall and past another set of doors. My heart is pounding, blood rushing through my body, and I can hear it like the frenzied, ecstatic drums at a sacrifice, like I’m one of his followers lost in helpless yearning—except I’m not a fragile mortal; I’m the Goddess of Love and this is what I was made for. Another door, and we’re in his chamber: dark stone and a low-burning fire that conjures writhing shadows across the floor. He yanks his tunic over his head and my fingers scramble at my knotted belt, pulling it open, letting it fall to the ground. I pause, taking him in, and my lips curve in a smile. He’s as glorious as I thought he would be. I run my fingers down the fine, dark hair on his chest and he lets out a low moan, almost a growl. He can’t tear his eyes away from me; I can feel his need, his hunger to see more. I’m aching to feel his hands on me and his skin against mine. It’s torture, sweet and delicious torture, but I force myself to slow down, lifting my dress over my body. It’s worth it to see his eyes widen and hear him gasp before he seizes me. Everywhere he touches me, heat trails across my body, igniting a sweep of flames through to my very core.

			He’s urgent and intent; all his reserve stripped away with his armor, all his simmering anger and volatility transformed into raw passion and naked desire. He works his way down my body, and I sink onto the soft bed beneath him, losing myself to the surges of pleasure. Then I’m astride him and he’s as lost as I am, like an ocean wave exploding against rocks, crashing to the shore, gasping for breath.
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			I wake in his bed to the dim light of morning creeping through the silhouetted pillars. The fire has burned to ash in the hearth, and the room is swathed in the soft gray and lavender haze of a misty dawn.

			Ares sleeps at my side. I trace the high outline of his cheekbone and the strong line of his jaw, my mouth pleasantly tender from the rough press of his beard. He looks so unguarded in repose, untroubled and young, the centuries of conflict having left no trace. I could pretend he’s a god of anything else while he sleeps, or even a mortal man of unearthly beauty. Until he opens his eyes and I look back into their hollow darkness, I can tell myself anything I want to believe.

			I swing my legs out from under the warm furs, the chill of the air making my skin tingle as I slide away from the heat of his body. The stone floor is cold under my bare feet. One side of his chamber is open to the elements, onyx pillars holding the roof above us in place of the thick stone walls that make up the other three sides of the room. I slip between two of them, touching the midnight-hued surface, smooth as glass, as I pass, and step outside.

			I’m immediately enveloped in mist, damp droplets clinging to my skin: a cloud, wreathing my naked body like a fairy-cloak. I’m on a little veranda, open to the wide skies with nothing below but a sheer drop down the rocky mountainside. By me, a gnarled and leafless tree stretches up, rooted in a thin scattering of soil, precarious and stunted. I reach out and touch a bare branch, my fingers trailing across its dry surface. In their wake, tiny buds swell and unfurl, little leaves lifting toward me from the dead bark, green and fresh and living. My heart lifts with them. This place is bleak and barren, but here is a hope that it can be something more. That I could change it.

			A large bird, black-feathered, swoops down to land on the wall, cocking its head at me, unimpressed. Its shoulders are hunched, its beak hooked and its eyes yellow and beady. A vulture. It holds me in its cold gaze, sizing me up, as though it knows any plans I might have to conquer this strange and silent land are futile.

			I feel a pair of arms slide around me. “Come back,” he murmurs, his voice husky with sleep.

			I turn around. “I wanted to see where you live,” I whisper.

			“I’ll show you.” He leans down, kisses me, and, despite myself, I respond like the flowers blooming on the branch, my body melting against his. “Later,” he promises.

			

			—

			And it is later, much later, when, under the mist-veiled starlight, we hear the clash of cymbals and distant chanting from far below. The scent of roasting meat weaves through the black pillars on tendrils of sacred smoke.

			“A sacrifice,” Ares says. “My people are mourning their dead.”

			“You don’t mourn with them?” I ask, thinking of the sacrifice I witnessed where he walked among them. I suppose that was a celebration of victory. Maybe he feels differently about the losses.

			A fire burns low in the hearth, the reflection of the flames leaping in his dark eyes, the amber light bathing his skin. I still can’t quite believe I’m in this strange and sinister place; in Ares’ bed, as though it’s not the most distant and alien place that I could be. “The dead belong to Hades. They’re gone.”

			“And that’s it?”

			He leans over me, cupping the side of my face in his hand. “They’re beyond both of us.”

			I don’t like this melancholy thought; it’s not something I let trouble me very often. I deal in joy and hope, not morbid brooding.

			“What would you do, march down to the Underworld? Make all the ghosts in his halls desire one another, cause chaos in the spirit realm?” He laughs.

			“Perhaps Hades should know what it’s like.” I sit up, the idea of it a sudden flash of color, a butterfly in my mind, an antidote to the sadness of the conversation. “If I could reach him, I’d show him. I’d make him fall desperately in love with someone, a goddess of something beautiful, someone happy and sweet and full of optimism. I’d find someone who would make the God of the Dead feel alive again.”

			“You could,” he says.

			“If he’d ever leave the Underworld.” Since Hades took the realm of the dead, he never comes to Mount Olympus, rarely surfaces at all from his silent, gray halls. I try to change the mood to something lighter and more playful. “You know, it doesn’t seem fair that there’s one god who can withstand my power.”

			“Only because you can’t get to him,” Ares says. “All the other gods know they’re at your mercy.”

			I can’t resist the opportunity to flirt. “Even you?”

			He pulls me back down, holding me against his chest. “What do you think?”

			I trail my hand down his body, following the scattering of dark hair to his navel. “I don’t know,” I say. “You seemed fairly immune to my persuasion before.”

			“I didn’t give you what you asked,” he says, and his voice sounds serious and thoughtful now. His heart beats under my cheek. “But I was far from immune.”

			“Come on,” I scoff.

			“You don’t believe me?” He loops my hair between his fingers, stroking it.

			“I can usually tell that sort of thing,” I say. “It’s who I am, after all. It’s what I do.” And I had never detected anything in Ares but brooding hostility.

			He shifts onto his side, propping himself up on one elbow and looking down into my face. “I’m usually good at keeping things hidden from the gods. All of them. That’s what I do.”

			A warmth flushes through me. “What were you hiding?”

			“How much I wanted to see you again.” He smiles slightly. “You didn’t think I kept coming back to Olympus for councils, did you?”

			I laugh. “That, or an argument.”

			“I thought you knew,” he says. “Or suspected. When you came to the sacrifice—”

			“You were furious that I was there!” I remember all too well how brusque he was, how deeply unfriendly.

			“Furious with myself,” he says. “For how I felt when I saw you.”

			Ares here, his skin bare and golden in the firelight, is nothing like the haughty god who ordered me away from his rites. “How did you feel?” I ask.

			“Like everything else faded away. There was only you.”

			It makes me marvel that he could conceal it so well under his armored coldness. But there’s a ring of truth that I can’t deny. I felt the jolt between us when I touched his breastplate, when I let the delicious threat of my stoking his desire linger over him. “Why then?” I ask. “And never before?”

			“I thought you were aligned with Zeus,” he says. “But when you came and asked for your mortal to be spared, when you were so angry that I wouldn’t—even after he was dead and there was nothing you could get from me, you were still so angry.”

			“Ares,” I say, “gods are angry with you all the time. You must be used to it by now.”

			His laugh is genuine, his seriousness lifted for a flash like the sun breaking through the clouds. “There’s always another reason,” he says. “An agenda, a strategy. But you really cared for that mortal. He mattered to you. Most gods aren’t sincere, not like that. They never show who they really are. But you can’t be anything except who you are. It made me wonder.”

			“Wonder what?”

			“What else I’d gotten wrong about you.”

			I absorb his words slowly. He’s right. I can cloak my intentions so that Zeus or Poseidon never quite knows where he stands, but I couldn’t keep them hidden around Ares. I let him see how I really felt.

			It worries me. What happened between us last night was an explosion of desire, of pent-up frustration and suppressed longing bursting free. But lying in his arms and listening to him talk like this is something else. There’s a coziness that feels seductive but that I know is dangerous. This was meant to be a singular occurrence. I need to believe that I was impelled only by the intrigue, by his mystery and strangeness, and that I’ll swiftly grow tired of the darkness. Surely, the eerie allure of this place will fade, and with it my fascination with him will crumble away? The last thing I want is to start believing that this cold, distant War God has a heart.

			“Well, I don’t think the other gods would agree that they’re at my mercy.” I steer us back on to safer conversational ground.

			If he’s disappointed, he doesn’t betray it. “They’re fools if they don’t see your power,” he says lightly.

			“Athena can resist anything I try,” I say. “I can never even guess what might tempt her, if anything exists that could.”

			He leans back against the furs. “Stick to bringing down Hades’ defenses if you want to keep your sanity. Don’t try her.”

			I smile. “Why does she annoy you so much?”

			“She treats war the same way she treats love,” he mutters. “As though she’s above it.”

			“At least she engages in war, unlike love,” I counter. “She’s so disdainful of everything I do.”

			“I’d rather she stayed out of war too, instead of trying to bring it into line with the way she thinks it should be,” he says. “You’re lucky you don’t have to watch her dabbling around in love, never really caring about it, never knowing what it means. Trying to make it make sense, be orderly and controlled.” He exhales, a short huff of irritation.

			“But all the gods respect her,” I say. I think of Zeus and Poseidon, the covetous leer when their eyes rove up and down my body, of Hera’s peremptory manner toward me. And then there’s Artemis, who has told me bluntly that she wants none of my interference, that love is of no interest to her at all. I know, though, what she does with her forest-nymphs under the moonlight. I know that her wild huntresses are the sweetest of her prey, willing and eager to succumb to her embrace. She just won’t acknowledge that love flows from me. Even Demeter, as kind and maternal as she can be, sometimes gives me the impression that she thinks my power a more frivolous thing than hers. Not quite as crucial as replenishing the harvest every year. As though the act of survival is more important than having something to live for.

			Ares leans over the side of the bed, reaching for the jug of nectar and the rough-hewn cups on the floor. He sits up to pour the golden liquid into each, handing one to me. He lives so simply here, but I’m extremely grateful not to have his unnerving attendants materializing to serve us.

			“They’d rather not think about it,” he says. “How important you are, how powerful. They think love and war are both diversions, as though they exist for entertainment or a spectacle. They prefer to think of it that way, rather than acknowledge how much they need us both.”

			There it is again, that intimacy in the way he’s speaking about us that makes me uncomfortable. What he’s saying sets the two of us apart from all the other gods—a treacherous, romantic idea that worms its way into my heart, almost convincing me. I know he’s an outcast among the Olympians, while I easily find my place, but the domains we rule are raw and passionate and unpredictable and of course that unsettles them. For a dizzying moment, I see us through Ares’ eyes—two gods who are different to all the rest.

			But that doesn’t make us the same as each other.

			“When will you come back to Olympus? How long will it take before you can stand to see Zeus without declaring war on him?”

			Ares shrugs and catches a gleaming droplet of nectar with his finger before it slides down the surface of the cup. “I’m not in any hurry.”

			“But when you do,” I say, drawing a deep breath, “this stays between us.”

			He gives me a quizzical glance. “Who would I tell?”

			“I just mean it’s better that Zeus doesn’t suspect anything.”

			“Aphrodite,” he says, “I don’t care what Zeus suspects. I don’t care what he thinks about anything.” He sounds scornful. “But, no, I won’t give anything away. I don’t want any of the other gods in my life.”

			Any of them except me. A little thrill shivers through me. I damp it down at once. “You should care,” I say. “Anything that Zeus knows, he can use as a weapon. But it doesn’t matter. No one saw us leave Cyprus together.” They were all far too distracted to notice.

			He looks at me steadily, waiting for me to go on.

			“So, as far as everyone is concerned, nothing has changed. We can carry on just as we were before. You keep fomenting wars and sitting on Zeus’ council until he provokes you into storming out again. And I’ll…” I twist my fingers into the soft fur of the bearskin draped across me. “I’ll be Aphrodite, the same as always.”

			He takes his time before answering. “Exactly the same?”

			“Yes.” I’m careful with my words. “And if we make sure this doesn’t happen again, no one will ever find out.”

			“If that’s what you want.” He sounds flat.

			That is what I want, isn’t it? I need to find a way to exhaust the spark between us, to let it die down to ashes, not find any more reasons to keep it alight. “You know I never demand fidelity from my lovers, or offer it either.”

			He holds my gaze, silent for a moment before he answers. “I’m not interested in changing you. I don’t want you to be anything other than what you are.”

			“Good.” I take another sip. It would be easy for me to fool myself into pretending that it could always be this simple—the two of us together where the rest of the world can’t intrude. But we aren’t allies. When we leave his bedchamber, we rule over opposite realms.

			And I’m worried that if I stay in this cocoon too long, I’ll forget why I need to know that, why I need to remind myself of its truth.

			He’s the God of War. He stands for the ruin, death and destruction of everything I hold dear.

			However passionately this fire between us might rage, I can’t let it burn out of control.

			

			—

			I soar away from Thrace, a white dove against a gray sky, unseen and unnoticed by Eris, who swoops in as I leave, her wings a dark shadow in the clouds. All the way back to Mount Olympus, I practice the breezy, unconcerned attitude I’ll adopt in its halls.

			When Zeus alights on me in the corridors, his gleeful expression doesn’t bode well. “Why do you look so happy?” I ask him. “Is there good news?”

			“Ares is leading his tribe to war,” he says. “That unbearable Strife Goddess trailing behind him as usual.”

			That didn’t take long, I think. They must have left the moment I was gone, hungry for the fight.

			“I thought you wanted him to hold them back?” I ask. “I heard your last argument, bringing the throne room ceiling down in ruins.”

			“An exaggeration,” he scoffs. “And why were you listening? I didn’t think you had any interest in Ares.”

			“You can’t blame me for being curious,” I say innocently. “He’s handsome.”

			“He takes after me,” Zeus boasts. Then he frowns. “In one aspect at least.”

			“Hmm. Of course. Anyway,” I continue, sitting down in the chair beside him, noting the way that his eyes follow every curve of my body when I move, “there wouldn’t be much point. Ares is only interested in one thing.”

			“War,” Zeus says. “And I plan to deny him one.” His smile is unbearably self-satisfied.

			“I’m sure he’ll be very frustrated.” I keep my voice benign. It seems Zeus is intent on massacring the warriors just as he threatened. I think of the death rites we heard last night and wonder who’ll be left to bury the next victims.

			“Perhaps he’ll learn to obey me next time.”

			“Perhaps.” I look at him closely. “Is that all you’re pleased about?”

			His grin broadens. “You would know,” he says. “I’m on my way to Thebes.”

			The princess he’s been visiting. I feel a twist of guilt, remembering how I urged Eros to fan the flames higher in the hope it would distract Zeus from Pandora. That didn’t work, but I’ve done nothing to dampen Zeus’ ardor. “Don’t you think,” I say, “you should be more cautious?”

			He tips his head back, laughing. “Why?”

			I give him a pointed stare. In his fervor, he seems to have forgotten the discretion he usually attempts, however minimal. “Your wife?”

			“Aphrodite,” he says, “you sound like Hephaestus.” He curls his lip. “Whenever he gets the courage to speak to me at all, it’s always with reproach. As if he has the right to judge his own father. I expect better from you, though. This woman, Semele…well, you can understand.” The words thicken in his mouth like he’s savoring them.

			I raise a hand to cut him off. “Don’t tell me,” I say. He doesn’t need to anyway. His desire is palpable. He’s practically salivating. “Just go.”

			He needs no further encouragement. I’m eager to be free of his presence, but remind myself to distract him with a different passion when he returns. If Hera hasn’t noticed already, she will soon and her wrath will be directed at the defenseless woman rather than her despised husband. For Semele’s sake, I’ll put a swift end to it.

			

			—

			At the bottom of the steps, I glance back and see Hera in the archway, staring after me. I hope she heard none of our conversation. Before she can stop me, I swerve quickly toward the homely forge across the courtyard. It’s an instinct to avoid her, though, and, when the door closes behind me, I wish I’d darted somewhere else.

			I’ve already resolved to put Ares behind me. He’s back at war, and my curiosity about him is sated. It has to be. And I don’t feel any guilt about my lovers just because Hephaestus harbors feelings toward me.

			But knowing how the brothers feel about one another, it might be an unnecessary cruelty for Hephaestus to learn just whose bed I’ve left. Even if I have no intention of returning to it.

			“Aphrodite!” He’s leaning through the door to his side room, beckoning me in.

			Too late for me to leave, then.

			I walk through the workshop toward him, past the golden automatons and into the side room, where I’m surprised—and pleased—to find Charis already there, perched on a stool.

			“Are you busy?” I ask. I can hear the clanking of metal and the hiss of steam from the workshop on the other side of the wall.

			“No,” Hephaestus says. “Sit down. Wine?”

			“Thank you.” I sit down on a silver stool, and Charis fetches the jug to pour it. I take the proffered goblet. “I’m just avoiding Hera,” I say with a sip. “I saw her in the courtyard.”

			Hephaestus nods. “She wouldn’t follow you in here. She never visits me,” he says wryly.

			“She’s been trying to get me to help her with weddings lately. She says I should be involved, but I’m fairly sure she wants me to preside over some on her behalf.” I shake my head and laugh.

			“Again?” Charis asks me.

			“Has she asked before?” says Hephaestus.

			I roll my eyes. “She does, sometimes. Every so often she gets it into her head that it would be fitting, however many times I tell her it isn’t.”

			“Why not?”

			Charis and I exchange knowing glances. “Love and marriage aren’t the same thing. You’d think she’d know that better than anyone.”

			“Oh,” says Hephaestus.

			“She just hates it so much that she’d love to foist it onto someone else.” I clasp Charis’ wrist, gesturing to her to sit. “But it’s nothing to do with me.”

			“Well, sometimes it must be, surely?” Hephaestus leans forward. “There must be weddings that you can celebrate, countless matches you’ve brought together?”

			I wrinkle my nose. “It does happen, and I’ll accept their thanks when it does. But it’s always a little tedious when one of my women pledges herself to a husband forever.” Phaon was the only exception, I think, and look how that turned out. “It feels like an ending.”

			Hephaestus furrows his brow. “But surely it’s a beginning.”

			“She prefers the unknown,” Charis tells him. “All the possibilities of other love affairs.”

			The thrill still courses through my veins now, heat and passion vividly stamped on my memories of last night. I take a firm hold of myself, banishing them from my mind.

			“Which a wife rejects,” I explain. “Well, she’s supposed to anyway.”

			“Even so,” Hephaestus says, clapping his hands together, “a wedding is a happy occasion.”

			“Sometimes,” Charis interjects.

			I nod. “How happy was Amphitrite when Poseidon sent his sea-gods to hunt her down and drag her to his palace? Or what about Boreas, galloping down to earth and sweeping up his bride while she was playing in a meadow with her friends?” It makes my toes curl with revulsion when I picture it: the sudden chill in the air as the purple-winged God of the Wind descended, his icy breath freezing the droplets of dew on the grass as he swooped to grab her. “Too many of the gods take what they want without asking.”

			“And men follow their example.” Charis sniffs, tossing her curls so they fall like a shining river down her back.

			“It’s not love as I know it,” I finish. “Not the kind I want to inspire in gods or mortals.”

			Hephaestus frowns. “But it’s not always like that.”

			I laugh. “I think you might be more romantic than I am.”

			“Surely not.”

			“Well, maybe not. More romantic than Hera, certainly.”

			Hephaestus looks serious. “Who can blame her, though?”

			It’s interesting how much sympathy he’s prepared to extend to his mother. I haven’t noticed much maternal affection from her to either of her sons, but he’s far more willing to excuse her than Ares is. I remember what he said about Hera and Zeus fighting to win him in their perpetual battle against one another, and indignation for Hephaestus stirs inside me. They don’t fight over their second son. They’re both equally contemptuous of him. “Don’t feel sorry for her,” I tell him. “Her misery is of her own making.”

			My sharpness startles him. “Not entirely,” he protests. “It’s mostly Zeus’ fault.”

			“Either way,” I say, “it’s a waste of time getting involved.”

			He gives me a curious look. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

			A blush starts to creep across my cheeks. He’s right. I drain my wine hastily. “Perhaps I’m more worried about her dragging me into her weddings than I thought,” I say. “Anyway, if she was looking for me, I’m sure she’s lost patience by now.” I get to my feet, and Charis follows. In a hurry, we bid Hephaestus goodbye and walk back to my quarters across the thankfully empty courtyard.

			

			—

			I hear that Ares is outside Sparta, helping their warriors defend the city from attack. It won’t take long, I’m sure; they’re renowned for their ferocity. The nights pass as I throw myself into my work in Cyprus, granting love to others. I visit Phaon’s widow, bringing polished shells to her small son, delighting in the smile that dimples his cheeks and lights up his eyes with a happiness that reminds me of his father. I watch over my temple and hear the prayers of the lovelorn and the hopeful, and I make broken hearts whole once more. I am distracted but not enough.

			When I see the trailing flame of his horses in the sky, galloping from Sparta back to Thrace, my body is galvanized into action. I don’t harness my chariot; I leap from the mountain summit, shimmer into the shape of a dove and fly to the forbidding gates of his mansion on Mount Haemus.

			He’s waiting on the black flagstones in the courtyard, as though he knew I was coming.

			“I didn’t think you would,” he assures me. “But I hoped.”

			“Just this once,” I tell him breathlessly.

			I pull his mouth to mine and his hands are in my hair, pressing me to him like he can’t wait another second. In this moment, I realize every moment we weren’t touching felt like an agonizing eternity. Now I have him again, I need him closer. Much closer.

			I’m not worried about betrayal: the wraithlike Keres stare right through me as though I don’t exist. If Eris wanted to share our secrets, there is no god willing to hear her except Ares himself. I don’t fear the watchful gaze of Helios: his rays quail and shrink from these grim towers, his light dwindling to no more than a pale trickle that barely illuminates the floating mists that wreathe these rocky peaks.

			Ares breaks the kiss just long enough to pull me through the doors, into that austere hall again. His home is far from my bright and cheerful quarters on Olympus, but, in the arms of the War God, I wonder if its desolate magnificence isn’t more impressive than our glittering palace. If to be queen of this shadowed mansion for a night might not be better than all the glory that the heavens have to offer. In the heat of this moment, it feels like that’s true.

			Later, I’ll wake in the darkness of his bedchamber to the haunted shriek of an owl. I’ll hear the cries of grief rising from the families of those he vanquished and I’ll vow that this time really will be the last.
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			When I slip out the next morning, the towers are dark against the snow-capped mountain peaks.

			A couple of wilted leaves poke weakly through the stones of the courtyard, barely lifting their heads in the perpetual gloom. They quiver beneath my foot, and, when I raise it, a clutch of dark purple flowers bloom into life. I crouch down to look at them more closely. The outer petals open at the stroke of my finger, thin and silky, ghostly where the dim light glimmers through them. The color intensifies the closer it gets to the heart, the center of each a rich, blood-tinted shade of midnight. I pluck one and tuck it behind my ear. A piece of me left behind in Ares’ kingdom. A piece of him to take with me when I go.

			I feel a prickling on the back of my neck; the unmistakable sensation that I’m being watched.

			Straightening up, I see Eris swooping down to land on a dark turret, her hair streaming in the wind like writhing snakes. Even from here, there is something voracious in her attitude, a hunger as she glares at me. I know how passionately she wants me gone from this place.

			I ripple my fingers at her in an airy wave.

			She tilts her head as though she’s listening to something I can’t hear; whispers carried on the air.

			Her eyes remain as cold and dark as the depths of a frozen sea, but, in a mockery of my gesture, she lifts her hand in return and gives me a smile. It’s as cruel and insincere as I’d expect, but there’s something unsettling in it too. Something I feel in the pit of my stomach.

			Eris looks triumphant. And that can’t mean anything good.

			

			—

			I hear the commotion from my balcony. Charis is dabbing fragrance on my wrists and collarbones before the gods gather to feast. The languorous scent of roses and lilies is wafting from my skin when the clamor breaks out and we still, her wide eyes mirroring mine.

			“What is it?” she asks.

			“I don’t know, but it sounds bad. Stay here,” I tell her.

			“No, I’ll come with you.”

			I nod, and we hurry through my rooms, out onto the path. The sound of shouting isn’t so uncommon on our mountain summit, but what I hear now is something wilder and more wrathful than that.

			Dark clouds gather above us; fat drops of rain begin to pelt down almost immediately. A warning growl rumbles, then thunder cracks right over our heads, making us jump. Lightning flashes, livid and white, pulsing against the gray.

			Charis grips my hand as we hasten around the corner, almost at a run, into the main courtyard. It’s usually so pretty here: the tinkling fountain, chattering nymphs and sparkling sunshine.

			In the pouring rain, under the bruised sky, Zeus has Hera by the hair. He yanks her toward him, his face snarling and transformed, then flings her to the ground.

			I skid to a halt, my arm in front of Charis. Hera winces, pulling herself to sit; the struggle to keep her dignity is evident on her face, but Zeus is merciless. He grabs her hair again with one hand, the other grasping her chin, his fingers digging painfully into her flesh, and forces her to look up at him.

			We aren’t alone—other gods have rushed here too. Demeter covers her face with her hands. Hestia’s gaze is steady on Zeus, a flame simmering in her eyes. Poseidon looks grim; Athena cold and expressionless. Apollo looks away from the ugliness, and Hermes is uncharacteristically still and solemn. Only Hephaestus watches in open anguish, tears gathering in his eyes.

			The storm rages around us, and above the shrieking wind and crackling thunder Zeus howls a stream of words almost incomprehensible. I catch the phrases jealous bitch and burned to death and then he slaps her hard across the face and she falls again.

			She’s gasping for breath, her face white from shock and her eyes burning with defiance as she gathers herself up, supporting herself on her hands. The thunder dies away, the wind dropping, and she heaves in a long, shaking breath before she speaks.

			“It was you, you fucking fool,” she rasps, and every word is distinct over the falling rain. “You killed your precious Semele, not me.”

			Semele. The name hisses through my body, awakening every nerve with horror.

			I didn’t divert Zeus’ infatuation in time. I didn’t act quickly enough. Now she’s dead, whether it’s through Hera’s machinations or Zeus’ recklessness or both, and he’s angrier with her than perhaps he’s ever been.

			He rears back, towering above her, and I take a tremulous step forwards. I want only to interrupt him, to stop him from whatever he’s about to do. To admit my part in fueling his affair and deflect some of this rage before something truly terrible happens in front of us all.

			Across the courtyard, Hephaestus sees me move and, despite his bulk, he’s faster. Before I can reach them, and before I can even think to stop him, he launches himself between Zeus and Hera, shoving Zeus hard in the chest.

			A gasp rises from the watching gods, and I clutch my hands to my breast, feeling that blow as if it’s in my body. “Hephaestus!” I cry, but it’s too late.

			Zeus’ murderous gaze settles on his youngest son. He looks nothing like the incarnations of Zeus I’m used to seeing. The affable god, drinking in the throne room. The prowling predator, eyes sliding over my body. The stern king, issuing commands. Or even the spluttering tyrant yelling threats at the War God.

			This is different and so much worse.

			The bolt hums in his hand as he lifts it, light leaping from its vicious prongs.

			Hephaestus starts to speak. “Father—” he says, his voice hovering between conciliation and panic, but he doesn’t get any further.

			Zeus raises his fist and lets the thunderbolt fly.

			It strikes Hephaestus in the heart. The force lifts him off his feet, sending him hurtling across the courtyard, smashing through the low marble wall with a terrifying crash and then he’s gone with unthinkable speed. Vanished into the sky in a stream of light, like a monstrous shooting star.

			It can’t be real. It’s too sudden, too abrupt. It grips me like a nightmare, pinning me to the spot, paralyzed with horror. Grief splits my heart in two, but I can’t move or speak or scream. I can only stare after him, the shock reverberating through my frozen body.

			On the ground, Hera turns her face to the empty sky, bewildered.

			“Get up,” Zeus tells her. It’s his voice again, hard and merciless but recognizable.

			She obeys. It takes her a few agonizing moments to stand, but she draws herself up and lifts her head high, unflinching as she looks at him.

			“Everyone,” he says. “In the throne room. Now.”

			

			—

			I wrap my arm around Charis’ shoulder as we follow the gods up the marble steps in somber silence. Her cheeks are drained of color, her body rigid against mine, and I squeeze her tightly. Even if I dared speak, I don’t know what I would say.

			We file in and take our seats. Charis stands anxiously at the rear of the hall, half hidden behind a pillar. She has no place in this kind of council, but I know she needs to hear the outcome. I look up and down the table at the seats that remain empty. Zeus and Hera are still outside. There’s no sign of Artemis; she wasn’t in the courtyard so I assume she’s blissfully ignorant of all this, running through her forests with her arrows and her nymphs. Ares, of course, is making his way to war. And Hephaestus…there’s no knowing how far away Zeus has hurled him. And nothing we can do but wait to find out.

			When Zeus enters the room, Hera is with him. She keeps her eyes on the floor and stays half a pace behind him. To all intents and purposes a chastened wife, obedient and demure.

			But there is something about the scornful curl of her lip that hints at the fury seething in her breast, the rage she keeps cloaked and the danger it poses—not just to Zeus but to any of us reckless enough to get in her way.

			Zeus gestures at her to sit and she does. The mark of his fingerprints on her face is ugly and brutal, but I know that by nightfall, she’ll bear no trace of his attack—not physically. She’ll drink healing nectar and her immortal flesh will restore itself to its usual perfection.

			I have no idea if the same can be true of Hephaestus, struck by his thunderbolt rather than his fists.

			Zeus remains on his feet, prowling back and forth, his restlessness jarring. I wish that I could grab him by the neck of his robes and make him tell me where Hephaestus is and in what condition. If he’s been blasted to fragments, if he’s been left whole, if a god can endure the full force of Zeus’ wrath and survive.

			The door swings open again, and all of us are jolted, staring at it as though Hephaestus might miraculously have returned.

			Almost as unlikely, it’s Ares. And a familiar black-winged figure stalks in behind him, her dreadful eyes aglow with gleeful light.

			“I saw the storm above Olympus,” Ares says. He’s looking only at me. “Eris said something terrible was happening.”

			“I could feel it,” she rasps, hunger straining her voice. “Greater than our war.”

			“You left a war to come to Mount Olympus?” Zeus snaps. “Of your own accord? When before have you ever been interested in what’s happening here?”

			Across the table, I see Apollo’s eyes flick from Ares to me and back again. “You were worried?” he asks Ares, leaning forwards. “About one of us?”

			I turn my head, looking away from Ares. In different circumstances, his presence would feel like flames under my skin. But I’m frozen still from the horror of having watched Hephaestus be struck down, a cold dread strangling my heart.

			Zeus snorts.

			“The anger drew us here,” Eris says. “The violence. The chasm opening up.” She quivers, her voice crooning. “A split between the Olympian gods.”

			Zeus glares at her. “There’s no split,” he says. “The Olympian gods are here. All the gods who are loyal to me are present, except for Artemis. I’ll call her from her forests and tell her the same as I say to the rest of you.” His gaze runs across us all, cold and commanding. “Hephaestus is exiled.”

			“So he’s alive?” I blurt out.

			“Barely.” The crown on Zeus’ head glints in the torchlight. “He’s imprisoned within the volcano of Sicily. His temples will be torn down and his worshippers will abandon him. An exiled god is swiftly forgotten by the mortal world. Anyone who tries to help him will suffer the same fate.”

			I release a breath. So Hephaestus isn’t shattered into fragments, like my father was. Nor is he chained in Tartarus like Zeus’ father. “You’re leaving him there?” I ask, fearful for a moment that he plans another punishment.

			“We all are.” There’s no question that he means it. “No one goes near that volcano.”

			Eris chuckles softly in the quiet.

			“Ares, take your throne,” Zeus orders. “Eris, leave now. You’re not welcome on this mountain.” He glares at his son. “Don’t bring her here again.”

			She doesn’t respond to Zeus at all, only looks at Ares, who jerks his head toward the door. She smiles and nods, sweeping from the room as Ares takes his seat.

			Zeus resumes his speech. “Hera sought to destroy Semele. From jealousy and bitterness at the affection I showed her.”

			Hera’s face is determinedly blank.

			“In disguise, she convinced Semele to make me swear an oath.” Zeus gives her a look of utter hatred. “I swore on the Styx that I would grant any wish she made.” He pauses.

			I cast my gaze down so that he doesn’t see the contempt in my eyes. He is a fool. No god can break an oath they swear on the Styx, and no one except a lustful Zeus would be so idiotic as to let a mortal bind them with that vow.

			“Hera’s plan succeeded.” He fumes for a moment, then continues. “What Semele wished for was the very thing that would cause her death, and I was forced to make it happen. She wanted to see me in my Olympian form—not dimmed for mortal eyes. Of course, the moment I revealed myself, she burned to ashes.”

			I notice Demeter giving a little shudder of distaste, mirroring my feelings exactly. It’s very like Hera to connive such cruelty. And I knew, didn’t I, that it would be the princess who suffered if the affair came to light?

			I should have acted. I shouldn’t have let myself forget. It’s Zeus who is the monster, but I could have stopped this.

			“But my wife was too late,” Zeus says, and Hera can’t hide the panic that whisks across her face before she masters herself again. “Semele is dead, but the baby she carried in her womb survives. My son.”

			Another of Zeus’ bastards, as if the mortal realm wasn’t already littered with them. It hardly seems worthy of an announcement.

			“He is,” Zeus says, “no ordinary child.” The barely contained fury is dropping away, a calm replacing it and, underneath that, a hint of exultation. “No ordinary child at all.” He lingers on the words, imbuing them with a meaning I can’t divine.

			I glance at Athena and then at Apollo, Goddess of Wisdom and God of Prophecy, but if they can tell what he’s talking about, they aren’t letting it show in their faces.

			“You’ll see what I mean,” Zeus says, “when you meet him.” And he smiles.

			

			—

			The council is dismissed with no further explanation. Zeus finally takes his throne, satisfied, and Poseidon, Apollo and Hermes stay with him. I walk out among the other gods, taking care not to look in Ares’ direction.

			Eris lingers in the courtyard, having ignored Zeus’ decree. She strides toward Ares, enjoyment suffusing her features.

			“Go,” I hear him tell her.

			She looks up at him, her dark hair tumbling down her back, her black wings quivering. “I will. But I wanted to know,” she says, “what will you do about your brother?”

			“Nothing.” Ares throws the word at her like a spear, its heavy finality forbidding further argument.

			“And the rest of them? Will they go to his rescue?” She’s finding this so delicious, and the urge to silence her is greater than my desire to ignore her.

			“Zeus’ word is law.” I keep my voice flat.

			“Hmm.” Disappointment wars with disbelief across her face. “No one cares about the Blacksmith God anyway,” she says. “If he thought he had friends among the Olympians, he’ll soon realize his mistake.”

			Anger coils inside me, like a snake ready to strike. It’s only the knowledge that she’d feast upon its release that makes me hold it in.

			The dark feathers of her wings flex and ruffle, and she tilts her head as though she’s listening.

			“The Thessalians are ready to attack,” Ares says. I realize with a shiver of horror that the two of them are aligned, both sensing the same thing, the tendrils of conflict rippling out across the world to entangle them.

			“I’ll join them,” she hisses, eager, and she pushes past him, brushing against me as though I’m not there at all before launching herself into the sky with a fearsome grace.

			An icy wind whips through the courtyard. I picture Eris flying to their warriors, a pitiless queen of suffering, hungry for more. And I think of Hephaestus held prisoner in a volcano and feel a collapsing inside, like I’m caving in on myself at the thought of him hurt and alone and hopeless with no one there to comfort him.

			The other gods are scattering, everyone a little more subdued than usual, even if they’ll forget this soon enough.

			It seems that the Olympian gods really are united under Zeus’ law. No one will risk themselves for the sake of Hephaestus.

			“I’ll go too,” Ares announces.

			Demeter turns her head, curious. I wince. When does Ares ever utter any kind of goodbye? He should have stalked off to the stables instead.

			After a few seconds of silence, he does just that.

			I can feel Demeter’s eyes on me, but she doesn’t ask any questions. “Don’t worry,” she says. “I’m sure Zeus will relent eventually.”

			Across from us, the forge stands quiet and dark.
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			Charis sits alone in my quarters, surrounded by the fragrant blooms that the Horae have picked on Cyprus.

			“He survived.” She looks up at me. Her hands are clasped together in her lap.

			“That’s right,” I agree. I summon up Demeter’s words, hoping they will feel true. Hoping that they are true. “And Zeus will relent. He’ll forget his own edict in time, I promise.”

			She shakes her head. “He’s unforgiving. He’s never reprieved a god before.”

			“But Hephaestus is his son.”

			“That doesn’t matter.”

			“He’ll be all right,” I say. “Hephaestus is so unassuming and gentle that the other gods forget how strong he is. The thunderbolt didn’t break him.”

			“It’s so unfair,” Charis says, an unfamiliar seam of bitterness in her voice. “Hera is the one who wronged him, but it’s Hephaestus who suffers for it. You saw her in the council. She’s still the queen.”

			I’m reminded of Ares telling me it would never matter which side he took between Hera and Zeus; the only winners would be them.

			“Hephaestus will be restored to his position,” I tell her.

			“How can you be sure?”

			I’m not. “Because you love him,” I tell her. “And I’ll make sure you get him back. Somehow.”

			“I never told you that.”

			“You didn’t have to.”

			“Of course not. You always know.” She sighs. “But even if you get him back—how, I don’t know—he won’t be mine. He doesn’t love me, and you know it. He loves you.”

			I’m quiet for a long moment. “I know that too,” I say at last. “But I don’t love him, except as my friend. In the end, he’ll see that.”

			She shakes her head.

			“You know,” I say gently, taking her hands in mine, “I could make him forget what he feels for me. I could make him see you instead. I could stir up his passions when he looks at you so that he never thinks of me again.”

			“But you promised me,” she says, “that you’d never do that.”

			“I did,” I say.

			“I won’t change my mind.” She stands up from the couch, her fingers sliding out of my grip. “And, right now, it doesn’t matter who he loves. It only matters that he’s freed.”

			“You’re right,” I say. “Charis, just wait a while. We’ll find a way, I promise we will.”

			She reaches out a hand and brushes the bloom still tucked in my hair. “Where did you find this?” she asks. “I’ve never seen a flower like that before.”

			I wish I was still in Ares’ courtyard, watching the strange purple petals unfurl before this day happened. “I don’t remember,” I lie.

			She nods, her eyes clouded. “I’ll go and find Pasithea,” she says, and leaves.

			I gaze through the fluttering drapes that hang from the archway to my balcony. Helios has sunk his chariot beneath the surface of Oceanus, dousing the golden rays of the sun in its dark waters, and Nyx has thrown her veils of black mist across the dome of the sky, glittering with stars. Silver-haired Selene coaxes the moon into fullness, her pale beams bathing everything in soft silver light and gray shadows.

			As I watch the gauzy fabric drifting in the breeze, my attention is caught by a movement. I pause for a moment before stepping through the thin material and onto the balcony.

			“You’re here.”

			He’s leaning against the low wall of the balcony, moonlight shining on his dark hair and bronze armor. His helmet lies on the ground at his side, along with his spear and shield.

			“Where did you think I’d be?” he asks.

			I shrug. “Thrace. Thessaly. Wherever the war is.”

			“Without saying a word to you?”

			“How did you know I’d be here without my attendants?”

			He looks surprised. “I didn’t think of that.”

			“That’s why you’re not the God of Strategy,” I say. “If Athena were planning illicit trysts, she’d have all contingencies covered.”

			Surprise sweeps over his face, then he smiles slightly in amusement. “So you’ve never discovered Athena in your chambers?”

			“She’d look almost as out of place here as you.” The balcony wall that he leans against sits on top of slender white columns of marble, each twined with pink roses. Sprigs of myrtle blossom spill out of shining vases clustered in each corner, and the floor is polished tile. It’s so incongruous to see Ares in the midst of it, dressed for battle.

			He tilts his head in acknowledgment. “Will your attendants be back soon?” His tone is casual, unconcerned, as though he doesn’t care about the answer, but there’s a meaning in his half-lidded gaze and my heart flutters.

			“Well,” I say, “how long are you staying?”

			“That depends.”

			“On what?”

			“On when you want me to leave.”

			It’s supposed to be over. But here he is: a secret temptation under the stars that no one has to know about.

			But I can’t pretend that nothing has happened, push the events of the day out of my head, even if I’d like to.

			“What about Hephaestus?” I ask.

			“What about him?”

			“What do you mean?” I say. “Don’t you care at all about what’s happened?”

			He steps over to me, framing my face in his hands. “He shouldn’t have got in Zeus’ way.”

			I pull back. “Not even to save his mother?”

			“Hera,” Ares says, “doesn’t need Hephaestus to save her.”

			“This isn’t his fault.”

			He slides his hand up my neck again, stroking the shell of my ear with his thumb. His touch ignites a fiery trail down my spine, making me crave more. “He should know that he can’t fix what’s broken between the two of them.”

			I swallow. “Did you ever even try?”

			He smirks. “No one ever expects me to fix anything.”

			“No, they don’t,” I say. “You break things. Hephaestus puts them back together.”

			He gives me an appraising look. “I don’t worry about Zeus and Hera. Olympus isn’t my home.”

			“But you’re still here,” I point out. “Don’t you have another war to fight?”

			He nods, and I feel the crush of disappointment in my chest. “I wanted to make sure, first of all,” he says, “that you were all right.”

			My heart lifts.

			“And that you weren’t thinking of looking for Hephaestus,” he finishes.

			I stiffen. “Why?”

			“I know you’re upset,” he says, “but you should stay out of it.”

			A flush rises in my cheeks, a sting of irritation because he thinks he can give me an instruction, even if I know I won’t do anything yet, not while Zeus’ anger is still so fresh. The memory of him hurling his thunderbolt stops me in my tracks. But it doesn’t have to stop Ares. “You could help him. You’re never worried about defying Zeus.”

			His eyes harden. “I don’t want to.”

			“Why not?”

			“We’re nothing alike.”

			“But you’re brothers.”

			“It makes no difference.” The moonlight catches him so that half his face is in shadow, the silver shining on his cheekbone and tracing the line of his jaw, sparking in his eyes. “It’s always been this way. Zeus and Hera hated us both from the day we were born. Me for being angry and him for being ugly.”

			“Hephaestus isn’t ugly,” I protest.

			His eyes are like flint. “But it didn’t bring us closer together. I ignored them; he kept trying to win them over, even though it would never work. They’ll never respect him. He’s free of them now.”

			“So he shouldn’t have even tried?”

			“He shouldn’t have cared so much.”

			“That’s not in his nature. Maybe you should care more yourself.” I take a step back from him, my chest heaving.

			“Aphrodite,” he says, and the arrogance has melted away, leaving only sincerity. “Just don’t go after him. Please.”

			I curl my fingers around the low rim of the balcony, keeping my face turned away from him. I don’t want to look at him. His lack of compassion for his own brother is incomprehensible.

			But then why did I expect anything different from Ares? A god who orchestrates death in a never-ending macabre dance…

			…and so knows what it means to be alive more passionately than any other immortal could.

			He moves closer, almost touching me, and my body yearns for him to close the final breadth of distance between us. “I only want,” he murmurs, “for you to be safe.”

			A god who thrives on chaos…

			…whose wildness can be tamed only by me.

			He wraps a lock of my hair around his fingers, gently tilting my face up to his.

			A god who can’t know love, when all he knows is suffering.

			He came when he saw the storm above Olympus, not because he was worried about anyone else, only me. He stayed, despite his promise of more war, for me.

			The snakes on his breastplate stare back at me, malevolent, their embossed eyes catching the silvered light with a crafty glint.

			I know why I should resist, why I should tell him to go. It isn’t just his disregard for Hephaestus. It’s everything I know about the two of us. This can’t end in anything other than disaster.

			But it doesn’t have to end yet. Just one more night, while we can still walk away.

			“I’ll bolt the door,” I tell him.

			The ichor in my veins is hot, surging like molten gold, racing through my body and melting away my doubts in a fiery dazzle.

			He follows me through the drapes, his hands on my shoulders, sliding down my arms as I drag the heavy bolt across. When the nymphs return, they won’t interrupt. And they don’t need to know who was in here with me.

			I turn to him, his arms closing behind my back. This time I take his face between my hands. I can see the fire in his eyes; how he’s burning for this, for me.

			I pull his head down to me and kiss him. The heat of his mouth against mine, the way he tightens his hold around me, obliterates the last of my thoughts, the ones still telling me this is unwise. I don’t wield a thunderbolt, but I know that I’m the only one among all the gods who can harness this lightning and not let it burn me to ashes.

			I break the kiss, stepping back, finding the straps to unhook his armor. His breath is coming fast and ragged. I push the metal away, letting it fall with a crash, and run my hands across the soft, worn leather beneath, as warm and supple as skin. The earthy, smoky scent of him floods my senses as he grips my shoulder, unclasping the brooch that holds my dress, so that it slips down my body to the tiled floor. Outside, the moon slides from the cover of wispy clouds and light spills over us, casting our shadows onto the wall.

			I watch them merge together into one.

			

			—

			“Did you really abandon your war just for me?” I stretch luxuriously in the softness of the bed, my skin still tingling.

			His eyes gleam in the gray half-light. “Who says I’ve abandoned it?”

			“Hmm.” I press myself closer to his body, sliding one leg around him, my thigh warm against his. His heart beats underneath my palm, slowing back down to a steady rhythm. I trace circles on his chest, idly twisting my fingers in the fine dark scattering of hair, drifting down toward the sculpted planes of his abdomen. “Well, you’re here. You didn’t come back to Olympus for anything else, did you?”

			He slips his finger under my chin, tilting my face toward his. “There’s nothing else I want here. Only you.”

			My hand pauses. “So you won’t go into battle now.”

			His lips brush mine, warm and eager. “Not immediately,” he mumbles into the kiss.

			“But you won’t call your warriors home either. You’ll still let them fight.”

			He pulls back a fraction. “How would I stop them?”

			A laugh bubbles in my throat. “You’re their god.”

			“So I’ll fight alongside them,” he says.

			“But—”

			“I told you that I’d never want to change you.” He pushes a strand of hair out of my face, hooking it behind my ear. “Do you really want me to be something different to what I am?”

			“Maybe I want the world to be different,” I whisper.

			He kisses me again, deeper, with more intent. “Maybe one day it will be.”

			He rolls over, flipping me onto my back so that he’s above me, his hips pressing into mine so that I’m deliciously imprisoned, the rest of our conversation lost entirely. I don’t think of Hephaestus or Eris, or of where he’ll go after this. As his lips trail down my neck and I arch against him, and he moves lower and I gasp, it feels as though there will never be anything but this again. Us, unraveling together, shattering into stars and everything else forgotten like it never existed at all.

			I wish it could last forever, but, when the night gives way to the rosy light of dawn, he rises to dress, strapping his armor back on.

			“Go to Mount Haemus.” He smiles back at me. “You could wait for me there.”

			“While you’re at war?” I sigh, exasperated. “I don’t think so.”

			I want him to stay. I want him to take me in his arms again; I want to feel the reassuring heat and strength of his body against mine, something solid and dependable to hold on to.

			But if that’s what I want, the God of War was a bad choice.

			“Forget about Hephaestus,” he says.

			“It’s not that easy,” I say. “Not for me.”

			He hesitates. “You will come back to Thrace, though, won’t you?” He’s standing, framed in the light spilling through the drapes, his helmet dangling from his hand. He rubs the stiff bristles of the plume between his thumb and finger, waiting for my answer.

			I sigh again. I don’t want to stay on Mount Olympus, but I don’t want to think of his desolate Thracian mansion either, haunted by the shrieks of his warlike followers. On Cyprus, my bathing pool will be crystal clear. The flowers around the edge will be bright and vivid, and the sunlight will shimmer through the rippling waterfall. The water will be cool, cleansing every trace of Ares from my skin, and afterward the Horae will be ready with perfumed oil to make my skin gleam. I’ll breathe in the scent of crushed roses and drape myself in fresh white linen and I’ll feel restored.

			That should be true. I should be able to shake him off. But I know the memory of his touch will cling to me. That however horrified I feel at his lack of care for his brother, I still want him with a hunger that feels like it can never be sated, one that’s ever replenishing. I haven’t had enough, not yet.

			“Don’t stay away too long,” I tell him.

			He drops the helmet and his arms are around me, his kiss fierce and deep. “I’ll be back,” he vows, “the instant I can leave.”

			“Why go at all?” I whisper.

			“They need me,” he says. “My fighters. Their land is under threat, their homes and their families. I’m their god. I have to be with them. You can understand that.”

			I could argue that his own family is in need right now, but there’s no point. Hephaestus’ plight would never sway him.

			I watch him go, then force myself into action. I’m not going to stay here and listen to any more of Zeus’ proclamations. I certainly won’t languish, waiting for Ares to return. I’ll gather my nymphs and go back home.

			

			—

			The familiar shores of my island instill in me a sense of peace: the sinuous curves of its bays, the clustered forests and high peaks of its mountains. I land my chariot in my sacred grove, the Horae swift on my heels, and bathe before making my way to Paphos on foot. I’m wrapped in mist that will shield me from any mortal eyes, but I want to feel the grass and earth beneath me and breathe in the scent of wild thyme and lavender, let the warmth of the air kiss my skin and dry the moisture from the curly tendrils of my hair.

			The songs float from the sanctuary, prayers rising like smoke, the old familiarity like a warm cloak around my shoulders.

			Among them is a voice I recognize. I stop dead on the path, my jaw dropping as his words separate from the throng, winding their way around me, sliding under my skin.

			…better than any other woman…vile, revolting, shameless…pure as the ivory I used to carve her…untouched by any man but me…all women apart from her so disgusting, so putrid, I could never lower myself…and so she is my gift, my prize for enduring…

			I can’t believe it. He’s holding forth outside the temple—my temple—his sonorous drone carrying on the lotus-scented air, the tedious hum of it drowning out the gentle splash of frogs tumbling into the ponds and nightingales trilling from their branches. Pygmalion, no longer humble but puffed up with self-importance. Telling women—my women, worshippers come to honor me—how superior his creation is to them, and now I see it clearly.

			His love for his statue wasn’t motivated by desire for her but by how deeply he despises women, how much he loathes them, how angry he is because he wants them—and so he found a way to possess one. And I was the one who gave her to him.

			I’m furious I let his flattery cloud my view. I didn’t see it then, only heard the way he begged and fawned, and I took pity on him. Granted his wish because he sounded plaintive and sincere, because he praised me and I liked it.

			I jolt myself out of my frozen trance and stride toward the temple with renewed purpose. As I approach, my skin ripples and transforms, taking on the guise of a mortal woman, one who can join the crowd of worshippers that he’s berating.

			I slip into the melee of girls who shuffle, uncertain, while he lectures by the altar, jabbing a finger toward us, spittle hanging from his lip. Glances flash between them as they shrug. They just want to make their offerings in peace, and no one quite knows what to do except wait for him to go away.

			I make my way through, taking care to be gentle with their fragile human bodies. I smile as I pass each young woman, feeling the press of warm skin and inhaling the bite of salt and perfume that rises from them. As I move, I catch quiet scraps of conversation, rolled eyes and wry smiles that make my heart swell with tender pride. For the most part, they aren’t cowed, only irritated by him.

			When I get to the front, he gives me a withering glare. Contempt radiates from him as he raises his arm, pointing directly at me. “Vile, painted women,” he says, “decorated to tempt us, to hide their ugly souls.”

			I think he expects me to drop my gaze, but I don’t.

			“You should learn from her example,” he says, seizing hold of the woman at his side, and now I see Galatea is with him. She looks down at the ground, her hair falling across her face. “Modest and silent,” he says. “You should all be asking Aphrodite to bless you like she blessed Galatea.”

			I turn my attention to her, willing her to look up. When she does, I see the resignation in her eyes—and the embarrassment too.

			My fingers curl into fists and I’m tempted to silence him, to cut off his hateful diatribe mid-sentence—to transform him into one of those croaking frogs, or turn him to stone himself, or else curse him with an all-consuming love for a wild bear or ferocious bull.

			Any of these would be fitting, but I want to see him humiliated. I want to pluck away his self-satisfaction and leave him exposed. I want him to lose what it is he holds so very dear, in front of all the women he loathes.

			I can’t punish Zeus. I can’t rescue Hephaestus. I can’t keep Ares from war and bloodshed.

			But I have plenty of power, and here is a chance to use it for something truly worthwhile.

			I lift the remnants of the charm I placed upon her. It’s easy to clear her vision when the love she felt for him was never real. Now there’s nothing standing in her way.

			She stiffens. Her eyes flit across the women in confusion.

			Leave him, I urge her. Run away and claim the life I gave you for your own.

			I hear her heart flutter like a hummingbird’s wings as a vision of freedom opens up before her.

			I vanish from the crowd, disappearing from sight before her eyes can alight on me. There are gasps of bewilderment, girls turning to one another, staring at the space where I stood. I watch, unseen, as even Pygmalion falters and trails off, unsure of himself, not knowing whether to take this as vindication or warning.

			It doesn’t matter. He’ll know soon enough. It’s not as ostentatious as petrifying him into a statue or flinging him off the hilltop. But the certainty spreads through Galatea’s veins, the determination and the courage to go, and I see a beautiful vision ahead. Pygmalion in his studio, bitter and broken and desperately alone. The memories he’s left with will be a torture, not a balm. He’ll carve more statues, hacking away at insensible stone, trying all his life to recapture the happiness he knew, but he’ll never hold it in his hands again. He’ll lie by himself every night, thinking of the love he so briefly had. He’ll remember when his solitude was brightened by her presence, and he’ll strain to hear the sound of her footsteps in the hallway, but it will only ever be a phantom.

			It’s so simple, but I know the cruelest thing I can do is desert him.

			There can be no worse punishment than knowing that kind of love and having it snatched away forever.

		

	
		
			14

			“Sorry again about Pygmalion,” Eros says. His fine features are tinged with regret, his chin resting on his hands, his wings rippling behind him. “I had no idea how unpleasant he was.”

			“Neither did I,” I say. “It isn’t your fault.”

			“What about Galatea?” he asks. “What does she do now?”

			After my intervention, she sought refuge in my temple. That’s where she’s been since. “Take her away,” I tell him. “Carry her off from Cyprus, somewhere far from him. She dreams of forests and freedom; let’s give her that. She can live a new life—one of her own making.”

			Eros smiles at Auge and Iris as they pass by my grove hand in hand, Iris’ wings a mirror of his. They’re beautiful and soft, every feather shimmering and delicate. “Are you all right?” he asks me.

			“Of course. Why?”

			“Missing your handsome war-god?” His eyes brim with mischief.

			“How do you—oh, never mind. Of course you know.”

			He stretches his arms above his head, leaning back against the trunk of the oak tree that shades us from the sun. “I could hear your racing heart all the way from Mount Haemus to Cyprus.” He preens himself, so delightful and charming that I can’t be annoyed.

			There’s no way that Eros could miss the eruption of a new passion in the world, not one that blazed as brightly as ours must have done from the summit of that Thracian peak. His powers are too aligned to mine and he would have felt the hum in the air, the awakening of love, just as I can sense it anywhere too. And I’m sure he can detect my longing now, how I’m craving Ares’ touch again. Weeks have passed, weeks in which Zeus has kept watch over Sicily and I’ve remained in Cyprus. Despite Ares’ promise that he’d return with haste, his war rages on and he’s still there.

			I’m not waiting for him. I’m visiting my sanctuary and tending to my worshippers. I’m spreading love and joy across my island while Ares has been running amok in the masses of warriors he inspires. I listen to hopeful prayers. Across the world, his battle-cry echoes and blood spills across the plains. In Cyprus, the air is fragrant with flowers and spices left at my altars. The air around him is thick with spears and flying arrows.

			I see babies born to grateful mothers, eyes wide in the gentle light of morning.

			Ares’ warriors rampage through what remains of their opponents: ravenous wolves loosed upon sheep.

			So Eros isn’t wrong, of course he isn’t. I wish Ares were here, or maybe I wish I could forget him. I hate where he’s gone and why, and the thought that he’ll always choose violence over love. But that isn’t the only thing on my mind.

			“If my spirits are dampened, it’s not merely because of Ares,” I confide. “It’s the thought of Hephaestus, all alone. Hurt and trapped.”

			Eros waves away my concerns. “Hephaestus is strong,” he says. “Capable, resourceful, very brawny. I think he’ll be fine.” He sees my face and softens. “Besides, you know Zeus. He’s not going to bother standing guard much longer, is he? He’ll be off chasing nymphs through a forest somewhere soon, and he’ll forget all about it.”

			“That’s what I said to Charis.”

			“Then you know it’s true. And I can help things along, if you like. Point Zeus in a particular direction, at someone far away from Sicily. Just say the word.”

			“No, not again,” I say. “That’s how this started. Let’s leave him alone for the time being.”

			“Whatever you say.” He stands up, his wings unfurling. “I’ll take care of Galatea,” he promises.

			He flies away, and Iris, loosening her hand from Auge’s, comes to sit beside me. She has a request, she tells me, on Hermes’ behalf. He’s in love with a Theban king, one with flowing hair that tumbles over his forehead. “He’s already asked Charis to weave a headband for him out of gold thread,” she says, “and has carved him a lyre as another gift.”

			I’m delighted and more than happy to help, stoking up a reciprocal flame inside the mortal king’s heart. I hear a prayer from a handsome young athlete begging me for Apollo’s favor, and another from a mortal man hopelessly in love with a huntress who’s vowed never to marry. I’m busy for days.

			And, in the background, especially in the quietest hours of the night, when I listen to the yearning that calls to me from worlds mortal and divine—a chorus of individual voices that merge and overlap—one stands out from the rest. A steady hum, one that pulses to the rhythm of martial drumbeats, dark and deep and thrilling.

			If I feared he might forget me, here is proof that he hasn’t.

			I can sense his longing from across the world.

			Eros returns. He’s delivered Galatea to forest nymphs, a band of women who will give her the freedom she craves. But there’s more, he announces, breathless with excitement.

			“Semele’s son,” he says. “He’s on Naxos. Zeus is there now, Poseidon too.”

			“And?” I ask. “Did you see what’s so special about him?”

			Eros nods, his eyes alight. “He’s a god.”

			“A god?” I ask. “Born from a mortal mother?”

			“I don’t know how,” Eros says, “but he is.”

			“Zeus obviously has plans for him, from the way he spoke about him,” I muse. The golden light of evening falls across my sanctuary, warming everything it touches, and I look out toward the sea as the breeze shifts, carrying the scent of thyme and jasmine.

			For a moment, my resolve wavers. I remember Ares asking me to go to Mount Haemus to await his return. It must be imminent; his war is likely drawing to a close soon.

			Thrace calls to me, and I want nothing more than to answer the prayers of its lonely god.

			But here is another opportunity, one I can’t let pass. If Zeus is really so interested in his latest son, it might just distract him enough to give me the time I need to help Hephaestus at last.

			“Let’s go.” I clap my hands together, decisive.

			“To Naxos?” he asks.

			“That’s right,” I say. “Fetch my chariot. We’ll leave right away.”

			

			—

			The clash of cymbals and a wild, rhythmic drumming give away their location. Eros and I land at the edge of the forest in the pine-scented twilight, and follow the shouts of song and laughter up the slopes and through the trees.

			We exchange looks as we get closer, our stride quickening. It sounds alluring: snaking melodies, crackling flames, a chorus of voices. I know that Eros can feel what I do in the air—the thrum of desire, heady and sweet.

			“I like this island,” I murmur to him.

			“Me too.”

			The trees thin out ahead, and we step into the wide grove. Zeus and Poseidon are there, like Eros said, and so is Apollo. There are women everywhere: at least a dozen, loose-haired in trailing dresses, some dancing, some with cymbals and drums. The moonlight spills across their bare arms and flowing curls, shining through the thin fabric of their skirts as they spin and whirl. The gods are sprawled on boulders and tree stumps around a fire burning in the center, their curved drinking-horns filled with dark crimson liquid. When Zeus sees me and Eros, he lifts the horn and calls out to us.

			“Come sit,” he booms, sweeping his arm around the circle. As we make our way through the girls, one of them stumbles into me, and I catch her. She’s warm, her soft, perfumed skin flushed with wine and dancing. She flashes me a smile as she straightens up, her fingers brushing gently against my arm. I smile back, and it’s Eros who tugs me down onto a rock, reminding me why we’re here.

			“Aphrodite,” Zeus grins. “Meet my son Dionysus.”

			I’d assumed the figure at his side was another nymph, but, when I look more closely through the firelight and shadows, I see the shape of his shoulders beneath his chiton. He draws nearer, holding out a full drinking-horn to me, and he takes my breath away.

			His face is exquisite—slight and delicate, youthful-looking with full lips and bright eyes. There’s a charming innocence about him that feels entirely irresistible. He wears a circlet of ivy leaves in his hair; a staff is propped by his side with two pine cones hanging from the top. At his feet, a leopard sleeps, her wide head resting against his leg.

			I accept the wine and take a sip from the horn, thinking it will compose me, but the liquid is so good it’s startling.

			“You’ve never drunk anything like it, have you?” Zeus slaps his arm across Poseidon’s back and the two roar with mirth, presumably at my expression. When I glance at Eros, the surprise stamped across his face is comical, and I must look exactly the same.

			“What is it?” I demand, laughing with them.

			“He’s the God of Wine,” Apollo drawls. His hair is falling across his face, and a lyre hangs from his hand.

			I take another long sip. “That makes sense.”

			“And these,” Zeus gestures again, the wild sweep of his arms encompassing all the girls in the grove, “are his Maenads.”

			“Magnificent,” Eros breathes, and I don’t know if he’s referring to the wine or Dionysus’ beauty or the glorious Maenads. Maybe all three.

			Apollo lifts his lyre and begins to play. Even in his drunkenness, the beauty of it drifting through the violet air is spellbinding. The fumes from the wine, rich with honey and spice, intermingle, and my mind starts to float, a pleasant intoxication stealing in. Even Zeus seems less objectionable in this moonlit grove, his company more tolerable. It might be the influence of Dionysus, who keeps the wine flowing and shares story after story. It’s impossible that he’s been to all the places he describes, or done half of the things he claims, his anecdotes getting more fanciful and raucous as we keep drinking. Gods grow swiftly—my own Eros went from infancy to adulthood in a single day. With eternity stretching before us, we rarely bother to keep track of time. We aren’t mortals, counting the precious seasons of our lives before they run out altogether. Even so, Dionysus can’t have been plucked from his dying mother’s womb long enough ago to have experienced half these stories, but still I can’t take my eyes off him. He’s so exuberant and handsome that I don’t care if what he says is truth or invention.

			“Why were no other gods invited tonight?” Eros asks, rumpled and ruddy-cheeked but with a sly glint in his eye. “You didn’t bring Athena or Demeter. No Hera? No Ares?”

			I give him a sharp look at that last name. He smiles, unrepentant.

			Zeus guffaws. “We didn’t even invite you.” He swigs more wine, and it spills through his beard, dripping onto his chiton.

			“But we’re glad you showed up,” Dionysus interjects. He raises his drinking-horn to me. “You can come here anytime you like.” His eyes lock with mine and I feel another wave of delightful dizziness rolling through me.

			“Not the others, though,” Zeus says. “Leave them on Olympus.”

			“You sent Ares to Corinth,” Poseidon reminds him, nudging his arm and losing his balance in the process, lurching to the side and sending his own wine in a surging tide over the edge of his horn. He looks at it stupidly and laughs.

			Dionysus leans over to pour him some more.

			“Corinth?” I ask, unable to hide my surprise. “Why?”

			Zeus sits up, energized. “You remember the river god Asopos?”

			I shake my head.

			“Come on, you do. I told you about him. He came after me, complaining that I’d taken his daughter away.”

			“Oh, yes,” I say. “You crippled him with your thunderbolt.” I think of Hephaestus, struck in the chest, the horror on his face and the smell of charred flesh. It gives me a sobering chill.

			“Well,” says Zeus, “I found out who told Asopos where I’d taken her.”

			“Someone in Corinth?” I guess. Zeus’ rambling tales are nowhere near as entertaining as listening to Dionysus.

			“A king,” he says. “Sisyphus.”

			“So why is Ares there?” I ask. “Have you declared war on his city?”

			“No, no.” He pauses to drink, and I roll my eyes at Eros across the circle. “I sent Thanatos first.”

			“To kill him?” Thanatos, God of Death.

			“That’s right.” Zeus nods emphatically. “Thanatos was to put him in chains, ones forged by Hephaestus, and drag him to the Underworld. But—and I don’t know how—Sisyphus overpowered him.”

			“How could a mortal overpower a god?” I ask.

			“It must be the chains,” Apollo interrupts. His voice is so smooth, every word he utters sounds like poetry. “Thanatos could break free of any mortal restraints in an instant. But if the king managed to trap him in chains from the workshop of Hephaestus—”

			“No one could escape, not even a god,” Poseidon finishes.

			The hint of admiration frustrates me. The gods can see the value of Hephaestus’ genius; they know that his work is incomparable. But Eris was right when she said that none would speak up in his defense against Zeus. That’s her skill: she can see the truth and fling it down like a weapon, knows just how to use it to wound.

			“Hephaestus gave me the key,” Zeus says. “He gave me the chains. The chains and the key. I gave Thanatos the chains.” He frowns, trying hard to follow his own story. “Before I threw him in a volcano. Hephaestus. Not Thanatos.”

			Poseidon and Apollo are laughing, but I’m not amused. “So the mortal man has Thanatos chained up. You have the key. And you gave it to Ares? So that he can free Thanatos?”

			“That’s right!” Zeus cries. “I saw him, on Olympus. He came back, I don’t know why. Ares hates coming to Olympus. But he was there, so I told him. I told him to go, and he obeyed.”

			“That doesn’t sound like Ares,” Eros says slyly.

			“No.” Zeus furrows his brow more deeply. “It doesn’t.” He shrugs. “Anyway, he and Thanatos will be taking Sisyphus to the Underworld by now.”

			“The Underworld?”

			Zeus stares at me. “Why not?”

			“I’m just surprised,” I say swiftly. “No god goes there but Hermes.”

			“Thanatos will show him the way,” Zeus says.

			My heart quickens at the news that Ares was on Olympus. He must have returned, expecting to find me, not an errand from Zeus.

			And now he’s gone again.

			Under the beating drums and drifting song, the gods are pulled into dancing with the Maenads. With Zeus now distracted by the nymphs, wandering with a couple into the shadows, I lean back against a mossy rock and let Dionysus refill my drinking-horn. The girl who fell into me on my arrival catches my eye across the fire, her smile full of promise.

			It’s seductive—the reckless abandon that’s building in this grove. I can’t go to Ares; he’s far beyond my reach right now. But here, my senses tingle and I feel alive…and the wine is heady and delicious, almost as hypnotic as its god.

			It feels like so long since Ares was in my bed, and impatience crackles under my skin like a flame.

			Dionysus slides closer and whispers into my ear, “Come, walk with me.”

			I glance at the Maenad, then back at Dionysus’ pretty face. I imagine how I could unwrap his secrets, discover him under the moonlight the way he wants me to, and what’s to stop me?

			The tree branches sway above our heads as the wind ripples through the leaves. He stands up, the leopard at his feet lifting her head and yawning, stretching luxuriously.

			I think I know now what it is that I want from him.

			He slips out of the grove, the leopard padding after him, and I follow.

			“Where are you going?” I ask.

			“To the top of the mountain,” he says. “You can see the whole island from there.”

			The leopard slinks around him, almost making him stumble, but he’s nimble even after so much wine. Above us, the stars glitter and, below, the sounds of the revelry diminish with the distance.

			“Do you like it?” he asks.

			“I do,” I say. “It reminds me of Cyprus.”

			“I’d like to go there. I’ve heard of your festivals.”

			“They’re much like this,” I say. “All the better if you came and brought your wine. I could say the same about the feasts on Olympus. I think you’d win over every god there.”

			I say it lightly, but his face is serious. “If not for Hera,” he mutters.

			I pause. As we walk, I feel more sober, though my blood is still heated and my steps unsteady. There’s nothing like the mention of Hera’s name to kill a moment of joy. “She wouldn’t welcome you, no,” I agree.

			He swings around, taking my hand and pulling me on. “I’ll go there anyway,” he says. “She won’t be able to stop me. I have Zeus’ favor.”

			“Oh,” I say. His palm is warm, his fingers intertwining with mine. The touch of his skin almost makes me forget what I decided. “That might not help. Zeus and Hera—”

			“I know,” he says. “Perpetually at war with one another.”

			“And you don’t want to be in the middle,” I say with feeling.

			“Don’t worry,” he says. “I won’t underestimate her. She killed my mother for spite. I know she’s ruthless.”

			My heart twists with sympathy. He’s young, too young to take on a goddess like Hera, who has had centuries to cultivate her cruelty. His openness is a sign of that—or else it’s that he’s at ease with me, enough to confide in me so quickly.

			But what he’s saying—that he has Zeus’ ear—is exactly what I wanted to hear. I need his trust. I can’t let myself get distracted by his stories or by the fact that we’re alone, cloaked by darkness, with him looking so beautiful in the moonlight.

			“That’s another thing I’m going to remedy,” he adds, the seriousness lifting away, replaced with a smile as quickly as clouds shifting away from the sun.

			“Remedy how?”

			He readjusts his ivy crown. “I’ll go to the Underworld,” he says. “And bring her back.”

			I like his grandiosity, his confidence. “I know that Zeus has sent Ares there,” I say. “But no Olympian god goes to the Underworld except Hermes. I don’t know how you’d succeed alone.”

			“I’m not an Olympian god,” he reminds me. “Not yet.”

			“What do you mean not yet?”

			He stops abruptly, and I look around. We’re at the summit, nothing around us but the star-scattered skies.

			“Aphrodite,” he says, “I have plans.”

			“To take on Hera and Hades?”

			“Maybe.”

			I laugh. He sounds so sure of himself. “Well, you’ve already done the impossible.”

			“How so?”

			“Your mother was mortal,” I say. “But you’re a god. Zeus fathers children across the human world all the time. They might be kings or heroes, perhaps, but never gods.”

			“Didn’t he tell you what he did?” Dionysus asks.

			“What?”

			“When he took me from my mother’s womb to save me from Hera’s wrath,” he says, “I wasn’t ready to be born. I would have died in his hands, but he sewed me into his thigh so that I could live, and so I was born twice—once from her in the moment that she died, and the second time from Zeus.”

			I stare at him, wondering if my mind is still addled by the wine or if he’s really saying this. “Are you sure?” I ask.

			“Of course. Wasn’t Athena born from his head? Hera didn’t think of that. When she sought to kill me, she made me immortal by mistake.” He grins, his eyes sparkling with mischief. “I already defeated her once,” he goes on. “Before I was even born.”

			His delight is infectious. Almost irresistible.

			“Dionysus.”

			He looks at me, eager, and I know he thinks this is our moment. Maybe it would be. Maybe if he hadn’t brought me up here, where I can hear the rush of the sea around the island, where I remember that the rest of the world exists.

			Reluctantly, I free my hand from his. “Will you keep Zeus drinking here?” I ask. “Keep him busy until morning?”

			“Really? That’s it?” He’s still smiling, but disappointment quenches some of the sparkle in his eyes.

			“It is,” I tell him. “There’s somewhere I want to go, and I don’t want Zeus to know about it.”

			Hope flares again in his eyes. “Will you tell me?”

			“Not now,” I answer. “But soon, I hope.”

			He scratches the leopard behind her ears and she gazes up at him, enraptured. He thinks about it for a moment, his face serious. “I’ll keep your secret,” he says at last. “You can trust me.”

			“Thank you,” I say. I do trust him. More than that, I recognize myself in him. His ease, his optimism, his rapturous enjoyment. If I conjured a god into existence, I’m not sure I’d come up with one more alluring than this reveling God of Wine.

			Or one that’s better suited to me.

			Before I’m too tempted to stay, I transform, soaring away as a dove. Eros will bring my chariot back to Cyprus, but, regardless, I expect this isn’t my last visit to Naxos. I have an open invitation, after all, and the god of this island is a little too interesting for me not to take him up on it.
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			As I fly across villages and towns, I feel the absence of the Blacksmith God. The figurines of Hephaestus that before stood in every forge have toppled from shelves and shattered into fragments. His temples stand empty, no worshippers flocking to leave offerings to an exiled god.

			As Sicily comes into view, the volcano is impossible to miss. It seethes with smoke, a vast plume erupting from its crater, sparks incandescent against the lightening sky.

			I land at its base, cloaked in my dove form. I hop back and forth on the bare earth, looking up at its steep slopes, listening to the rumble emanating from within.

			If Hephaestus really is behind these walls of rock, I’m not sure how to reach him.

			I risk the wrath of Zeus every second I stay here; there’s strife ahead, whatever I do, and Eris hungers for it. If Zeus punishes me, it’s a rift on Olympus—a crack into which she can prize her fingers and claw us apart, especially if Ares takes my side. If I give up on Hephaestus, the resentment that will simmer inside me will call to her like the songs of the Sirens, a grudge that she’ll drag free until I can no longer resist her. She’ll use her power remorselessly if she spies the chance to upend our peace.

			But I’m not afraid. I shimmer back into my true form. I won’t hide.

			Nothing grows near the summit. The verdant greens and yellows below die away to an expanse of charred, jagged rock. In the boiling heart of the mountain, molten rock churns and bubbles, baleful jets of smoke surging black and choking into the air.

			“I’m here,” I whisper.

			The volcano seethes.

			I know that by now, on the island of Naxos, the gods will be lost in wine-drenched slumber. I’m sure that in Corinth the house of the king will be empty, its oak doors swinging open, the contents within overturned and strewn about. Ares won’t linger on his mission for Zeus.

			This is my moment to help my friend; my opportunity to do it undisturbed, with no interference from anyone else.

			I peer down at the sloping sides and see a gash in the forest that clusters around the lower slopes, chunks of rock strewn about just below. I make my way back down and steal closer to the site of the disturbance.

			The rocky face of the volcano has been breached; a rough, uneven hole carved out of the side. It’s hidden by the trees, whose boughs nod close to it, their foliage screening out anyone looking from the sky.

			Either a god has dug their way inside—although I’m sure that no one else has come here with the goal of rescue—or else this cave has been forced open from within.

			I slip into the mountain. The roof is low over my head. In the darkness I can hear the scatter of pebbles, and I imagine the entire volcano collapsing in on me. From somewhere deep inside, it rumbles and growls, and I picture rivers of boiling rock, torrents of it shuddering and thundering, crashing through the walls at my side and sweeping me away in a fiery tide.

			“Hephaestus?” I call.

			My own voice bounces off the tunnel, ringing back to me.

			I try again.

			Now I’m sure there is a faint answer, overlapping with my echo.

			The dim light streaming in behind me is swallowed by the blackness within. I press my hand against the rocky wall, taking one step and then another. “Hephaestus?” I call again.

			This time it’s clearer, though still indistinguishable. It might not be words, only a groan. But it’s him, I’m convinced of it.

			Ahead of me, a faint amber glow begins to appear, and the narrow tunnel widens as I walk. The ceiling slopes higher, the space around me opening up into a cavern, right in the heart of the volcano. A lake of liquid fire bubbles in the center, its light casting wild shadows across the empty space—empty, except for a figure, bent and hunched, leaning against a pillar of rock to hold himself up.

			I gasp.

			He lifts his eyes to mine. The hulking shape of his shoulders makes him immediately recognizable, and I’m glad of it, because I see no trace of my friend in the hollow gaze staring back at me.

			“What is this?” I breathe.

			He makes a sound—a bitter laugh or a sob, I don’t know which, only that it sounds painful, like it’s scraping free from a dry, charred throat. The molten lake surges in response to his voice, spitting and heaving. He lifts a hand and it calms under his gesture.

			“You see,” he croaks. “Zeus threw me from the heavens and banished me here.”

			I nod, tears starting in my eyes.

			“He took everything from me,” he says. “And made me the God of the Volcano instead.”

			The melting, seething rock shifting in rhythm with his words starts to make a kind of sense.

			He could always bend metal to his will, direct its flow when he heated it to liquid, shaping it as he wanted. This is just the same. The burning river moves to his command. “That’s how you’ve made this place,” I say aloud. He hasn’t been suffocated by the weight of the mountain or scalded by its lava. He’s forced it into shape around him, carved out this craggy hall and the tunnel that led me here, tamed the fiery streams and made them run where he wishes. “It’s incredible.”

			I jump at his bark of laughter. It’s nothing like any sound I’ve ever heard Hephaestus make. “It ruined me.”

			I take a step closer. “What do you mean?”

			He makes an effort to gather himself, to straighten up from the pillar, but his face tightens with pain. His fingers are splayed, gripping tight to the stone.

			Gods are perfect, immortal and indestructible. But I’ve heard of divine suffering. Ouranos, my father, was torn to shreds, and Prometheus endures daily torment, though I’ve never seen it. I’ve never known a wounded god. I don’t know how to heal him. “Let me get you out of here,” I say.

			“He’ll never allow it. I’m safer here than anywhere else.”

			“Then I’ll bring you what you need. Nectar, ambrosia, anything you want.”

			“You’ll leave?” Panic flares in his voice.

			“But I’ll come back. I promise I’ll come back.” I draw close to him, my heart leaping with nerves. I’m afraid to touch him, anxious that I’ll cause him pain, but I crouch down at his side and slide my hand gently up his arm, around his heavy shoulders. He tenses, his body taut with agony or fear, but I feel him relax a little into my touch. “You can heal now,” I tell him. “You’ve survived Zeus’ wrath; you’ve conquered this volcano.”

			“Don’t tell any of the others you’ve been here. Not Zeus.” He clutches at me, afraid.

			I shake my head. “I won’t. I’ll go and come back without anyone knowing.”

			It feels cruel to leave him, and a tendril of shame tugs at me as I glance back the way I came. The heat, the airlessness, the taste of despair that fills this place drags at my soul. I long for the sparkle of the sun on white-topped waves and the fresh tang of salt in the air, away from the monstrous orange light flickering on these dark walls and the sulphurous odor that clings to my hair and my skin.

			He jerks his head in assent. I let go of him, half of me reluctant to leave and the other half eager to see the sky, to erase the sadness of this broken god from my mind long enough to summon the strength to see him again.

			“Thank you,” he mutters.

			“Don’t thank me,” I say. “I couldn’t get to you sooner, or else I would have.”

			The sweat beads on his forehead. It’s an effort, I realize, for him to speak.

			“Just wait for me,” I say, and I lean in to kiss his cheek. His skin is cool and damp. He doesn’t smell like Hephaestus; he barely looks like Hephaestus.

			He doesn’t say anything.

			I don’t let myself walk away too fast, as desperate as I am to be out of here. Only so I can bring him help sooner, I tell myself.

			I feel sick and shaken when I reach the outside. I think of the promise I made him, not to let anyone else know. I could tell Charis the truth, but the image of Hephaestus clutching at the stone pillar, hardly able to hold himself up, makes me wonder if he’d want anyone else to see him like that. The other gods have always perceived him to be weak, ostracizing him even before he became an exile. I don’t want to reinforce that in her mind. We move in a world where our flawlessness defines us, exalts us above the rest of the world.

			“You can’t break through a volcano.”

			I jump, whirling around.

			In the soft pink light of the emerging dawn, Demeter’s hair glows rich and glossy brown, like the polished sheen of carved cedar.

			“Have you tried?” I ask.

			“No. Zeus forbade it.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			She glances from side to side. “Let’s walk under the cover of the trees.”

			I follow her into the shade of the wide-spreading oaks growing across the lower slopes of the mountain, relieved to get away from the entrance to Hephaestus’ cave before she realizes I’ve already found my way in.

			She stops beside a sprawling shrub, clustered with fragrant yellow blooms. The bright petals frame her, and she looks like a forest-spirit in her soft green dress, flowers woven through her curls. “I come to Sicily to visit my daughter,” she says.

			My heartbeat steadies as I try to put thoughts of Hephaestus out of my mind for now and focus on her. She must be speaking of the daughter she bore Zeus centuries ago. “This is where you hid her? On this island?”

			She nods. “For so long that I think the gods have forgotten her by now.”

			“But you still keep her a secret.”

			“I do.” There is something measured in the way she looks at me: a blend of motherly concern and knowingness that makes me feel as though it’s my secret being exposed rather than hers. “It’s better this way.”

			“So why are you telling me now?”

			“Because you won’t tell anyone,” she says. “If you did, you’d have to explain why you were on this island against Zeus’ explicit instruction.”

			She’s so deceptively gentle; radiating warmth in every lilting syllable, enveloping me in a comforting cloud of sweet wild lavender and earthy thyme. But I sense that, underneath, she is as immovable as the ancient oaks that surround us.

			“I wouldn’t anyway,” I say.

			“I’m sure you wouldn’t,” she replies. “And you won’t mention it to Ares, will you?”

			“What? Why would I?” I bluster.

			“Oh, Aphrodite, I know about you two.” She reads the surprise on my face. “You don’t conceal your feelings well. You never have. And he’s softened, for the first time in his existence. It was very clear.”

			“Has he?” I scrabble for words, my throat suddenly dry.

			“He came back to Olympus when he saw Zeus’ storm,” she says. “He knew there was danger, and he rushed to the heavens without even getting rid of Eris. Who there would he want to protect? None of us. Besides, I saw the flower in your hair. Not one that could exist anywhere else on earth but in the War God’s kingdom.”

			The Goddess of the Harvest knows every growing thing in the soil. She must have seen immediately that the flower was something different, something new. She might have even felt the moment I coaxed it into existence on Ares’ mountain, the way I feel the spark of new love wherever it blooms.

			Her brow furrows as she goes on. “You make your own choices; we all do. But this seems like a risky one.”

			I tense. “It isn’t that simple.” My voice is colder than I intend it to be.

			She nods. “Forgive me. I’d never presume to tell you what to do, any more than I’d take your advice on how to cultivate crops or when to bring the rains. I’m just surprised that you’d choose Ares. A god so bloodthirsty, so fueled by violence. It seems at odds with who you are.”

			She isn’t saying anything I haven’t considered, but somehow her words needle. She doesn’t know. She can’t understand. “Is that how you see him?” I ask. “Is that all you see?”

			“He’s never shown us anything else,” she answers. “From the moment he was born, he was full of fury. He has no time for any of us—except for you.” She drops her gaze, her voice gentle. “But I wonder how long that can last.”

			I flinch. But I’m the expert in this situation, not her. I won’t listen to any more from her, not about Ares.

			Nor will I risk confiding in her about Hephaestus. I don’t need any further judgment of my behavior. “You’re so perceptive, Demeter,” I say sweetly. “So tell me what you think about my coming here today. What should I do?”

			She inclines her head, accepting that the conversation on Ares is closed. “I don’t think you should throw yourself into a volcano for Hephaestus,” she says.

			“Do nothing, then? That’s your advice?”

			“Wait,” she says, “for Zeus to change his mind, or Hephaestus to free himself.” In her voice, I can hear the patience of the seasons, the long-abiding calm of a slow and quiet winter and the steady faith that change will come in the end.

			But then it’s easy for her to be patient about this. Nothing that she holds dear is under threat.

			

			—

			When I reach Olympus, I start with the food of the gods. To replenish the golden ichor that runs through our veins, we need to feast on nectar and ambrosia. While it’s usually served to us at the banquet table by our attendants, I know where the storerooms are.

			We’re careless with our wealth. No need for guards, or anyone to keep a tally of our supplies.

			When I slip inside the silent room, it’s lined with brimming jars, there for the taking.

			After we overthrew the Titans, Zeus made us a fortress at the top of the world. No enemy could ever make it this far. And he must be so sure that none of us would dare to defy his order that he hasn’t put anything in place to stop me from doing exactly what I’m here to do.

			I pick two of the smaller jars from a shelf, raising the lid to inhale the sweet scent. It floods my nose, the vapor as bright and sparkling as light. I think of Hephaestus, collapsed in the dark, and the relief makes me giddy. This will lift him. It will nourish him, sustain him and heal him.

			I waste no time in returning to the volcano, eager to bring Hephaestus what he needs. I note how rapidly color flushes into his cheeks as he drinks. “It’s working already,” I say. “Gods heal fast.”

			“Maybe,” he says.

			“It’s true. Your voice is stronger.” I duck down and look at him intently. “Your eyes are focused, you look more like yourself.”

			He takes another sip. “You weren’t a dream,” he says. “None of it was.”

			“Of course it wasn’t.” I reach out to brush the hair from his eyes, but he flinches away from me.

			“You haven’t told Ares that you’ve found me?” he asks. So neither he nor Demeter was fooled, then. I feel a prickle of foreboding. If they’ve seen the truth, so will others.

			“You weren’t supposed to know about me and Ares,” I say.

			A spark kindles in Hephaestus’ eyes, fire from the nectar catching inside him, blooming into a steady flame. “When you saw his chariot in the sky,” he says, “you couldn’t get away from me fast enough.”

			“What? That’s not…” A frown creases my forehead.

			“He was all you could look at when Zeus called his councils.” He speaks slowly, like every word is heavy. “If Ares spoke, you listened. It was like no one else was in the room.”

			I rock back on my heels. “So we weren’t very good at keeping it a secret. It doesn’t matter, though, not really.” There’s a bitterness in his tone; one I’m trying to sweeten.

			“You weren’t. He didn’t give anything away. Almost as though he didn’t care.”

			Warmth tingles across my skin; a flush of embarrassment and surprise. It’s not what Demeter said. She noticed a difference in Ares too—what was it she said? A softening. I suppose Hephaestus has been paying more attention to me than to his brother.

			“He hides his feelings from the rest of the gods,” I say. I stand up again, stiff and unaccountably awkward.

			“He doesn’t have any feelings to hide.” Hephaestus drinks again, looking away from me.

			“You don’t really know him—”

			“I know he’s dangerous,” he cuts in before I can say more, and behind him the oozing lava spits and hisses in agitation. “I know he’s cruel.”

			“But he isn’t,” I protest. “Not always.” I want to explain that I’ve seen behind his hard exterior, but how can I make Hephaestus understand? It’s only me who’s seen Ares that way, who’s felt the gentleness of his touch and seen the need in him, the loosening by firelight when he is mine and no one else’s. “And besides,” I say, “it’s not what you think it is.” I can’t grasp the words to define what it is, though—something that should have died down already, but somehow keeps burning on.

			“Where is he now?” He raises his head, watchful. “Is he near, is he waiting for you?”

			“No,” I tell him. “Ares is gone. Zeus sent him to capture a man—a criminal.”

			Hephaestus nods, satisfied. “That’s what he’s good for,” he says. “Punishment. Violence.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“Isn’t it?” He takes another long sip, swallowing with effort as he builds himself up to say more. “I dedicated my life to creating things. I teach mortals my skills and the world fills up with objects that are beautiful or useful or both.” He pauses, catches his breath. “What can he do but destroy it all? His only talent is to tear the world to pieces.”

			“No,” I insist, even though I’ve said the same thing to Ares myself. It’s the truth in Hephaestus’ words that makes them hurt so deeply, that makes me want to prove him wrong.

			“He revels in it,” Hephaestus continues. “Then simply moves on to the next. Do you know what’s left behind after every war? Lives broken and mangled, lost or ruined.” There’s an undercurrent in his voice as relentless as the clash and swirl of rocks becoming thick and molten, flowing with ease as he gathers pace. “I’ve picked up the pieces many times, tried to fit them back together or build something new from the ashes in his wake. Knowing all the while, he’ll come back to smash it into fragments again. Cities rise, and he razes them to the ground. It’s gods like you and me who try to make things better. But what’s the point, when there are gods like him poised to rip it apart?”

			“He’s the God of War,” I say quietly. “He didn’t choose it, any more than we chose our realms.”

			“But you don’t have to choose him.” His lips quirk into a painful smile.

			I blink. The roar and tumult of the volcano recedes, muffled into a dull ringing in my ears.

			In different circumstances, I might be angry with him. If he wasn’t crumpled before me, weakened and in pain, I could be moved to outrage by the way he’s speaking. I could give a passionate defense, or a furious dismissal. It has never been for Hephaestus to stand in judgment over me.

			But compassion washes through me like a wave; any anger I might feel slipping away with the tide, lost in the pity I feel for him.

			“Forget about Ares,” I say. “What does it matter to you? All you need is to recover your strength and reclaim your throne.”

			“I won’t go back to Olympus,” he says.

			“You don’t need to decide that now.”

			“I’ve decided. And”—he draws a long breath—“you know why it matters to me.”

			Silence quivers between us.

			I’m the one who breaks it, leaving his unspoken question unanswered. “You need to recover your strength,” I say again. “I’ll leave these jars, and I’ll bring more. If it’s difficult for me to get away, you’ll be all right for a while.” I pause. “I can send Charis instead, if you prefer.”

			“It makes no difference,” he says. The heat has drained from his voice, leaving it hardened and heavy.

			“I don’t have to go at once,” I say. “I can stay. I can tell you everything that’s happened on Olympus while you’ve been…or other stories, you must have been lonely here and…” I flounder, trying to think of how best to lift his spirits.

			He shakes his head slightly.

			“You’re too weary for conversation.”

			“Maybe.” He sets down the goblet I brought him on the floor. “You should go.”

			I nod.

			“And I hope you come back. Send Charis if you like. But, Aphrodite.” He leans his head back against the rock pillar, looking up at me. “You should know that Ares is a terrible mistake. The worst you’ve ever made. You don’t have to believe me, but I have to tell you.”

			My throat tightens. “So you’ve told me.”

			“Don’t fall in love with him. Don’t let him destroy you like everything else he touches.”

			“You don’t have to worry about that,” I say.

			“But I do.”

			“Just rest,” I tell him. “I’ll be back when I can.” I try to make my voice breezy and light, as though his words won’t echo in my mind when I leave.

			I won’t let it happen.

			I will never fall in love with Ares.
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			Ares returns from Corinth under the cover of night. The first I know of it is when I startle awake to the sound of him climbing over the balcony outside my bedchamber.

			I sit up, clutching the furs to my chest, thinking for a second that Zeus is rampaging again. But it’s just the clatter of Ares’ spear falling to the floor as he swings himself down.

			Then he’s standing, framed in the archway, stars shimmering in the dark skies behind him.

			“Why did you come that way?” I ask. “Did you scale the mountainside?”

			“I didn’t want to be seen.”

			He comes into the room, unhooking his breastplate, setting it down more carefully than his spear. The only light is from the stars, but the shadowed shape of him outlined against their faint, distant glow still quickens my pulse. “Did you free Thanatos?” I ask.

			He sits on the bed, leaning in to me, his face close to mine. My senses are flooded, stupefied with his scent of earth and wood and leather, the warmth of his skin and the intoxicating nearness of his lips.

			“As soon as I was done with Sisyphus, I came straight here,” he says. “To you.” He slides the furs away from my shoulders, and his hand slips down to my hip, the other twisting in my hair as he kisses me fiercely.

			I don’t want him to stop, but I press my hand against his chest, pushing him back.

			“Why did you go there?” I ask. “I didn’t think you took orders from Zeus.”

			He pauses. “I thought there had been enough discord on Olympus lately.”

			“That’s never bothered you before.”

			“No,” he says, “but it upset you. I thought this time I’d keep the peace. Do what he asked.”

			“For me?” I ask.

			He leans back, a wariness in the set of his shoulders. I can see in the shadows how his brows draw together in confusion. “Shouldn’t I have?” he asks.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Aphrodite,” he says, “what’s wrong?”

			I look down. “I told you this had to stop happening.”

			He recoils. “Do you want me to go?”

			I can’t answer, because the truth is that I don’t. But he takes my silence to mean the opposite, and in a moment he’s on his feet, poised to leave.

			“Ares,” I say, reaching for his hand.

			He stares at my fingers intertwining with his. “What do you want?”

			“I didn’t think,” I say, “that it would be like this between us.”

			His eyes find mine again in the dim light. “Like what?”

			“So…” I search for the words that can describe this. “So…so all-consuming.” Unlike any other affair I’ve known, in all the centuries I’ve lived.

			“I did.” His voice is low and steady. “I knew from the moment it started, from the first time you came to Thrace, that I wouldn’t stop thinking of you, not even for a second.”

			This is what Demeter and Hephaestus don’t know. What they could never see.

			“I know,” he continues, sitting down on the bed again, his hand still clasped in mine, “why you don’t want the other gods to know that you’re with me. It’s because of who I am. But I don’t care. I have no friends among them. What they think doesn’t matter to me. I only want to keep them from having anything they can use against you—against either of us.”

			“It doesn’t matter to me what they think,” I say. It wasn’t shame that I felt when Demeter and Hephaestus warned me against Ares. A bridling anger that they dare stand in judgment, yes. Compassion for the hurt it causes an already wounded god, that too. And fear that they might be right. “I only thought that if we kept it secret that I could keep it under control.”

			“And?” he says. “Can you?”

			I slide my hand to the back of his neck, pulling him toward me. My kiss is all the answer he needs.

			

			—

			In the morning, I tell him about Dionysus. “He has plans,” I say. “And definitely a grudge against Hera.”

			Ares rolls his eyes. “It won’t take him long to realize it isn’t worth it. Zeus will fight her forever, but he won’t let anyone else attack her. He might find it amusing to watch his new son spar with her, but he’ll never let it go far.”

			I shift onto my elbow, looking down at his face. I never get tired of tracing the haughty angle of his cheekbones and the dark beard that dusts the line of his jaw. “Did you never think,” I ask idly, “of raising an army against them both?”

			“And rule Olympus myself?” He snorts. “No. They can keep it.” His eyes flicker to mine. “You don’t think that’s what this Dionysus intends, do you?”

			“No.” I remember the Wine God’s tousled curls and limpid charm. “It’s definitely not his style. He was all about pleasure. I don’t see him as a fighter.” But there was something about him that gives me pause. A steely determination underneath that merry surface.

			“Hmm.”

			“What?” I ask.

			“He interested you,” says Ares.

			“Oh,” I say, kissing him lightly. “He did. Very much.”

			His hand twists in my hair, holding my face to his. “How much?” he asks, a wicked glint in his eye.

			I laugh. “You’ll see for yourself,” I say, “when you meet him. He’s captivated half the gods on Olympus already.”

			He presses his mouth to mine hungrily. “I don’t think,” he says, “that I’ll like him.”

			“You don’t like anyone,” I reply.

			He pulls me against him, his skin hot against mine. “Not quite,” he says. “I can think of one exception.”

			“Are you jealous?” I smile.

			“You told me you’d take other lovers,” he says.

			It isn’t an answer. “And what about you?” I ask. I’m thinking of the mortal woman who summoned me. There’s no shortage of admirers who would eagerly take my place. I ask it playfully enough, but I feel the moment change, a seriousness settling in his eyes.

			“There’s no one,” he says, “no one for me except you. Not anymore.”

			I’m taken aback, too startled to think of what to say in return.

			He smiles, his mood lifting once more. “You didn’t think the God of War had a heart to give,” he says, kissing me again. “But if I do, it’s yours.” His kisses trail down my neck, and he stops for a moment. “I’m not jealous, though,” he adds. “As long as you come back to me.”

			“Don’t worry,” I say. “I will.”

			

			—

			After that, I can’t pretend any longer that things between us are about to come to an end. Something has shifted. And, as Hephaestus is so observant, I think it’s kinder for me to stay away.

			I ask Charis to go to him, to bring him more nectar and ambrosia. I should have asked her in the first place. No one would question her presence in the storerooms.

			“Of course.” She’s eager, just as I knew she would be. This is better, I decide, for all of us.

			And, true to his word, it’s only a matter of days before Dionysus comes to Olympus. Hera’s face is a sight to behold, but Zeus insists on hospitality for his son, a guest in our palace.

			Hera alights on the word guest and, though she regards Dionysus with hostile suspicion, she seems mollified that his stay is only temporary. He brings great jars with him, winning over the rest of the gods with an abundance of wine like none they’ve ever tasted before.

			Except for Ares, naturally. “I’d rather drink worse wine and not have to listen to him talk,” he mutters to me.

			Dionysus looks over at us, smiling, unfazed by Hera at one end of the long table and Ares at the other, both mutinous and ungrateful, both wishing him gone. We’re all sitting together along the wide benches in the center of the feasting hall, and there’s a throng of nymphs and minor gods standing together in clusters by the walls. Word has spread, and everyone is eager to lay eyes on Zeus’ divine son.

			I lean across the polished wood, toward Dionysus. His eyes sparkle as they meet mine and, despite myself, my heart flutters. “I’m impressed,” I say. “You did get to Olympus, just like you said you would.”

			He inclines his head. “In a way.”

			“What way?” I ask. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

			He shrugs.

			“And now you are,” I continue, “you’re probably realizing how much you prefer Naxos.” I laugh, expecting that he will too, but he’s looking through the archway at something in the room behind me.

			The twelve golden thrones, one for each of the Olympian gods.

			Except one of them is vacant, its former owner now king of an empty volcano. There’s a covetous gleam in Dionysus’ eyes, and I feel a shiver of foreboding.

			Just how far do his ambitions reach?

			

			—

			The moon is a silver coin shining in the darkness. I’ve been on Mount Haemus long enough for it to shrink to a sliver and swell round again, and only now am I about to step into my chariot in the stony courtyard. My doves are straining on their harnesses, eager to leave at last. The poor creatures hate it here, shrinking from the shadows and burying their faces in their plumage every time the Keres drift past them. “I won’t bring you next time,” I promise them.

			Ares wraps his arms around my shoulders, pulling me back into him. “Don’t go yet,” he murmurs into my hair.

			I luxuriate in his warmth, breathing in the earthy scent of him. “I wish I could stay,” I say. “But surely you have a war to fight by now?”

			I feel him shrug. “I’ll send Eris.”

			The shift of his body against mine makes my skin tingle, a shiver of pleasure that makes me ache for more. I’ve been happier in this gloomy place than seems possible, more so than I could have dreamed when I first saw it—but we can’t hide away here forever. “I should go back,” I say, “before everyone notices we’re both missing.”

			“No one will notice I’m gone,” he points out. “Or care. And they wouldn’t know you’re with me. You could be going to Naxos with Dionysus.”

			I slip around in his arms to face him, linking my hands behind his neck. “Is that where you think I’m going?” I ask.

			He hesitates, just for a moment. “Are you?”

			“Would you mind if I were?” I hold my breath.

			“I told you that I wouldn’t.” I can’t read in his eyes if he means it or not.

			“Well,” I say, “I’m not so sure that no one would think I’m with you. I think the other gods might be noticing us. I know Demeter has already.”

			He tilts his head. “Maybe it’s inevitable,” he concedes. “However self-absorbed they all are, the gods love to uncover each other’s secrets.” He frowns, then softens again. “But if they do—if they already have—we won’t let it be a problem.”

			“Really?” I ask.

			He pulls me tighter against him. “It’s either that or we end this. And I don’t want it to end.”

			My heart thrills. “Neither do I.” I reach up to kiss him. “But I do have to go,” I say reluctantly. “I never like to be away from Cyprus for too long.”

			“Fine,” he says. “I probably do have a war somewhere anyway.”

			He frames it like a joke, but I know how seriously he takes his worshippers. He wants to be back with them just the same as I feel the pull toward mine.

			I kiss him goodbye, letting go of him against my every instinct, and stepping into my chariot. The vulture croaks, its baleful eyes malevolent on me. Ares tosses it a chunk of glistening meat and it quietens. My doves let out an anxious trill.

			“Don’t stay away too long,” Ares says. With no breastplate or helmet, no spear or shield in his hand, there is an ease about him, as startling as a blade of sunlight breaking through storm clouds. So often is he brooding, his shoulders squared against the world. It feels like a rare and precious thing to see him this open.

			“I won’t.”

			

			—

			Before I go to Cyprus, I stop at Olympus to ask Charis how Hephaestus is.

			“Why don’t you go back there?” she says. “See him for yourself.”

			I hesitate.

			“He’d like to see you,” she urges. “No one is keeping watch there. You’ll be safe.”

			Sweet Charis. A more conniving goddess would encourage me to stay away, but she truly cares for him. If she says he wants to see me, then he does.

			Anxiety gnaws at my stomach as I think of how I left him. I don’t want to see him hurting and alone again.

			But perhaps I can help. “I’ll go,” I say. “Will you come with me?”

			She shakes her head. “No,” she says. “You go by yourself. I think you’ll be surprised by what you find.”

			

			—

			The entrance to Hephaestus’ volcano has changed. When I went before, it was a clumsy opening punched through the rock. Now it’s shaped into a smooth archway, concealed by one large boulder so that it’s not visible to any passersby.

			The narrow tunnel has been widened to a domed passageway, the roof high above my head, filled with signs of Hephaestus’ workmanship. It’s lined with statues, each carved with such painstaking detail that they look as though they could take a step forwards at any moment. I smile, admiring them as I walk, my heart lifting with the evidence of my friend’s recovery everywhere I look. This is what Charis wanted me to see. Hephaestus is getting better, and so I hope the bitterness will have drained out of our last encounter, letting us be friends once more.

			I step into the cavernous interior of the volcano, and it is transformed. Before, Hephaestus had shaped his fiery prison into a hollow cave using streams of lava that surged under his control. Now he’s channeled them into one lake of fire on the back wall, caged within an iron grate. The smoke rises through a chimney cut into the rock all the way to the top of the volcano, where soot and ash spray from the crater. An anvil stands in the center; hammers and tongs hang on hooks that line the curved walls, along with axes, swords, chains and arrows. My eyes run from one work to the next: here a shield set with ivory bearing a monstrous face worked from shining metal and blue glass; there stacks of gold and silver wine-bowls, bows and arrows, shelves of jars and chalices, a seven-pointed crown set with fabulous jewels.

			Someone is hammering metal beside the hearth, and I assume it’s Hephaestus. He’s tall with powerful shoulders and arms rippling with strength. But, as the light flickers across him, I see how vast he really is, the singular eye in the middle of his forehead gazing at me.

			“Aphrodite?”

			I turn, and there is Hephaestus. Not slumped and weakened as I saw him last but standing—though I realize as I look more closely that he rests his weight on a staff by his side.

			“Hephaestus?” I say. “This place—you—it’s nearly unrecognizable.”

			He smiles, not with the warmth I’m used to seeing from him, but a smile nonetheless. “Does it feel familiar?”

			My eyes sweep across the vast space. It’s alive with energy, hot and smoky, thrumming with purpose. “It’s like your forge on Olympus,” I say, “only more magnificent.”

			Hephaestus nods toward the Cyclops, who strides past us and through a set of doors leading further into the volcano.

			“He works for you?” I ask.

			“He and his brothers,” Hephaestus says. “They’re skilled and hard-working, dedicated to their craft.” He gestures to the wall of weaponry.

			“Is it all forged by Cyclopes?” I ask.

			“Some of it by them, some by me. We work together.”

			“I’m so happy to see you like this,” I say, “and to know you aren’t alone here.”

			“The Olympians abandoned me,” he says, “but they despise the Cyclopes too. They’d never think of our joining forces. They’re useful enough for hauling blocks of stone, but I remember how the gods would sneer at them.” He looks at me steadily. “The same way they sneered at me. They think we’re grotesque and ungainly, not worthy of their respect.”

			It’s not an unfair assessment. “I know they’re self-centered, I know how cruel they can be. But look at you here—look at what you’ve built. If Zeus could see it—”

			He snorts. “He wouldn’t understand anything beyond what he could take from here. But it isn’t just Zeus.”

			“You’ve made something better here than any of us ever could,” I tell him. “I’m impressed. I’m sure the other gods would be too, even if they never admitted it.”

			He walks toward me, and I see how much he relies on the staff for support. He moves with a kind of practiced ease, but one leg drags behind the other with every step. When he stops in front of me, I breathe in the familiar scent of him, smoky and comforting, reminding me of all the hours whiled away in his forge together. His warm, brown eyes are clear now—no longer clouded with pain and exhaustion.

			“This would be the only thing they’d notice,” he says softly, glancing down at the staff.

			Now he’s closer, I can see the ornate patterns he’s carved into the silver handle, catching the light as he moves.

			“It’s another reason to hate me,” he says. “To dismiss me as broken and ugly.”

			“Then they’re wrong,” I say. “You aren’t broken, and I’ve never thought of you as ugly.”

			I see the impulse in his heart but don’t have time to dodge before he’s swooped to kiss me, his lips pressed against mine without warning, his free hand cupping the back of my head and holding me there.

			“Hephaestus!” I splutter, wriggling free.

			His face is still a fraction of an inch from mine. “Because of Ares?” he asks.

			“No.” I put my hands on his shoulders and push him back. He doesn’t have to move—he feels like solid iron—but he drops his hand and steps away. My breath is coming fast and short. I know how long he’s wanted to do that, but he’s never tried before. Perhaps he feels like he has little left to lose now.

			“You’re my friend,” I say.

			“A friend,” he repeats. He says it as though it’s an absurd concept.

			“I wanted to see you triumphant and restored,” I say. “I wanted to help, not—”

			“Not be at my side when this happens,” he finishes.

			He’s been broken down to fragments and clawed his way back. I don’t want to deal another blow. I take a deep breath. “Not like that. I came here to find you—”

			“Not soon enough.” He cuts me off.

			“What?”

			“You weren’t here soon enough,” he says, “to stop this injury taking hold. Without the elixir of the gods, my leg couldn’t heal. And now look at me. Who could ever…” He doesn’t finish his sentence, and it’s only the crack in his voice and the abyss of pain quivering beneath that tempers my fury.

			“I tried,” I say. The suggestion hovers on my tongue, the answer to the question he didn’t quite ask: who could love him like this? He might not be able to see inside hearts the way that I can, but hasn’t he noticed that Charis has come every day? Doesn’t he wonder why? I can’t tell him. She asked me not to interfere, and, besides, she’s no consolation prize to be offered up in exchange. My heart twists, thinking how he’s recovered under her ministrations, thinking it wouldn’t hurt for me to come back.

			He rubs a hand over his eyes, his face suddenly weary. “I know,” he says. “I’m sorry.”

			“I don’t blame you for seeing the worst in the world right now,” I say gently. “But it isn’t as bleak as you think.”

			He doesn’t answer.

			I swallow. “Well,” I say, “I’ll go, then.”

			As I walk to the entrance, the sound of hammering resumes behind me, the forge bursting back into action. The clang of metal and stone, the hiss of fire and steam, noises I once found so welcoming.

			When I swing the door shut in my wake, there is nothing but silence.

			

			—

			I find Eros in a glade on Cyprus, a favorite spot of his. He’s reclining on the grassy earth, his back propped up against a low rock. A mortal man sleeps against his bare chest, held in the circle of his arms, dappled sunlight falling across his face.

			“Are you busy?” I ask, my voice low.

			Eros smiles up at me. “Not now,” he says and gently eases his way free, resting his lover’s head carefully on the ground without disturbing him.

			He stands, wrapping a chiton loosely around one shoulder so that it falls free of his wings, and we walk some distance away. “Handsome,” I remark, glancing at the mortal before I conjure mist around us to conceal us from view if he wakes.

			“He is.” Our quiet conversation doesn’t make the man so much as stir from his slumber. “What brings you here? You look troubled.”

			As we stroll along the bank of the stream running through the glade, the water bubbling merrily and crystal clear, I tell him about Hephaestus.

			“Hardly a surprise,” he says.

			“I know.”

			“You weren’t tempted by him, then?”

			“I wasn’t.”

			Eros tilts his head, thoughtful. “He’s not just a blacksmith anymore; he’s the God of the Volcano,” he says. “And a lonely exile. You don’t find that romantic? Intriguing? Inviting?” He lingers over the words with relish.

			“No. But it sounds like you might.” I rake my fingers through my hair in exasperation.

			He looks at me appraisingly. “You turned Dionysus down on Naxos,” he says. “And now Hephaestus. Not because of Ares, surely?”

			“No,” I say, “it can’t be that.” Ares was supposed to be what all my affairs have been—short-lived and one of many.

			And then he told me I had his heart. And I can’t stop mine from yearning for him alone.

			Eros nods shrewdly. “Don’t worry about it,” he says. “This is what you do; it’s who you are. So you’re in love with Ares now. You’ll be in love a hundred more times. That’s the part of you that will never change, and nor should it.”

			“Maybe,” I say. I know what he’s saying makes sense.

			Eros glances at me under his long lashes, then changes the subject. “You didn’t see Galatea in Sicily?”

			“No,” I say. “Is that where you took her?”

			He nods. “The forest nymphs she joined,” he says, “they belong to Artemis.”

			I frown. “Galatea is in the service of Artemis?”

			He looks rueful. “She’s Artemis’ beloved now.”

			I consider it. “That might not be so bad,” I reason. “It might give Artemis something to be grateful to me for at last.”

			Eros winces. “Not exactly,” he says.

			“What do you mean? I created Galatea!”

			Eros claps his hand on my shoulder in sympathy. “You know Artemis,” he says. “Always contrary. She bears a grudge against you for what Pygmalion did to her lover.”

			I flounder. “But if it wasn’t for me, Galatea wouldn’t even exist.”

			“There’s no reasoning with her,” Eros says. “You know that.”

			I sigh. Over by the rock, the sleeping man begins to stir. “I’ll leave you,” I say, nodding toward him.

			“No,” says Eros. “I’m not staying. In fact, why don’t you come with me? I’m going to the Hellespont.”

			“What for?”

			“There’s a girl in a tower there, separated from her lover by the water. Now that the waves have calmed, and the winter storms are over, I’ll whisper to her to set a light in the window, guiding him so he can swim across and climb to her.”

			“That sounds nice,” I say. I imagine the young man plunging into the cold water, his eyes fixed on the star of light shining in the darkness, every stroke bringing him closer to her while she waits, eager for him to be in her arms.

			“Or else there’s the daughter of a king who’s been praying to us. She’s fallen in love with the leader of the invading enemy. She watches every battle, dreaming of betrayal, searching for a way to give him the advantage so he can take their city and her with it.”

			“I don’t think that can end very well,” I say, doubtful, and Eros shrugs.

			“It doesn’t matter how it ends,” he says. “It’s the thrill of it now, the heat and the passion, the way that love makes them burn. That’s what you always taught me.”

			I bite my lip. “So long as they don’t all end up in ashes.”

			He squeezes my hand. “Don’t worry,” he says. “Are you coming?”

			I shake my head. “No. You take care of it.”

			I watch him disappear into the skies. His words still linger in my mind: that this affair with Ares will give way to a hundred more. He knows me well enough for me to think he’s right.

			But I’m not so sure.
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			Once I finish at my sanctuary in Paphos, I return to Thrace. At the side of the broad river where Ares was once attacked by the snake that adorns his armor, I tell him about Artemis.

			“I brought that woman to life from stone,” I complain. “And still Artemis finds fault with me.”

			A snake darts out onto the path ahead of us, its brown scales glinting in the sunlight. On the riverbank, a mouse scurries through the reeds to the water’s edge. In an instant, the snake strikes, its body surging forwards, its jaws wide. The little creature goes limp between its fangs.

			I wrinkle my nose.

			Ares laughs. “Did I tell you about the serpent I gave to the witch-king of Colchis?”

			“You didn’t.”

			“It was twenty times the size of that one,” he says. “At least.”

			Above us, a cloud slides in front of the sun, and a chill shivers through the air. The river behind him turns dull like moss-covered stone, and cold raindrops begin to scatter lightly. “Was it a gift or a punishment?” I ask doubtfully.

			“A gift. In reward for his devotion.”

			“I hope he was grateful. And,” I sigh, “I hope it worked out better than my reward to Pygmalion.”

			“You rescued her from him.”

			“But she started out her life captive to a man who hates all women,” I say.

			“He’s lucky you didn’t punish him more severely,” Ares says.

			“Hmm.”

			“What is it?” he asks.

			“What?” I say.

			A sliver of sunlight slices through the gray, a bright knife of gold, and a moment later a rainbow gleams iridescent across the horizon, bridging the valley.

			Iris, on her way to take a message from Hera or Zeus, or maybe just in the mood to brighten up the sky with a riot of color.

			I wish I could find it heartening. But my promise to Hephaestus weighs on me. I told him that I wouldn’t tell any god that I’d found him, and I’ve kept his secret. Only Charis knows.

			I remember his fear at the thought I might tell Ares. It’s held me back so far. That, and the knowledge that Ares was so worried that I’d go.

			But hasn’t Hephaestus’ fear dissipated now? He was bold enough to kiss me, for one thing. He’s made a home of his volcano; his own kingdom. And, while he might not believe it, I know that Ares has no intention of hurting him.

			“What is it?” he repeats.

			“What?”

			“You’re so quiet.” He stops walking.

			I don’t want this secret anymore. I want to tell him, and I don’t know that I owe it to Hephaestus to keep it from him. The volcano, Hephaestus’ injury, even the kiss. If Ares is angry that I went there, let him rage. It’s never been for him to tell me what I can and can’t do.

			He hears me out, then looks up at the fading sky. The rain is slick on his breastplate, dampening his hair.

			“I don’t know why you’d risk yourself for him,” he says. “I can’t understand it.”

			“I care what happens to him.”

			“He sounds as though he’s better off where he is,” Ares says. “He’s his own master now, not beholden to Olympus any longer. He doesn’t need your sympathy.”

			“I don’t think he sees it like that,” I argue. “Being alone, without the protection of Olympus, abandoned by his family. It isn’t as easy as you think.”

			“It should be,” Ares replies.

			I’m infuriated by his response. “Then why don’t you leave? Tell Zeus you won’t be one of his Olympians and never come back? If you hate it so much there, if that’s what you want, why don’t you just do it?”

			He looks at me, quizzical. “You know why I don’t leave.”

			“Why?”

			“I have been tempted sometimes. Often. But I had my worshippers.”

			“So you’d give up all your privileges if it wasn’t for them?” I challenge. “Your worshippers?”

			“I don’t know,” he says. “That’s what I used to think. Before.”

			“Before?” I say. “What’s changed?”

			“You.” The world around us is silent except for the gentle patter of the rain. “You’re there, and I want to be where you are.”

			“Oh,” I say, my anger abruptly diffused.

			“Hephaestus probably feels the same,” he says. “And I don’t care about that. It doesn’t matter that he loves you, or even if you love him.”

			“It doesn’t?” I interrupt. As far as I can tell, this is either wildly insulting, or else it isn’t true.

			“If you didn’t care so much, you wouldn’t be the Goddess of Love.” He takes a breath. “You wouldn’t be the goddess I love. I wouldn’t stop you.”

			“There’s nothing to stop. I don’t want Hephaestus as anything other than my friend.”

			“I only told you that you shouldn’t go to him because I don’t want to see you punished by Zeus, that’s all,” he says. “But if Zeus finds out and fastens you to some remote cliffside, I’ll rip the chains out of the rock and he can try hurling me into a volcano. I’d make sure he regretted it.”

			“You never wanted to give Hera the satisfaction of a war against Zeus,” I point out.

			“It would be worth it for you,” he says.

			“It won’t come to that.”

			“That’s not really the point.”

			“I know.” I twist the carnelian beads on my necklace, their polished surface smooth under my fingers. Although my heart is thrilling at his words, I’m anxious too.

			“So, what’s wrong?”

			“I don’t understand,” I say. “One moment you wouldn’t care if I was in love with Hephaestus, the next you want to start a war for me?”

			“I didn’t say I wouldn’t care.” His eyes darken. “Only that I know love is in your nature, it’s woven into the fabric of who you are. You don’t have a choice over that; no god does. We are what we were made to be. How could I try to stop Aphrodite from falling in love? It’s impossible.”

			As impossible as keeping you from battle. “Well,” I say, “you don’t need to try to stop me from falling in love, since it’s you I’ve fallen in love with.”

			I see the realization dawn on him, as irresistible as sunrise. The flush of warmth that softens his face, the golden glow of a happiness that feels almost too precious to believe. His caution and his doubt, overwhelmed in this moment by the dazzling clarity of day. I know his instinct is to doubt, to armor himself against the possibility that it might be only a fragile illusion, just a trick of light and shadow.

			But it’s true. Inconvenient, impossible and completely true.

			He pulls me close, and we start walking again. “Are you going back there?” He clears his throat gruffly. “To see him again?”

			“I will,” I say, “if he wants to see me. He might not.”

			“He will.” His tone is grim, echoes of clashing swords ringing under his words.

			“I’ll think about it,” I say. I’m thinking of Charis too. She may not desire my help, but, now that Hephaestus knows I can’t reciprocate his feelings, maybe he’ll finally look around and notice what he’s got.

			“So,” he says, pivoting to face me. He takes my hands in his and steers me backward, until I’m between him and the craggy rock face towering above. “That means you aren’t going anywhere right away.”

			His hands slip to my wrists, like fetters holding me to the stone. “No,” I say. “There’s nowhere else I want to be.” The rock is damp against my back, the fresh scent of rain rising from it.

			“Good,” he says, and lowers his lips to mine.

			

			—

			When I eventually bring myself to leave Ares’ bed, I don’t go to Sicily. Instead, I go to Naxos. I promised Dionysus I’d return to the forest where his Maenads dance, and so I’m here, whirling more and more wildly in dizzying circles until the stars above us wheel in the dark skies. I wanted to come for something uncomplicated, for the sheer joy of it. The grass is damp and cool beneath my back, the world tilting until I feel as though I’m suspended above the vast bowl of melting constellations, like I could topple down at any moment and lose myself among them.

			His leopard paces past me, and I reach out a hand to touch her fur. It’s sleek beneath my fingers, and I can feel the warmth of her blood pulsing through her body. Her breath is hot and musky, her head hard when she dips down and rubs against my arm, seeking more caresses.

			I hear Dionysus laugh and turn my head toward him. The leopard slinks past me, pressing her body against his knees, letting him stroke her ears and press kisses into her forehead. He’s beautiful, I think hazily. Ares is tall and lithe, sleek and strong like the leopard. Dionysus is nothing like him, graceful and slightly built. Nothing like Hephaestus either, who towers as broad and powerful as the volcano he rules.

			He’s so close to me. His ivy crown has tipped and leaves are tangled in his soft hair. He sprawls down on the earth, his chiton rumpled and falling to the side, exposing half his chest. I glance around the grove; I can hear the high voices of Maenads lifted in raucous song, but they’re drifting into the distance.

			The echo of the cymbals and drums carries on the breeze and reminds me of the war celebrations in Thrace. The followers of Dionysus lose themselves in ecstasy, like the worshippers of Ares, like the mortals who devote themselves to me as well. But there is a primal joy here, a delight that doesn’t feel edged with violence like it does at the rites of the War God. They’re here to worship pleasure, not death and slaughter.

			Dionysus tips his silver drinking-horn back into his mouth and takes a deep swig, before offering it to me. His hand is warm against my fingers as I take it, and I put my lips to the rim, the same place where his mouth was moments ago.

			Another leopard slinks from the trees, and the two nuzzle into one another’s necks, arching their bodies around each other, their shining eyes heavy-lidded with hypnotic entrancement.

			Wouldn’t I rather be here, lost in song and wine and delicious anticipation, than overlooking a battleground where the screams of the dying mingle with the Keres’ gleeful shrieks? The fog swirls in my head, the haze of wine creeping through my blood. I’m sure Dionysus feels it too from the way his lips part over his teeth and his eyes cloud with desire.

			What’s stopping me? The sound of Ares’ voice in my mind telling me that he loves me? Or is it the warning memory of Dionysus’ covetous eyes on Hephaestus’ vacant throne?

			Those same eyes that are looking into mine right now. Except they’re wrong. Deep blue instead of bronze-flecked midnight. And his hair is the same burnished gold as his leopards’ fur, rather than the bearlike black I love to run my fingers through. I pull myself up to sitting, the spell shattered, and drop the drinking-horn to the ground, the last rivulets of wine seeping into the earth.

			This isn’t where I want to be. I must say it out loud because Dionysus tilts his head ruefully. “Disappointing,” he says.

			I climb to my feet, some of the giddiness dissipating.

			“Where do you want to be?” he asks, propping himself up on his elbows. “Back in Cyprus? Thrace? Or is it the volcano that calls you?”

			I squint at him. His face is open, his eyes bright with curiosity. “What do you know about Thrace? Or the volcano?” The breeze is fresh against my heated cheeks, cooling my blood.

			A smile plays across his face. “I notice things,” he says. “And when the wine is flowing, gods talk.”

			I shake my head, trying to clear it. “What do they say?”

			“That you’ve tamed a war-god.” He laughs. “But I could tell anyway, from the way he glares at me.”

			It’s just as Ares said: however self-absorbed the gods may be, they love to sniff out secrets. Ours, it seems, is discovered. “And the volcano?” I ask again.

			He stands, a graceful movement. “You aren’t the only one to visit the exile,” he says. “He makes such treasures in that forge of his, it’s irresistible to the rest of them.”

			I recall the shield, the crown, the assorted ornaments and weaponry I saw stacked about his cavern, and I think of the covetous gods. Concern for Hephaestus wouldn’t draw them there, but the lure of his artistry would. And he would make them what they asked for, just as he always did, with no expectation of anything in return. “So the gods will defy Zeus when it suits them,” I sigh. I smooth my hands over my crumpled dress, straightening it out. I shouldn’t be surprised.

			“Most of them,” he agrees. “I feel rather left out.”

			His tone is innocent enough, but it raises a prickling across the back of my neck, cutting through the spell of intoxication. “What interest would you have in Hephaestus?” I ask.

			Dionysus shrugs. “I’d like to see inside a volcano.” He smiles, the same beautiful smile as always, but something about it unsettles me.

			“He’s an outcast from Olympus,” I say, sharpness edging my tone. “You’d be better staying away from him, if you want to rid yourself of that status.”

			He makes a face. “I’m not an outcast. The gods like me.”

			“Hera doesn’t.” I’m too addled by wine to find any tact. “She’ll never accept you. And Zeus doesn’t win every argument he has with her, you know. She’s resourceful. She’ll keep you out of our halls.”

			He’s smiling. “Hera despises me, and Zeus despises Hephaestus. It seems like we have more in common than I thought. Not to mention, we’re brothers.”

			“Half-brothers,” I correct him. “And you have very little in common, I promise you.”

			His eyes gleam with starlight; his wine-flushed cheeks soft and smooth. “Maybe,” he says. “Maybe not.”

			“Hephaestus has built a new existence.” I frown. “He doesn’t need any more chaos.”

			Dionysus tips his head back and laughs. “You worry that I won’t be a good influence?”

			“Dionysus,” I say, “you aren’t a good influence on anyone.”

			He picks up the jug of wine that rests on a flat rock, along with his drinking-horn. “I just like to make people merry,” he says, pouring more. “It sounds like Hephaestus could do with some of that.”

			The breeze drops, and the air is still and warm around me. My hair feels thick and heavy, clinging to the back of my neck. “Perhaps he could,” I say. The thought strikes me that if the other gods are visiting the volcano, word will get back to Zeus. When he hears how Hephaestus has turned his prison into a forge and sees the fruits of his son’s labor adorning the rest of them, he’ll be reminded of his skill. It might not be long before Zeus wants something for himself and decides to rescind his punishment. My spirits lift at the thought.

			Dionysus holds the horn out to me, the rich sweetness of the wine spicing the air, but I shake my head and he shrugs. “Next time,” he says.

			“Next time,” I agree. I make my way through the trees, stumbling every now and again on exposed roots and unexpected rocks. It’s hard to resist the temptations of this island. It calls to me, languorous and seductive. It’s the power of Dionysus, so similar to my own. He’s a playful god, drawn to excitement.

			I need the forest to thin out, so that I can find my way to the stony shore and the vast sweep of the sea. There, I’ll plunge myself into the cold, salty water and restore my senses. Too long with Dionysus is enough to make anyone forget themselves entirely.

			

			—

			Mortals pray, songs drift to the heavens, and incense crumbles over the altars in Paphos. I listen to every dilemma of the heart and note every offering left at my statue’s feet. Then I spread my focus across the world, watching Eros as he wanders other lands armed with his unseen arrows, looking for more lovers who need my intervention, absorbing myself in their stories and their longings. I visit Sicily again—not the volcano but the sprawling forests—and look for Galatea. Unbound by Pygmalion, she runs through the trees with dogs at her feet and a bow in her hand, her hair streaming loose behind her. The very image of her goddess, Artemis, who is never far away. From a safe distance, I watch the two stop and kiss by a bubbling spring. Artemis is as prickly as a thorn bush and savage as a mountain lion. Better not to get too close. Even so, when I fly above them disguised as a dove, her hound’s ears prick up and it tenses, a rumbling in its throat.

			Artemis glances back at the creature, her hands still entangled in Galatea’s hair.

			I decide not to stay any longer. They make such a lovely tableau together: Galatea fresh as a sprig of cypress, simple and unadorned, Artemis as bold and sharp as a spear of moonlight. But my curiosity will have to be satisfied with this.

			There are councils on Olympus, and Ares sits through each one without storming out. Zeus stares at him, confounded and delighted by this new compliance. When an opportunity arises, Charis reports to me in secret on Hephaestus’ progress: Dionysus has been there, she says, and the forge was heavy with the fug of wine after.

			Misgivings rise at the news he went after all. But I can hardly go there myself and question Hephaestus about it. Who am I to deny him pleasant company?

			I keep my silence about the way my last visit to Hephaestus ended. I’m rarely in one place long enough for Charis to question me; I flit to Mount Haemus in pursuit of obliterating bliss night after night, or else Ares appears on Cyprus, reminding me of the first time he came to my island, irresistibly drawn to my sanctuary.

			We’re there, dressing by my cave-pool, when raindrops scatter from the cloudless sky above. We look up, the impossibility resolving itself a moment later as a rainbow streaks above us and Iris lands in a flutter of golden feathers.

			“Iris?” I’m startled to see her here, looking uncharacteristically harried. “What is it?”

			“It’s Hera,” she says. “Zeus is summoning every god back to the heavens now.”

			“Why?” Ares asks. “What has she done now?”

			Iris shakes her head. “She hasn’t done anything. Hephaestus has.”

			My veins turn to ice. “Hephaestus?”

			Her eyes are grave. “He’s taken her prisoner. And he won’t let her go.”
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			It’s not exactly as I imagined. Hephaestus isn’t there when we arrive, and he hasn’t taken Hera anywhere.

			“He trapped her,” Zeus spits when he sees us. He’s furious. “None of us can unlock it,” he seethes. “We’ve all tried.”

			Hera sits in a golden throne, utterly immobilized by fetters that have sprung from the metal and clamped her in place. Her fury wrestles with her dignity, her glare scorching and imperious, challenging us to mock her plight. If I might have found it amusing in other circumstances, I definitely don’t now.

			The throne room is full—all the Olympian gods lined up before our captive queen, and behind them the nymphs and attendants. There are the Graces and the Horae, all with worried faces. Charis bites her lip, her eyes shadowed with anxiety.

			“How stupid of him,” I breathe. “What does he want?”

			“Who cares what he wants?” Zeus says. “He’ll free her. And the god who makes him do it—by whatever means they see fit—will be handsomely rewarded.”

			This piques Apollo’s interest. “What will they receive?” he asks, an expectant glow lighting up his face.

			“Whichever god makes Hephaestus unlock this chair,” Zeus huffs, “will have a prize that many have sought for centuries, and no one has ever thought would be his.”

			“His?” I interject, annoyed.

			“That’s right.” Zeus stops pacing back and forth, settling his gaze on me.

			I shift uneasily. Even in his anger and frustration, he looks pleased. He has a plan, I realize, underneath all of his bluster. It can’t bode well. “What is it?”

			“The prize, Aphrodite,” he says, his voice getting louder and more booming as he holds out an arm in an expansive gesture, “is you.”

			“What?” I glance at Ares, who looks similarly dumbstruck.

			“It’s you,” Zeus repeats. “The god who frees Hera from this trap will have Aphrodite as his wife.”

			“Wife?” I cry. “No, he won’t. That’s impossible. It’s ridiculous.”

			“What’s ridiculous,” Zeus says, “is the freedom I’ve granted you until now. You should have been married a long time ago.”

			“I’m not going to marry someone to free Hera,” I say. “I don’t care if she’s stuck there forever.”

			“Fortunately, it isn’t up to you.” Hera’s tone is pure venom, dripping like acid. “You’ll follow the decree of Zeus. This is his house.” Her fingers flex, as though she wants to raise her hand, but she’s held so tightly to the frame of the chair that she can’t. “I’ve given my permission for the marriage.”

			“It’s not your permission that matters,” I snap. Despite the wrath in her eyes, she can’t quite hide that she flinches at my approach. So, she is vulnerable after all, somewhere deep inside. But I’m only looking for the mechanism by which she’ll be released.

			I circle it a couple of times, running my fingers across the smooth interlocking pieces. The assembled gods are watching, most of them curious and somewhat entertained. Apollo is alert, intrigued and probably eager to try it out himself.

			Dionysus, I note, is nowhere to be seen.

			“Give up, Aphrodite,” Hera says, so softly that only I can hear her. “Let Ares deal with Hephaestus.”

			“What do you mean?” I scrabble at the band around her left wrist, certain that there must be a lever, a spring, a catch of some kind somewhere that will make it give way. There’s nothing.

			“You know as well as I do that the only person who can release me is Hephaestus,” she says. She’s so cold and composed, not letting a hint of panic into her voice. “So send Ares to persuade him.” She twists her lips into a delicate sneer. “He won’t dare stand up to him. And Ares won’t show him any mercy, given the stakes. He won’t want to see you married off to his own brother, will he?”

			I stare at her. “You came up with the marriage idea,” I breathe. “So that Ares will force Hephaestus to give in and let you go.”

			“Finally,” she says. “You understand.”

			I shove the armrest with more force than necessary, jostling her, but of course the fetters stay in place. “Why not just send Zeus down to Sicily with his thunderbolt?”

			“Zeus could have blasted Hephaestus to pieces last time,” Hera says. “I won’t risk that happening.”

			“Because if Hephaestus is torn to shreds, you’ll never be free.” In this moment, I don’t think I’ve ever hated her more.

			“Don’t make such a fuss.” She’s still giving orders, even when she’s the one captive. “Don’t you all end up with what you want? Hephaestus gets to humiliate me and defy Zeus. Everyone can see how clever he is, how powerful and brave to have done this to me. You can marry Ares. It’s better than waiting for Zeus to get it in his head that he can give you to someone else. You know he will, sooner or later. One day, when he wants to strengthen his alliance with the Titans, when you’re just too good a bribe for him to leave you alone any longer. He’s threatened it forever and you can’t keep on avoiding it. Your luck will run out in the end.”

			I hesitate. Even in the grip of my outrage, there’s an awful logic to what she’s saying. I have no doubt that her reasoning is selfish. She wants her freedom. But, in some twisted way, isn’t she offering me mine as well—or the closest she can come to it? If anyone on Olympus knows the horror of a forced marriage, it’s Hera.

			Better Ares than someone else, that’s what she’s saying.

			She senses my weakness and pounces. “You know I’m right.”

			She might be. But this is exactly why I wanted to keep my love for Ares a secret. Now they know, they can use it to manipulate us, just as I knew they would.

			I exhale with impatience. “This is impossible,” I hiss, pushing myself back from the throne. I throw my hands up in defeat. “I can’t free her.”

			Zeus smirks. Apollo stirs, hopeful.

			“Go ahead and try,” I tell him. “You won’t do any better.”

			He brushes past me, deep in concentration as he examines it from every angle.

			I don’t watch Apollo. My eyes are on Ares. He hasn’t put himself forward. He hasn’t said a word. But I can see his knuckles whitening around the shaft of his spear.

			“After Apollo, Ares can try,” Zeus announces. “Then,” he smirks, “I’ll open this contest up beyond Olympus. Let every god of the world have their attempt.”

			“Do it.” They are the first words that Ares has spoken since we arrived in the hall. His voice rings out, startling and decisive.

			“What did you say?” Zeus asks.

			“You can hold your contest,” Ares says. “Aphrodite doesn’t have to abide by the rules.”

			Zeus tightens his fist around the thunderbolt in his hand. My eyes are drawn to it; the slender prongs of dark metal, sleek and sharp and deadly. A hiss emanates from its gleaming surface, a whisper of threats to come. “Any god who wishes to remain on Mount Olympus,” he says, every word quiet and ominous, “will abide by my rules.”

			“If we wished to stay,” Ares replies, matching Zeus’ tone, “then we would.”

			Zeus’ heavy brow lifts a fraction. “You don’t think I can replace you?” He takes a pace toward Ares. “I can father another war-god, another love-goddess, anytime I choose.”

			In the silence, Hera’s stifled intake of breath is audible to us all. Apollo’s hands have stilled. Everyone holds tense in anticipation.

			Ares shrugs. “Go ahead. Maybe they’ll free Hera for you. But we won’t.”

			Everyone’s eyes turn to me. My mind is racing. Everything is moving too fast. Ares’ words open something up inside me. There’s a lure to the vision: fleeing with him, never seeing Zeus again or being a piece in his petty games.

			But for all I’d love to leave Zeus behind—what about my followers? What about Cyprus? The Graces, the Horae, the friends that I love among the gods? Would I really turn my back on them?

			I say nothing.

			Zeus is as quick as a striking snake. “It seems that Aphrodite isn’t quite in accord with you. Perhaps she doesn’t like the idea of being expelled from the heavens quite so much,” he says. “Of watching me burn her temples to the ground, of losing her retinue”—he glances at my nymphs—“though I’m sure I can think of other uses for them here once they don’t have Aphrodite to attend to.”

			“That’s enough.” I draw myself up, folding my arms across my chest, as haughty and cold as Hera herself. “You’ll leave the Horae and the Graces alone.”

			“You’ll do as I say.” Zeus’ voice rings off the marble columns. “And if you don’t, you’ll suffer the consequences and so will they.”

			Ares lifts his spear, his insouciance burned away, his eyes alight with the savage glow of violence.

			I look at the appalled faces of my handmaids. My friends. I won’t let Zeus hurt a single one of them.

			“Have the contest,” I say. “I’ll abide by the outcome.”

			I don’t look away from Ares’ face. His shock burns into me.

			Zeus nods, satisfied. “As I thought.”

			The spear clatters to the floor, the strike of bronze against marble loud in the quiet room. Ares strides out of the hall, the heavy doors swinging behind him. I take a long breath.

			“Iris,” Zeus calls.

			She steps up beside him, a golden pitcher in her hand.

			“Aphrodite,” says Zeus. “On the water of Styx, swear you’ll marry the winner.”

			I toss my hair behind my shoulders. Nerves are rising up inside me, but I won’t let it show. I want to follow Ares and tell him everything is going to be all right. But I can’t. Not yet.

			The water swirls silver inside the jug. I know that Iris has flown to the edge of the world for this, to the clifftop waterfall that cascades down beneath the surface of the earth, all the way to the subterranean river where the Goddess Styx presides over its shadowy flow. When the Olympians took power, every god of the world swore their fealty to us on her waters. No oath binds us like a Stygian vow.

			Zeus takes the pitcher from Iris. His voice is steady and I hear every word echoing as though he’s speaking from that vaulted cavern on the banks of the river that the dead must cross to reach the Underworld, the river that holds even the most powerful immortal to their promise.

			He comes to the end of the oath, leaving silence for me to repeat his words.

			I take the pitcher. If I speak them aloud and then fail to keep them, my power will dissolve into nothing, swept away on the inexorable currents of the Styx.

			Zeus keeps his eyes fastened on me, waiting for me to falter.

			But I have faith in one god to protect me.

			I take the oath.

			I’m going to save myself.
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			“I’ll persuade Hephaestus.”

			Ares is at the stables, not yet gone. He must have been waiting to see if I’d follow.

			“And if you can’t?” His jaw is granite, his teeth gritted, but his hands on the horse’s bridle are gentle as he attaches the reins.

			“Hephaestus won’t do this to me,” I say. “He couldn’t have known this would be Zeus’ reaction.”

			Ares stops what he’s doing and turns to face me. “You don’t know what he was thinking. For all you know, he set the condition himself.”

			“No,” I say. “Hera came up with that part.”

			“Hera?”

			“Yes,” I tell him, impatient. “Because she knew that was how she could get you involved. Obviously, you’d never rescue her otherwise.”

			He frowns. “Why me?”

			“Because she thinks you’re the one Hephaestus won’t dare to refuse.”

			He shakes his head. “Did anyone think that he would dare do what he’s done to Hera? To Zeus?”

			“Exactly,” I say. “That’s why I don’t need you to get involved.” I sigh. “Look, this is some impulsive, reckless scheme that Hephaestus has come up with—probably along with Dionysus. He wasn’t there today, did you notice?” I say. “I can picture it: the two drinking together, complaining about Zeus and Hera…and now this. But he’ll have sobered up now. I’ll go there and explain what’s happened, and he’ll tell me how to unlock the throne. I’ll be the one responsible for freeing Hera. The oath can’t be fulfilled if I’m the one who frees her. I won’t have to marry anyone.”

			“You took an oath?” Ares asks.

			“Well, yes. I had to.”

			“No, you didn’t.”

			“What other option was there?”

			He stares at me. “You could have left. With me.”

			“Ares—”

			“He can’t replace you, and you know it. You’re more ancient than he is,” Ares says. “You were born from Ouranos, not Zeus.”

			“But he can exile me, take my throne, banish me from Cyprus. I won’t walk away from my followers that easily. Besides, you heard the threats he was making. It wasn’t just against the two of us. What about the nymphs?”

			He hesitates.

			I take a step closer to him, taking one of his hands in mine. “I know you’d rather fight him, Ares, but I’m telling you my way is better.”

			He inclines his head just a little, acknowledging the truth of it. “Fine,” he says. “You can go and talk to Hephaestus. But I’m coming with you.”

			“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

			He pats the horse on its flank and steps up into the chariot, extending his hand to me. “I’ll wait outside,” he says, “while you try.”

			“I don’t need to try,” I say. “As soon as Hephaestus realizes what he’s done, he’ll change his mind. I just need to tell him.”

			“So it’ll make no difference that I’m there,” Ares says.

			I consider it, then put my hand in his. “As long as Hephaestus doesn’t see you.”

			The horses trot forwards, the wheels of the chariot rolling smoothly across the yard. “He won’t know I’m there,” he says, his voice grim. “Unless you’re wrong.”

			I shake my head. “I’m not.”

			

			—

			There is no sign of Dionysus in the forge. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe Hephaestus came up with this all by himself.

			The Cyclopes are working, and one nods in greeting when I walk through the entrance.

			“Where’s Hephaestus?” I ask.

			“I’m here.”

			I turn in surprise, and he stands up from the anvil he was leaning over.

			“I thought—” I say.

			“That I’d be hiding?” He slides the hammer he’s wielding onto a hook and comes over to me. His hands are stained with soot and ash, but his eyes are clear and untroubled.

			“Hiding, drinking, sleeping it off, I don’t know.”

			“No,” he says. “Why would I be?”

			“Perhaps because all the gods of Olympus are furious with you?”

			He shakes his head. “Zeus and Hera, I’m sure. But it’s just a diversion to the rest of them, isn’t it?”

			“Not me.”

			The surprise stamped across his face reassures me that he really does know nothing of Zeus’ marriage contest. I was almost certain that it came from Hera, not Hephaestus, but nonetheless the proof of it is welcome. “Why?” he asks.

			I raise my voice over the noise of the workshop. “Because Zeus has made it a contest to see who can free Hera, and whoever succeeds gets to marry me.”

			A Cyclops glances up from the hot, glowing sword he’s been working into shape, the vivid sparks subsiding as the hammer hangs loose in his fist, the weapon forgotten.

			Hephaestus stares, similarly dumbstruck.

			“He wants her free,” I say. “You must have known he would.”

			He rubs his chin. “There are all sorts of things I imagined he might do but I didn’t think you’d be involved in any of them. I knew he’d want her free. I didn’t think—I didn’t know he’d do this.”

			“That’s because you underestimate Hera,” I tell him. “She’s had a long time to perfect her strategies. She thinks ahead, she knows how to manipulate. Maybe Zeus would have bargained on his threats and punishment being enough, but not her.”

			At the mention of her name, his whole attitude hardens.

			“It was never Hera’s fault,” I say. “It was Zeus who exiled you, not her.”

			“She’s the reason,” he says. “The reason I’m not on Olympus. Dionysus too.”

			“I understand you want revenge,” I say. “And you’ve had it. You’ve humiliated her now, in front of all Olympus. You’ve shown her and Zeus to be powerless against your skill; everything’s in your hands. If you let her go now, they won’t act against you. You can demand your throne again and they’ll have to give it to you.”

			His silence is beginning to unnerve me.

			“I came to tell you,” I say. “So that you’d know you have the power. Just tell me how the locks work, whatever it is I need to do to let her out. You don’t have to be the one to go in and do it; I’ll tell them you decided to be merciful.”

			The Cyclops has resumed his hammering. One of his brothers stokes up the furnace; the molten lava heaves and spits, and I press my hand against my forehead. The din and the heat are so intense.

			He says something, too quietly for me to hear.

			“What?” I ask.

			His eyes are somber.

			“What is it?” I say again.

			“I can’t.”

			“Can’t what?”

			He sighs, then gestures toward the door that leads out of the forge, deeper into the volcano. I follow him, and when the door closes behind us, the muffling of the noise is a welcome relief.

			It’s neat and clean in here; sparsely furnished with three-legged stools and a table. I notice there’s a rug laid on the smooth rock now, and I’m sure I recognize the handiwork of Charis in its cheerful colors. She’s an accomplished weaver; I can picture her at the loom in my Olympian apartments, singing to herself as she weaves, imagining how she might brighten up the gloomy interior of a volcano.

			“I can’t let her go,” Hephaestus says.

			“Why not?” Despite the warmth of the chamber, my body suddenly feels cold.

			He lets out a long breath. “She thought it was a peace offering,” he says. “That I’d carved it for her as a gift.”

			“And?”

			“It didn’t even occur to her to ask herself why it would be me giving a peace offering,” he goes on. “She didn’t wonder what I had to apologize for. She thought it was her due.”

			That sounds like Hera. “What did you expect?” I wonder.

			His smile is bitter, entirely without mirth. “Nothing,” he says. “She wouldn’t understand. She can’t understand. How long have I been here now? And all that time at the beginning I was alone, with nothing to do but think.”

			“Until I got here.” I keep my voice gentle, giving no hint of the panic starting to swirl inside me. “And now look at everything you’ve built.”

			He carries on as though I haven’t spoken. “She won’t know,” he says, “what it feels like. Not unless I make her understand.”

			I shift, uneasy. “Hephaestus, this isn’t like you,” I say.

			His eyes meet mine. “But it is,” he answers.

			“No,” I say. “You sound like her. But you’re better than she is, you always have been. And you’re far better than Zeus.”

			“And look where it got me,” he says.

			“Yes,” I say. “Look. You’ve made this place. It’s not an Olympian throne, but it’s yours. And if you free Hera, you can have your seat again. You can have everything.”

			There’s a distance in his gaze, as though he’s somewhere I can’t reach. “If I let her go,” he says, “I prove them right.”

			“Right about what?”

			“About me.” He snaps back to himself, not remote and far away, but still resolute. “To them, mercy is weakness. I won’t do it.”

			“But, Hephaestus—”

			“I’m sorry, Aphrodite. I’m sorry they’ve made you a part of this. But I won’t let her go.”

			“You have to,” I say.

			“I don’t.” He sounds harsh for a moment, then softens. “But you have nothing to worry about. No god can make me free her, so no god can collect the prize.”

			I close my eyes, a heavy weariness dragging in the pit of my stomach. “Oh, Hephaestus,” I say. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” He’s determined, I can see, but, when it comes to facing Zeus’ wrath again, I don’t know if he’ll be able to withstand it.

			He frowns. “I don’t care what Zeus has planned,” he says.

			It’s easy for him to say that now, and I’m sure he means it. But Zeus has had many centuries to practice his brutalities, and the long-suffering gods and mortals in Tartarus can bear testament to how effective they are. Prometheus’ fate has been held over us since the birth of humanity and it has lost no power since the moment Zeus declared it. If anything, the horror has only grown with every relentless day that passes for the beleaguered Titan. The banality of repetition, of agony inflicted over and over again, makes it worse than a more creative alternative.

			However, I won’t let it come to that. Not for Hephaestus. Definitely not for me.

			“Tell me how to unlock the chair. I’ll free Hera, not you. You won’t be capitulating to them.”

			His silence unnerves me. I was so confident that I could make him see sense, my oath didn’t even seem like an impulsive decision. But now I can feel those shadowy silver waters rising around me, trapping me in place.

			Did I gamble my own freedom on blind faith that I could talk Hephaestus round? I went to him when he was broken, I brought him sustenance and gave him hope for his future. How could he do this to me now? Hephaestus, the god I saved?

			Or is it Hephaestus, the god I spurned, doing this? Whose heart I broke in this very cavern?

			“Listen,” I say, desperation threading through my tone now. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t give you what you wanted. But please, please don’t punish me like this.”

			He shakes his head. “It’s not about that. It’s not about you.”

			“But it is now,” I protest. “Zeus brought me into this, and everyone else too. It’s not just between you and them anymore. Every other god is trying to set her free.”

			He waves my words away. “It doesn’t matter if every other god on Olympus is against me,” he says. “It’s no different from how it’s always been.”

			“It is different,” I say. “I was always on your side before.”

			He won’t look me in the face. He turns away, and a dizziness tilts me off-balance, like I’m mired in sinking sands, clawing to stay upright.

			Out in the forge, the hammers fall silent and the great hiss of the bellows ceases. A voice calls out “Aphrodite?” and Hephaestus recognizes it the same moment that I do.

			Ares is here.

		

	
		
			20

			“He said he would wait outside,” I say at once.

			“Of course.” Hephaestus’ disbelief cuts me to the quick as he shakes his head and reaches for the door handle.

			“What are you doing?” I ask.

			Now he looks at me. “Going out there,” he says. “Before my brother tears apart a volcano in search of me.”

			“He’s not going to do that,” I protest. “This isn’t his battle.”

			A muscle jumps in Hephaestus’ jaw. “To Ares, every battle is his.” He yanks the door open before I can stop him. His fist is clenched tightly around his silver staff, his shoulders thrown back and his head high, color flaring in his cheeks as he steps into the quiet forge.

			I hurry behind him through the doorway, darting to his side as I take in the scene.

			Ares stands in the entrance, his broad shoulders and wide shield blocking the light behind. It streams around the edges of his silhouette, limning him in flashing bronze where it glints off his armor.

			Four Cyclopes stand, wary and tense at their stations, their eyes sliding to Hephaestus for instruction on how to deal with the intruder.

			“You said you weren’t coming in.” My voice rings off the cavernous walls that tower above us.

			“You said he’d agree to your request.” Ares’ voice is silky smooth, deceptively calm.

			I fold my arms across my chest. “How do you know if he has or hasn’t?”

			Ares walks toward us, his strides long and measured, and stops a few paces away. “He hasn’t,” he says.

			My breath hisses between my teeth.

			“I told you, Aphrodite,” he says. “I knew it wouldn’t work.”

			“So what are you going to do?” I ask. “Try to beat him into submission? That’s stupid. It’s not the solution.”

			He’s not even looking at me. His glare is fastened on Hephaestus, his eyes cold and black, fathomless depths of yawning hunger I’ve never seen before. He could be a stranger—ancient and powerful, beautiful and terrifying, intent and unstoppable.

			“Ares,” I say, “stop.”

			“It looks like he won’t listen to you either,” says Hephaestus. His voice is level, but next to me his body is locked and rigid.

			“I won’t make you marry me, Aphrodite,” Ares says, advancing again, step by slow step. “When I’m finished with him, and he’s let her go, I’m the only god who won’t collect that oath.” Now he looks at me, a flicker of the man I know in his face. “I’d never force you to do anything you don’t want.”

			“I don’t want this,” I say. There’s no point reminding him that what he’s suggesting is just as bad: if I don’t marry the winner, I break a Stygian oath. He’d be condemning me to exile.

			“He doesn’t care,” Hephaestus says, and Ares casts him a murderous look. I swallow a scream of frustration, before trying to appeal to Ares again. “You can bring this whole volcano down on his head and you still won’t change his mind.”

			“Good idea,” he breathes. Menace ripples from him; barely held wrath on the verge of breaking free. He takes another step, and another, and Hephaestus can’t help but step backward. For a second, I think that’s it, that he won’t break the habit ingrained into him over thousands of years. Hera was right. He can’t stand up to his brother. Ares has called his bluff.

			But he catches himself. He doesn’t retreat any further. Instead, he plants his feet solidly on the ground and lifts his chin, looking Ares directly in the eye.

			“You’ll free our mother,” Ares says. “You’ve always been spineless when it comes to her. You know as well as I do that you can’t keep this up; it’s already destroying you inside.”

			Hephaestus doesn’t flinch, but I do. The contempt that drips from Ares, his arrogance and superiority, isn’t as lacerating as the undeniable core of truth wrapped within it.

			It must be agony for Hephaestus, even in his victory. It goes against everything he’s ever been. And the irony that at last he’s doing what Ares once blithely told me he should do—standing up to Zeus and Hera, refusing to give way—makes it all the more unbearable that it’s Ares who is taking him apart, piece by piece, for doing it.

			“Why would you think it’s destroying me?” Hephaestus says. “Don’t you think I enjoy seeing them floundering? Wouldn’t you?”

			“I don’t care enough about them for it to give me any satisfaction,” says Ares.

			Hephaestus snorts. “You care enough to come here. Nothing else would have brought you to my home.”

			“I’m not here for them.”

			“Oh, you’re here for Aphrodite. But she’s told you to go. She told you not to come at all.” Hephaestus shrugs.

			There’s a burning in Ares’ eyes; a wild longing about him with an edge so keen I can feel it humming in the air. “How many times,” he says, “did I hold back the worst of my impulses?” There’s a hypnotic rhythm to his words, the slither of a snake’s underbelly on the ground, a deceptive softness before the strike. “How many times did I rein myself in, walking out of Olympus so that I didn’t bring the house of the gods tumbling down to earth?”

			Ares stormed from our palace so often it became legend. Evidence among the gods of his uncontrollable rage, his volatility and the danger he posed to us all. The way he describes it now makes each occasion sound like an act of preternatural self-control, a restraint that went against every one of his instincts.

			“You were never with me then,” Ares goes on. “You cowered in your forge, making trinkets to please them.”

			In the furnace on the back wall of the cave, the molten rock rears up, hissing. The reflection of the burning river glimmers in Hephaestus’ eyes.

			“I challenged Zeus and Hera alone,” Ares is saying, “and everyone hated me for it. But I put only myself in harm’s way, not anyone else. I was never so foolish—never so selfish and blind—as this.” The contempt in his voice is devastating, but Hephaestus doesn’t bow his head, doesn’t stumble back or try to appease. Ares gets louder, the reverberations bouncing from the rock. “But now you finally decide to stand against them, and this is how you do it? With a drunken jest, a child’s trick, an act of idiocy that gives Zeus exactly what he wants?”

			“It doesn’t matter to me if he gets what he wants,” Hephaestus says. “This is what I want. For the first time, I’ve done what I wanted.”

			“And you’ll undo it!” Ares seizes him with a swiftness neither one of us saw coming. His spear drops, unheeded, to the floor and he’s gripping Hephaestus by the neck of his chiton. The Cyclopes stir, the four of them in a line, their hulking shoulders and clenched fists an intimidating sight, but Hephaestus manages a jerk of his head that tells them no.

			The lava boils, the Cyclopes stand watchful and ready, but Ares is intent on Hephaestus alone.

			Hephaestus stares back at him. Then very clearly and deliberately, he speaks. “I won’t.”

			Ares flings him backward, and he crashes into the rock face with a sickening thud. A thin crack splits its surface, tracing up from the impact of his body, and his staff drops from his hand, clattering to the ground.

			“That’s enough,” I say, but neither seems to hear me. Ares is striding toward his brother, suffused with deadly purpose, and Hephaestus shoves at him. His broad chest and the vast muscles of his upper arms give him strength, even against the hard bronze of Ares’ breastplate, and he knocks him off course. But while Hephaestus is powerful from centuries of toil, Ares possesses unstoppable momentum as the God of War. The river of molten fire is rising in waves, bubbles swelling and bursting in seething jets of smoke and sparks, but Ares is relentless, yanking Hephaestus and slamming him against the wall until the whole mountain shudders with the impact.

			Stones tumble from above, pebbles shaken loose and scattering, and a rumbling growl reverberates from deep in the ground.

			Hephaestus’ face is contorted with rage, ablaze with a fury he’s never expressed before—but Ares is incandescent. Terrible and awe-inspiring, vivid with divine wrath, alight with the dynamism of the battlefield in this cave that cannot contain it. I’ve heard his war-cry stream across the plains, a dreadful shout that holds within it a multitude of horrors, and, when he flings back his head here and lets it free, it leaps from wall to wall in a grotesque crescendo. I see the Cyclopes falter and pale, pressing their gigantic hands to their heads, buckling at the onslaught of sound that shrieks and rattles my brain inside my skull without mercy or respite.

			Hephaestus, for all his bulk and determination, is crumbling under his brother’s blows. He shrinks against the wall, his arm across his face, smears of golden blood trickling down his skin. Then he rallies, swinging his fist around to connect with Ares’ face, his knuckles smashing into the side of his helmet, crumpling the bronze as though it’s nothing. Ares doesn’t seem even to notice.

			I look from side to side, searching for something to hurl between them, for any way I can stop them long enough that they might hear me. The forge bristles with weapons—gleaming swords, heavy hammers, vicious-pointed arrows and double-headed axes—but closest to me is the spear Ares abandoned. I duck down and seize it. The ash wood is smooth in my grip; it’s weighty but balanced with a deadly blade. I lift it, aiming to the side of the grappling brothers and hoping I don’t hit either one of them.

			I fling it and it flies past Ares, skimming his shoulder. He turns in surprise, shocked into stopping at last, before it crashes into the rock and jerks back, landing beside Hephaestus’ staff.

			Hephaestus lifts his head, his eyes dull.

			I’m sure that Ares is only momentarily deterred, but it’s enough of an opportunity for me. I draw myself up, letting power crackle through my body. I remind myself: I was born from the destruction of a god. The Sky itself shattered for me.

			My power isn’t diluted by the generations of Titans and gods that came before Ares and Hephaestus; the ichor in my veins flows directly from Ouranos, who was shaped by Gaia herself at the very dawn of the world.

			The gods who came after me might have cruder weapons, more brutal violence and a willingness to break the world apart in pursuit of their desires, but I was here first and I’ll be here until the end. It will be me, every time, who pieces it back together. Me, always, who is the reason for life to keep going in the face of disaster and ruin. Me, who walked out whole from underneath the collapsing skies and brought happiness in my wake—brought love, ever-replenishing and never defeated.

			“You’ll leave Hephaestus now,” I tell Ares, in the breath of silence that follows the fallen spear. “He won’t do as you say, no matter what you do to him. You’ll stop. Now.”

			The air pulses with violence. I can taste it like the iron and salt under the Thracian moon, vivid in the blood-drenched twilight where they sacrificed the bull in Ares’ name.

			The longing is powerful, a reckless desperation to throw it all to the wind, to give in to the desire to crush and conquer a foe. It’s palpable, almost irresistible, and for a moment, when I look at the wildness in his eyes, I think he’s going to ignore me.

			Instead, he wrenches himself away with an effort that makes me wince.

			Without another glance at his broken brother, he stalks toward the exit and is gone.

			Hephaestus stares after him, his gaze clouded and stunned. “Did he leave?” he croaks.

			I swallow. “Yes.”

			His eyes shift to me in an effort that seems as monumental as the one that Ares mustered to walk away from the fight. “He listened to you.”

			“He did.”

			“He gave up.” Hephaestus heaves himself to sit up against the wall, his hand groping for his staff. His breath wheezes from his chest as he speaks, but there’s a wondering light gathering in his face, a kind of dazed epiphany. “He gave up, and Hera still isn’t free.” His drifting gaze fixes on my face. “She isn’t free. And neither are you.”

			His words settle like stones in my chest. “No,” I say, “I’m not.”

			“I’m sorry,” he says.

			I glance toward the door.

			“You aren’t going to him, are you?” He pauses, then chokes out a gurgling little laugh. “Even after this?” He shakes his head, painfully. “What would it take for you to see what he’s like?”

			“I’m not going to Ares,” I snap. “Though if I were, I wouldn’t have to explain it to you.” A flush creeps into my face. It feels so oppressive in here, the stifling burn of the furnace and the stinging scald of his judgment. “Are you going to give me what I asked? Will you tell me how to free her?”

			“No.”

			I want to ask him how he dares to expect my friendship, then, but I bite my tongue. Ares has shown me that force isn’t the way, that Hephaestus won’t be broken by threats. As desperate as I am to claim back my freedom, I’ll give him time and he’ll have to see that I’m right about this. “I won’t stay,” I say. “Just think about what I said.”

			And I leave him again.
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			There’s no trace of Ares outside the volcano.

			Instead, Dionysus is waiting. Brimming with vitality, his eyes bright and clear, as though he’s enjoying the spectacle.

			“Oh,” I say wearily. “You.”

			“I saw you coming,” he says. “I thought I’d give you the chance to talk to him alone. You and that war-god of yours. He left in quite a rage, didn’t he? I take it your plan didn’t work?”

			I press my hand to my aching eyes. “Why did you come here?” I ask.

			“I told you. I was curious.” His tone is friendly, edged with amusement. “But, when we talked, I realized that we truly are brothers. Both of us Olympian gods denied our place in the heavens.”

			I was fooled by his love of merriment, by his dedication to pleasure. I underestimated his attraction to chaos.

			“You could have charmed Zeus on his behalf,” I say. “You could have shown Hephaestus how to win back his favor. Not use him to take revenge on Hera without risking yourself.”

			He shrugs off the accusation in my words. “Hephaestus did what he wanted to do,” he says. “And he’ll get what he wants out of it.”

			“So far, all he’s gotten is a beating,” I hiss. “And worse to come, if he doesn’t submit to Zeus.”

			“Why should he?” I can hear the wildness of the moonlit grove in his voice, the seductive undertow of intoxication spiraling into reckless danger. “Why should he do what you want?”

			“I want him to be safe,” I insist. “You don’t know what Zeus can do.”

			Dionysus scoffs. “Hephaestus can take care of himself.”

			“Then leave him alone.” Rawness frays the edges of my words. “Don’t go back there. Not unless you make him undo this.”

			His brow creases. “I didn’t think that you’d be so afraid.”

			“I’m afraid,” I say, “of losing someone I love.”

			There’s a flicker of understanding in his eyes. “Zeus won’t destroy Hephaestus for this,” he says. “If anything, it’s the kind of action he respects.”

			“You don’t know him as well as you think,” I say. “You haven’t been on Olympus very long. It’s always better to stay out of Zeus and Hera’s way.”

			“And if you can’t?” he asks. “What then?”

			I glance back at the smoldering volcano. “I think we’re about to find out.”

			

			—

			I sit on the rocky shore of the bay where the Titan Kronos split our father down the center. The land that my feet first touched, the home that first welcomed me.

			I let the night pass here, allowing the darkness to envelop me in its jasmine-scented embrace while I contemplate what to do next. Wisps of pink cloud, warmed by the rising sun, float in the sky. I picture Hera in the heavens, her face taut with pride, refusing to acknowledge the bite of shackles against her skin.

			When Zeus hears that Ares has failed, he’ll make good on his promise to open the contest to all the gods of the world. I wonder who will come. Weather gods arriving on Olympus in a shower of hailstones, cheeks puffed full of icy breath. Rustic gods of the mountains, goat-legged or horse-hooved. Gods from the deepest fathoms of the ocean, gilled and fish-scaled, their squid flesh cold and clammy.

			I shudder.

			“What’s wrong?” a voice asks me, and I recognize that sly tone, that taunting chill. Eris.

			She appears by my elbow, a ghastly smile stretching her pale face. “Did Ares send you?” I ask, ignoring her question.

			She shakes her head, and dark hair tumbles over her shoulders, spilling across her black cloak. Everything about her is wrought in shades of midnight and moonlight—the abyss of her eyes, the bone-white delicacy of her face, the onyx stones that hang on a silver chain around her neck. Even in her sourness, she’s beautiful. Like a viper: graceful and coiled. “He doesn’t know I’m here,” she says, a singsong whisper in her voice. “Such a rage he came back in from Sicily. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen him so magnificent.”

			My skin prickles. Whatever she’s here for, it cannot be good. Every fiber of my being longs to get away from her. “If you’ve brought a message from him,” I begin, and she laughs, an unpleasant sound.

			“I’m no messenger goddess,” she assures me. “I’m not here for Ares. I don’t do his errands.” Her tongue darts between her teeth, its little point caressing her lower lip in a movement so hungry and sensuous it both repels and fascinates me.

			“We’re all at odds with one another already,” I tell her. “Me with Ares, him with Hephaestus, Hera with all of us. Surely even you can’t find any more strife to stir up, so what do you want?”

			She tilts her head, amused. “Now’s the moment, Aphrodite,” she says. “Olympus is ripe for me. It’s like a rotten pear, bloated and stinking and swollen, ready to fall apart at the slightest pressure.”

			I sigh. “Of course, you must be delighted with the way things are.” If Olympus is a rotten pear, she’s a wasp, burrowing into the fetid sweetness, drunk on its fermented flesh, sucking out every last drop until it collapses in on itself, an emptied husk shriveling away to nothing. “Are you here to try to stir things up again between Ares and Hephaestus? Or are you hoping I’ll challenge Zeus?”

			She’s almost radiant with happiness. “Neither,” she smirks. “Neither will be necessary.”

			I shouldn’t let her goad me into probing further. Whatever she knows—if she knows anything at all—it will be worse if it comes from her than any other source.

			And yet, I can’t resist. “Just tell me,” I say. “You can hardly wait to.”

			“The contest,” she purrs, “is over.”

			My stomach lurches. “It is?”

			She nods, contented. “Hera is free.”

			It can’t be. No one can have unlocked those fetters; it isn’t possible.

			“And”—she lingers over the words, finding it all so very delicious—“you have a husband, Aphrodite. At long last, after all these centuries.”

			I stagger to my feet, my breath choking in my throat. “No. You’re lying.”

			She springs up too, sleek as Dionysus’ leopard. “You know I’m not.”

			I have a fistful of her cloak before I know what I’m doing. “Tell me.”

			“Oh,” she says. “I’ll tell you. I wouldn’t want to miss your reaction.”

			My reaction. That’s what she came for. Slowly, I unclench my fists, letting her go.

			“Dionysus gave Hephaestus wine,” she says. “It made him so much more persuadable.”

			“Do you mean—do you mean, Dionysus is the winner?” I choke.

			“Oh, no,” she answers. “He wouldn’t take the credit.” Her eyes sparkle in the morning light, the sky washed through with coral behind her. “Hephaestus unchained Hera himself.”

			“Hephaestus freed her of his own volition?” It doesn’t make sense.

			“He did,” she says. “Zeus has restored him to Olympus and declared him the winner.”

			The words die in my throat.

			“You swore the oath,” she says, “and so it’s decided. Hephaestus will be your husband.”

			I turn away from her without a word, blind and unheeding, stumbling down the shore. If she carries on talking, I don’t hear it.

			Hephaestus. Hephaestus. I turn his name over and over in my head until the syllables fall apart, until it becomes meaningless.

			Out in the bay, the waves crash against the lone rock that rises above the water, foaming white spray whipped into a wild froth.

			When the blood of Ouranos spilled here, when his own son castrated him above the place we stand right now, I wasn’t the only immortal given life through his agony. Giants walked here; the Furies too. My brothers and sisters, awakened through violence, seething like the wrathful sea. The Giants plunged themselves into war, tearing themselves apart in battle. The Furies have devoted their eternal lives to punishment and torment, their greatest satisfaction found in cursing others with the torture of our broken father.

			I thought of them always as the shape of his pain; his howling fury given form.

			When I followed them from these waters, I knew that my way was better. I heal, I soothe, I mend all suffering with love. It’s a greater force than rage, I know that.

			But at this moment, it doesn’t feel that way.

			Was this marriage what Hephaestus had intended all along? I think I hear Eris laugh again, but I don’t care now how much pleasure she takes from this. Let her revel in it all she likes.

			I’m going to find Hephaestus, and, when I do, I’ll give her all the strife she craves.

			

			—

			I half expect his forge to be empty. All the way here, I pictured him restored to the heavens, enthroned at Zeus’ side, protected by the Olympians he’s managed to impress with his ruthlessness, with his conniving, with his chaos.

			And, yet, the image of him smirking on a golden chair blurs and softens in my mind’s eye, and I see him laid low in an empty volcano, abandoned by everyone. Slumped at his brother’s feet, unable to withstand another blow.

			Presenting me with a necklace, jeweled and sparkling, never asking for anything in return. Standing outside a mortal forge in the autumn air, listening to me talk, his warm gaze as comforting as the woodsmoke on the breeze.

			I don’t know who he is anymore and I don’t know what I’ll find. Somehow, the last thing I expect is to see him in his workshop, the same as he’s ever been. Leaning more heavily on his staff, the fading traces of bruises discoloring his immortal flesh like a soft shadow, but Hephaestus still. Broad and hulking, an apology haunting his eyes with an honesty that disarms me.

			“I’m sorry,” he says, the moment I swing open the oak door. It’s too well-crafted to slam into the rocky wall, the hinges rolling too smoothly, denying me the resounding crash I want to hear.

			“You’re sorry? How could you do this, and think ‘sorry’ could make any difference?”

			He winces, holding up a hand as though to shield himself from the blistering fury in my voice. “I was very, very drunk. Dionysus—”

			“Dionysus persuaded you to do this?” My voice is scathing.

			“No, not exactly. I don’t think so.” Hephaestus furrows his brow, the effort of searching through his fragmented memories too great. “We were drinking. First, it soothed the pain, after Ares. It was like floating away on a cloud.”

			My heart beats wildly. Any sympathy I had for his injuries has petrified into solid rock.

			“I know that’s no excuse, I’m just telling you what happened. He didn’t persuade me, he just let me talk. I was angry and then maudlin, and somewhere along the way I decided it was all too much effort to keep up. I decided to let her go.”

			“So it was just an impulse?” I ask. “A drunken act of spontaneity?” I shake my head. “And you didn’t think, not for a second, about what it would mean? After I was here, after Ares beat you into the ground, you didn’t think about what freeing her would do?”

			He doesn’t meet my eyes. There is a long and painful silence.

			Into it, I whisper, “You did know.”

			“I hadn’t forgotten,” he says quietly. “And after so much wine, it seemed like the answer.”

			“The answer to what?”

			He lets out a shaky sigh.

			“The answer to what, Hephaestus?” I ask again. “You knew that going up there, letting her out and telling Zeus it was your decision would make you the winner.”

			He still says nothing.

			“Why?”

			He keeps his eyes fixed on the ground. “You know that I stepped in front of Hera when Zeus was beating her, just to stop you from jumping in his way.” His fingers flex around the handle of his staff, nervous and twisting. “I saw that you were about to do it, and I couldn’t let you.”

			My heart is racing, my anger acid in my veins. “Is it revenge?” The words tumble out, jerky and painful. “Because you were hurt saving me, even though I never asked you to? Or is it about Ares? Is this some kind of sick way of winning—beating him in this contest—is that it?”

			His eyes widen. “No,” he protests. “No, it’s not about Ares.” He pauses, taking a deep breath. “Maybe. In part.” He must register how I tense my body, my fingers curling into fists, and he hurries to finish speaking. “Not like that, not for revenge. But…but I warned you about him. And you stayed with him. Even after you saw what he did to me, everything that he’s capable of, you still love him.”

			“Do you think you can stop me?” I demand.

			He slumps his rounded shoulders. “Not now. Everything seemed different then. It was bravado. It was idiocy. I just thought that maybe you’d see.”

			“See what?”

			Finally, he meets my eyes. “That I love you. More than he ever could.”

			I know he believes what he’s saying. But if he’s appealing to my heart, it has already shriveled to ashes in the furnace of my wrath. “And this is how you get what you want.” The harshness makes him flinch.

			He shakes his head, frantic. “No.”

			“You’ve trapped me into marrying you.”

			“You don’t have to.” He sounds desperate.

			“But I do.” I can’t take back what I did. “You know I’m bound. You know I have no choice.”

			The color drains from his face at the truth of what I’m saying, and tears rise in his eyes, slipping unheeded down his cheeks. I’ve seen him shattered, first by Zeus, then by Ares. But I don’t know that I’ve ever seen him so bereft as this.

			“I’m sorry,” he says again.

			And, in the stunned silence, I walk away.

			

			—

			Last night, in the aftermath of the fight between the brothers, I stayed away from Thrace. I didn’t know if the god I saw raging in that volcano was one I wanted to keep.

			But in my devastation now, Ares is the only comfort I crave.

			He hurries out into the gloomy courtyard as I approach, as though he’s been listening for the soft beat of dove-wings, and I know I made the right choice. There’s no sign of the wrathful god he’d been when he stalked out of the volcano, and no sign of Eris either.

			He folds me into an embrace, the worn leather of his tunic soft against my cheek, the familiar scent of earth and bronze anchoring me in place.

			“No breastplate,” I murmur into his collarbone. “No spear, no helmet. I thought I’d find you ready for war.”

			He shakes his head. “It doesn’t have to be a fight,” he says.

			I pull back, looking up at his face in surprise. “Do you mean that?”

			He slides his hand through my hair, letting it fall between his fingers. “It’s not that I don’t want a war.” His voice lowers. “It’s not that I don’t want to march on Olympus and make Zeus suffer for this too. But I won’t, unless that’s what you want too.”

			“So, you’ll just…accept it?” I don’t believe him.

			“Accept what?”

			“The marriage.”

			His arms tense around me, and I take a step backward.

			“You do know, don’t you?” I ask. “Eris told you that Hephaestus let Hera go, that he’s the winner?”

			“I do,” Ares says. His arms fall to his sides, and the light quenches in his eyes, leaving them wary. “But surely you aren’t going to marry him?”

			“I don’t know what to say.” I cross my arms over my chest, holding myself. There is a dreadful shaking in my center, the first tremors of what I fear is to come. Cold flutters across my skin, not just the icy air of these grim mountains, but the inkling of a disaster greater than I anticipated.

			Ares reaches for my hands, gently but firmly pulling them away from my body, holding them in his. “Aphrodite,” he says. “I know the punishment for oath-breakers is exile. But I’ll go with you. We’ll leave Olympus together. We’ll take the Horae with us, the Graces too, if you’re afraid of what Zeus will do to them when we’re gone.”

			I wrest my fingers free from his grip. “You know we can’t leave. If you come with me, Zeus will exile you too. You’ll lose everything. We both will.”

			“No,” he says. “We won’t lose each other.” His fingers curl around empty space. “You can’t marry Hephaestus.”

			“I can’t not marry Hephaestus.”

			“You don’t mean that,” he says.

			“But I do! I swore on the Styx.” I shake my head, disbelieving. “I can’t break the oath. It was only you, Ares, who was arrogant enough to think I could, and that was only if you’d been the winner.”

			He stares at me. “It was you who was arrogant enough to make the oath in the first place.”

			“It was,” I admit. “I was sure that Hephaestus would do what I asked, and that I’d silence Zeus on the subject of marriage once and for all. I was wrong.”

			“Then we’ll fight,” he says, decisive. “If you want to stay, I’ll go to war against Zeus, and Styx as well if I need to. I’ll bring him down, even if it means allying with Hera. Olympus can be hers, or yours. You can have your freedom that way.”

			“And what if Zeus wins?” I ask.

			His hands rest on my shoulders. “We run or we fight. Those are our choices.”

			“I thought about fighting,” I say. “My brothers, the Giants, challenged the gods. My sisters, the Furies, let anger consume them so that it’s all they feel.” I take a deep breath. “I won’t make that mistake. I wanted to, when I went to Hephaestus, but now I see there’s another choice. One that takes more strength.”

			“More strength than war?” He’s disbelieving.

			“Yes. I can keep the peace.”

			“Aphrodite—”

			“I can keep the oath and my power. It’s better than fleeing into exile or destroying Olympus in war. Yes, it means Zeus gets what he wants. It’s a humiliation, but it’s one I’ll get over.”

			He’s silent for a long moment.

			“But I won’t.”

			“What do you mean?” I whisper.

			“It was always you who held back,” he says. Bitterness bleeds into his words. “You always insisted what we have together isn’t lasting. It was you who told me that you were free to take other lovers.” He drags a hand through his hair. “I didn’t ask anything different of you, I never would. I never wanted to control you. I never pretended I could change you, or that I’d want to.”

			“But I never did take any other lovers,” I protest. “I know what I said, but I never acted on it.”

			“You never acted on it until now,” he bites out. “Now you’ve agreed to marry someone else.”

			My voice rises in frustration. “Believe me, this wasn’t the outcome I wanted.”

			His eyes are defiant with the challenge. “You’re a powerful goddess, more ancient than Zeus. You don’t have to do as he says.”

			“We all do.”

			“We don’t. This is your choice,” he says. “You can stand up to Zeus and I’ll be with you no matter what happens.” His eyes flicker over me. “But instead you choose to marry my brother and lose me.”

			I feel my heart collapse in my chest, leaving a hollow in its place. A black void yawning open, its inexorable pull sucking me into the depths.

			“If I lose you,” I say, my voice shaking, “that’s your choice. Not mine.”

			“You want me to stay for my brother’s wife?” he asks.

			“No. I want you to stay for me.” I can hear the edge of desperation in my words. “You’ve hardly regarded him as your brother before; why would that matter now? Is this just about your pride?”

			He shakes his head, his eyes flat and cold. “You choose,” he says again. “Between me and him.”

			But that’s not the choice. If I’m expelled from the heavens, they’ll tear down my temples, my statues, my sanctuaries. What happens to my worshippers then? What becomes of a world devoid of Love?

			Time slows to a terrible crawl. I’m trapped in this moment, watching us fall apart, not knowing how to save us. Like watching a ship sinking into the ocean, engulfed by wave after wave, until all that remains is the empty horizon.

			I’ll know who I am if I’m without Ares. I won’t know who I am if I’m no longer the Goddess of Love.

			If I marry Hephaestus, I’ll lose Ares.

			The enormity of it is like a blow to my chest. It can’t be. I can’t lose Ares.

			But if I don’t marry Hephaestus, I’ll lose everything else.

			“I already told you,” I say. “I won’t break the oath.”

			Ares looks away. “I never asked you to change a single aspect of yourself, despite your wanting me to be completely different.”

			“That isn’t true.”

			His laughter is hollow. “You hate what I am. You never wanted to be with a war-god.”

			I can’t deny it.

			“I thought you might come to see me in another light,” he goes on. “I thought you might understand. And, even if you didn’t, I thought it was worth it to have you. You passionately hated war, but you were just as fervent that you wouldn’t marry. That, you’re suddenly willing to change. That’s what you’ll compromise on—just so you can stay on Olympus.” His voice rises in volume, but then he visibly reins himself in and shakes his head. When he speaks again, it’s quiet and soft. “But I won’t stay with you. Not this time.”

			Snow drifts in tiny flakes, delicate flurries billowing across the dark stone. Above us, the towers pierce the gathering clouds, and I hear the rasp of the vulture’s croak, its squat body hunched on the rooftop. Somewhere in the shadows, the Keres will be lurking, indifferent to whether I’m here or not. When I’m on the other side of the iron gates, this place won’t miss me at all.

			“Why not?” I implore. “I would stay for you. Nothing would make me leave.”

			“Would you?” His smile is tight and bitter. In this moment, he feels almost unrecognizable. A stranger in the place of the god I love more than any other I’ve known. “I don’t think you’ve ever been here at all. Not really.”

			I swallow, absorbing his words. “That isn’t true,” I say slowly. “I’m here with you. I don’t want to run away. I don’t want war.” I want him. That’s all I want.

			I know he wants me too.

			But it isn’t enough.

			His eyes flash bronze. There’s a flicker of anguish, an echo of the sorrow I feel building like a tidal wave, ready to crash over me, but he says nothing. I think I can hear my heart beating in the silence, painful and pounding.

			“You’ve decided, then,” he says, just as the empty space between us becomes impossible to bear.

			“And so have you.”

			He inclines his head. “I have.”

			Even as I turn away and he does nothing to stop me, I don’t believe it—that I’m going to leave Mount Haemus and marry another god. This cannot be how it ends. But, step by step, my feet move, and I can sense Eris’ hungry gaze on the back of my neck, savoring every painful second.

			I’m Aphrodite, I remind myself. There are shrines in my name from Cyprus to Corinth, Sicily to Athens, and every island in between. I won’t leave here weeping. I’ll sweep myself into the sky and soar away as though my heart is as light as the wings that carry me.

			And only I will know that it’s shattered into fragments beyond repair.
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			From the summit of the highest peak on Cyprus, I look out across the world for battles. A skirmish rages here, a clash there, and I lean out further, searching each conflict for a familiar figure striding through their midst, listening for the echo of his yell.

			I see only Eris, flanked by her sisters.

			I wonder if Ares stays alone in his mansion, withdrawing from the world entirely. Too angry even for war. Perhaps he fears what he’ll do if he encounters Zeus.

			Or perhaps it’s me he wants to avoid.

			“Come away,” a soft voice says. “You don’t need to watch that.”

			I turn to see Hesperis, Dysis and Auge gathered behind me. “I know,” I sigh. “I just wondered if I’d catch a glimpse of him.”

			“What good would that do?” Hesperis says, with just a touch of gentle scolding. “Didn’t you say when the Dryad Phigalia grew tired of me that it would only hurt me to keep thinking of her? You stopped me from wandering her mountain in the hope of seeing her again. You turned my eyes elsewhere, remember?”

			“I did,” I say. The recollection coaxes a smile from me. “I seem to recall you moved on to one of the Aurae rather quickly?” A lovely nymph of the breezes; I can picture her flowing hair and wild grace, the way she moved through the air as though she were dancing.

			“That’s right,” says Dysis, extending her hand to me. “Isn’t that what you’ve always advised us to do? When one affair comes to an end—”

			“Find another. I know.” I link my fingers through hers. It’s what I breathe into the ears of heartbroken worshippers too. I’ve always felt most tenderly toward those who never learn; the ones who keep falling headlong into their next adventure, only to find themselves over the remains of a fire, sending the smoke of their charred hopes up to me once more. Next time, I promise them.

			I only wish that I could find the hope in a next time for myself.

			The Horae hope for me, though, their soothing ministrations as sweet and loving as a mother spreading honey on a child’s cut knee. They’ve been here for every ending.

			Even if no other ending ever felt like this one.

			They lead me down the slopes, the four of us walking back toward my sanctuary together.

			“I just can’t understand how it all went so wrong so quickly,” I say. It won’t stop churning in my mind, the way everything spiraled out of control.

			Hephaestus, setting out to trap Hera and ensnaring himself along with me.

			Dionysus, drawn irresistibly to chaos, urging him on.

			Zeus, a petty tyrant cunning enough to spot his opportunity and ruthless enough to take it.

			Ares, too intractable to compromise, too stubborn to be persuaded.

			And me, reckless enough to swear the oath.

			“You were brave,” says Auge. “Maybe rash too. But what else could you do?”

			“Ares said we could fight,” I answer. “Run or fight, those were his choices.”

			“Isn’t it braver to stay?” Dysis counters. “To see it through?”

			“If anything,” Auge says, waspish, “it’s Ares who’s the coward.”

			I wince. “That’s not true.”

			“Then why can’t he show his face?” she asks.

			“Hurt pride,” Hesperis says.

			I shake my head. “I think it’s more than that,” I say. It’s an effort to drag the words up from deep inside, to haul them from the aching hollow that’s opened up since we parted. “I don’t think he ever believed I loved him as much as he loved me. I think he was always waiting for it to fall apart.”

			“Well,” says Hesperis, caution elongating the word as she glances sidelong at me. “You could try talking to him one more time. If you really wanted to.”

			“I don’t think,” I say heavily, “that he’ll ever accept my marrying his brother.”

			“Why not?” she asks tartly. “It’s worse for you, isn’t it?”

			“You’ve always found a way to protect your realm,” Dysis interjects, calm and measured. “Zeus has always trusted you enough to leave you alone. This is a sacrifice, but it means Zeus gets what he wants and Olympus stays peaceful. Ares can understand that when he gets past his anger, can’t he?”

			“And, if he can’t,” Hesperis says, “you’ll know it’s really over. Then you can move on.”

			Their words are like sunlight. I absorb them; the warmth and the glow of this precious friendship encouraging tiny shoots of optimism to sprout in the barren desolation that Ares has left behind.

			Maybe it isn’t over between us. Maybe it never will be.

			I look between each of their hopeful, tender faces. If they think it’s worth trying—if there’s any chance at all—I should do it. I nod. Through the fog of dreary exhaustion that’s enveloped me, I feel a flicker of energy return. A little spark of belief; a fragile light in the darkness. “I’ll go back,” I say. “I’ll try again.”

			But when I get to Thrace, his mansion is empty. The stables are deserted, the floor swept clean, and the Keres gone along with the horses and bronze-wheeled chariot. I wander across the courtyard, searching for signs of life. It’s always been a quiet, lonely place, but the solitude feels different, abandoned.

			There’s no sound at all, not even the croak of the vulture or the scrape of its clawed talons against the stone.

			I push the heavy doors open, but the house is in darkness. No torches lit, no fires burning. I walk through the corridors to his bedchamber and find nothing there either. No furs left heaped on the bed, no spear leaning against the wall, no sign that he was ever here.

			It’s as though he never existed. As though our love was something I only ever dreamed.

			I step out onto the veranda. The sparse leaves I once summoned into life have dropped from the tree, curled and brown and dead on the floor. When I reach out and touch its withered branch, it doesn’t stir or shudder under my fingers as it did before.

			With a mounting sense of panic, I hurry back through the dark hall and out into the courtyard. I stoop to touch the ground, willing it to breathe and open up to me, to yield itself and burst into bloom once more. I want those strange and sinister flowers; I want to feel this place give in to me like it used to.

			But it doesn’t happen. There’s nothing here but rock and dirt, lifeless and cold.

			Ares is gone.

			

			—

			In my chariot, the wind whips against my face, a stinging and relentless cold that rakes across my skin. I barely notice what lands and seas spread out beneath me or how the clouds coil around me, ghostly wraiths that cling on, a damp chill that permeates my flesh all the way through to my soul.

			It’s then, alone in the skies, that the truth breaks me apart. It’s a brutal clarity; a flash of lightning that illuminates the wreckage of us, and there is nowhere I can hide from it. The sobs overtake me in a storm of grief, racking my chest, startling the doves, who jerk and rear upward in consternation, but I can’t stop. I’m left holding on to the wooden rail, exhausted and drained, as I open my eyes to the familiar shores of Cyprus ahead.

			“Now I know,” I say to Hesperis when I land. “You were right. It’s over.”

			They don’t need to ask what happened. They can see my red-rimmed eyes and hear the catch in my throat.

			Auge’s voice is soft with sympathy. “So what now?”

			I draw in a long, ragged breath. “I can’t avoid it anymore,” I say. I have to go through with this marriage.

			I bathe, dress, let them brush my hair. Other gods might laugh, think me vain, but those same gods would be merciless if they ever saw me less than beautiful. It’s my armor, my protection against their mockery and their judgment. I can feel my strength return with every flower they weave into my crown, every jewel they fasten around my throat and wrists and in my ears, every cream and paste they dab into my skin. Aphrodite again, unchanged on the outside, no matter what ravages I feel within.

			With the Horae at my side, I return to Mount Olympus. I’m prepared for Zeus to gloat about the wedding. What I’m not prepared for is Charis hurrying from the rooms before I can even get a word out.

			I turn to the other nymphs. “She must know this isn’t my fault. I’m not taking Hephaestus from her by choice.”

			Hesperis ushers me to the couch, pulling me down to sit. “That might make it even worse,” she suggests. “You have what she wishes for, and you don’t even want it.”

			“If I could give it to her,” I say wearily, “I would.”

			“She’ll get used to it,” Dysis says. “Give her time.”

			“You look better,” Auge says, her eyes lingering thoughtfully on my face, and I know she’s not just referring to her own handiwork. “What is it? Was it going back to Thrace? I know it was painful—”

			“It was,” I agree. “But it was the right thing to do.” I can’t torture myself with the idea that I could’ve changed my mind. I can’t run away with Ares now, even if I want to.

			I’ve realized, with no possibility of denial, that there’s no choice but to move forwards. I just have to decide how to do it.

			And I can see a chink of light in this prison of my own making. I railed against the prospect of marriage all of my existence because I never wanted to be caged, but now I realize I don’t have to be.

			I won’t be a wife like Hera, her spark extinguished in bitter frustration, an emblem of what women must suffer in marriage. She’s reluctantly faithful to a philanderer she cannot love and brutally punished when her defiance goes too far, never able to openly challenge him when the rules that bind her don’t hold him at all.

			Not so for me. I won’t give in to unhappiness. I’ll treat marriage with the same regard that Zeus does. I’ll keep my promise, to maintain peace and escape exile. But Zeus won’t win. I’ll keep my word, and nothing more. I won’t give up my freedom, and I won’t let marriage crush my spirit.

			I’ll behave like a god because that’s what I am.

			

			—

			Demeter finds me at the gates of Olympus. Beneath us, a conflict seethes, Eris swooping above it like a malevolent bird of prey.

			“She’s getting worse,” Demeter remarks.

			I glance at her. Her lips are pursed, a crease deepening between her brows as she takes in the scene. “Much worse,” I agree. “This battle—it’s been going on for an entire mortal summer with no sign of abating.” A season in their world; a fleeting moment in ours.

			Time is tumbling forwards so quickly, I can’t catch it or slow it down, only be carried on its current toward a future I didn’t choose.

			Demeter looks around us at the empty snow-dusted slopes. “The other gods don’t care to watch?” she asks.

			“Even Zeus has lost his appetite for it.”

			“But not you?” Her voice is kind. “You never had much stomach for this before.”

			“I still don’t,” I say. “I don’t want to see the suffering. I just wonder who will stop it now.”

			“Won’t Ares resume his duties?” she says. “He’ll have to get Eris in hand eventually.”

			“I don’t know,” I say. “He told me once that it used to be his worshippers that kept him here, that he couldn’t leave them. But he’s left them now. I think that means there’s nothing else to hold him to Olympus.”

			“Nothing?” she asks. “Not even you?”

			I shake my head. “Not anymore.” I pause, absorbing the weight of it. “But surely you think that’s for the best, don’t you, Demeter?”

			Her eyes widen. “I don’t think any of this is for the best,” she says softly. “I hate to see you like this.”

			“Like what?” I ask, lifting my head high.

			“You’ve always insisted you’d never marry,” she says. “I hoped you’d be able to stick to that. I never wanted you to be constrained.”

			I hold her gaze. “I won’t be.”

			She smiles slightly, though it’s tinged with sadness. “I’m glad,” she says. “Have you talked to Hephaestus, then? Come to some arrangement?”

			Hephaestus. The sound of his name is a blow to my chest. “No,” I say. “He hasn’t been back to Olympus since it all happened.”

			“And you haven’t gone to him?” she asks.

			“I won’t,” I say shortly. “Not again. But it doesn’t matter, not really. My feelings haven’t changed. I’ll do as I said. I’ll marry Hephaestus, but if Zeus thinks that will make me any lesser—any different from how I was before—well, he’ll be disappointed.”

			She nods. “I believe you,” she says, her warmth like the first sunshine of spring chasing away the winter chill.

			“Come on,” I say. “Come inside with me.”

			We leave Eris and her war behind us.

			

			—

			Over the following days, I lie in perfumed baths and banish Ares from my mind. I concentrate on the warm water and the scent of rose petals as Helios draws the sun across the dome of the sky and another twilight descends. Olympus is busy with preparations for the wedding.

			Hephaestus stays in Sicily, not daring to show his face. But he’ll have no choice soon enough.

			Anger crackles under my skin, a shield against the sadness that threatens to creep in if I let the memory of the War God rise treacherously in my mind.

			I repeat a mantra to hold it at bay. I’ll keep the peace of Mount Olympus. I’ll keep my status. I won’t run away, and I won’t languish in exile. Zeus won’t burn my temples or destroy my statues. No one will forget my name.

			My wedding day approaches, and I greet it with a smile.
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			I’m dressed in a saffron-dyed robe, crowned with delicate myrtle flowers and ornamented with long necklaces of looping gold. The nymphs—Charis absent from their number—walk with me to the throne room of Olympus. It’s garlanded with olive wreaths, torches flaming on the walls, sparkling off the jewelry I wear. Hera stands waiting for me, tall and imposing, her face severe and a torch held aloft in one hand.

			She takes no pleasure in presiding over weddings, and this one seems no different. She’s uninterested, adhering grimly to the rites that she despises.

			Hephaestus is already there, enthroned. He doesn’t look at me when I enter, instead gazing down at the tiled floor; the most miserable husband anyone could imagine.

			My smile stays fixed as I glance around the firelit hall. All the other gods are assembled, bar one.

			“Ares isn’t here,” Hera murmurs to me.

			I’m startled by her voice in my ear. “I didn’t expect that he would be,” I mutter back.

			“Of course not.” She sounds brisk and irritated. “But he isn’t in Thrace either, not anymore. His mansion is quite abandoned. The Keres, all his attendants, Eris—they’ve all left.”

			“I know.” I look at her, wondering if this is her tiny act of mercy, letting me know he’s gone and that he won’t be back anytime soon. It’s not a shock to me, but if I was nurturing any bud of hope, she’s cutting it off. It might not sound like a kindness, but I believe that it’s one all the same. For Hera, anyway.

			She nods toward the thrones, indicating that I should take my seat beside Hephaestus. I try to emulate her dignity as I walk; the cold composure that forbids anyone from mocking her.

			I’m aware, nonetheless, of the smiling faces that I pass and that there is barely a fig leaf of sincerity among them. Seeing Aphrodite humbled into marrying after so long, and in such circumstances, is their greatest entertainment. Apollo strums gently on his lyre, the melody rather melancholy for this celebration, though the amusement on his face gives the lie to the sadness of his music. I find Demeter, her eyes fixed on me with a determined smile on her face. I feel her encouragement with every step, urging me to get through this.

			I reach the throne and seat myself upon it without acknowledging Hephaestus. My husband.

			Zeus’ eyes flare with pleasure.

			I swallow, then toss my hair over my shoulder and smile at him.

			It’s unnecessary for the two of us to be seated apart from the others. This will be Zeus’ doing, insisting on making a spectacle. In truth, the weddings of the gods are little more than a feast. The mortals make it more of an occasion with rituals, routines and an onerous list of sacrifices in the hope of winning the gods’ favor for a successful union. Dedications to Artemis, as the bride moves on from girlish freedom to the yoke of wifehood. Devotions to me, praying for the blessing of love to sweeten the years ahead. Most importantly, offerings to Hera, who accepts them as though it’s just another burden heaped upon her.

			But for me, there is no father to negotiate a dowry, no mother to pray on my behalf. This is just a banquet. And, regardless of my anger with Dionysus, there is at least one reason to be glad that he’s here. “Bring me wine, please, Iris,” I say, and the gold-winged goddess is quick to obey. I take the jeweled cup from her. “And for Hephaestus,” I add.

			He lifts his head in surprise. The last thing I said was that I would never forgive him, but I can’t see how that will help us now.

			“Why not?” I murmur. “The time for a clear head has definitely passed.”

			He nods, grim-faced, and accepts the cup that Iris brings him.

			On the tables, pomegranates spill their seeds, dark and glistening as blood. The gods converse, golden and glorious, replete with satisfaction that tonight Zeus’ mind is occupied with Hephaestus and me, and they are free to do as they please.

			I drink, and Hephaestus follows suit.

			Through the marble pillars, the sweep of the star-strewn sky glimmers. Somewhere in the world, Ares is under this same sky, but, even if I knew where, I couldn’t go to him. Wasn’t it always going to be this way? I couldn’t fall for the God of War and expect to find happiness.

			He knows exactly where I am right now—and who I’m with—but his whereabouts and his company are a mystery to me. Perhaps he’s alone, on the bank of a dark river or on the lonely peaks of another barren mountain. Maybe he’s drinking wine too, his lowered brows and proud jaw silvered by moonlight. I wonder if Eris brings him news of the wars she foments in his absence. Or, if not her, maybe some other goddess is with him, or a nymph impressed with his brooding good looks, her eyes meeting his across a flickering fire. I drain my cup, slamming it down abruptly beside me.

			Iris looks up, startled, and flutters over to me again, pitcher at the ready as I thank her.

			The warmth builds in my chest, fanning out across my throat and my cheeks as I take another long draft of wine. I feel sly eyes on me, whispers rippling across the tables, and I shake out my hair as though shrugging off all the snide gossip. I turn properly to Hephaestus for the first time since I took the throne. “So,” I say to him, smiling for the benefit of everyone watching, “would you say this is a worse wedding than Zeus and Hera’s, or equally as bad?”

			He stares at me, caught off guard. “Well,” he says at last, “I wasn’t at that one.”

			I take another swig of wine. “Of course not,” I say. Hephaestus had yet to be born then. “You’ll have to take my word for it, then.”

			His eyes are haunted. “I’m sorry,” he starts to say, and I silence him with a wave of my hand.

			“Don’t,” I say. “Not now. Not while everyone is watching.”

			His eyes flicker over the long tables and then back to me. “What do you want them to think?” he asks.

			“I want them to think,” I murmur to him, leaning closer and letting my hair fall to screen my face from the most avid watchers, who might try to trace the movement of my lips, “that this is a game, and we didn’t lose.”

			He lifts a heavy eyebrow. “We didn’t?”

			I shake my head. “No.” I raise my goblet, swallowing more wine, luxuriating in the rush of it through my veins. “Don’t look so unhappy to have married me. It’s hardly a compliment.”

			His jaw sags open. “I’m not going to gloat,” he mutters.

			“Good. You’re not Poseidon, or Zeus, or Apollo,” I say. Any of those three would be truly insufferable in this moment.

			“They’d make worthier husbands,” he says, and the wine catches in my throat so that I cough, violently.

			Iris is at my elbow at once, proffering a square of linen, but I quickly turn the ungraceful splutter into a laugh, as though Hephaestus has said something amusing—which I suppose he did. “Hephaestus,” I say, “I didn’t want to marry you. I didn’t want to marry anyone. But, believe me, truly, I’d rather you than one of them.”

			He sighs. “It’s what makes it more delicious for them,” he says. “That you had to have me.” I follow his gaze to Apollo, gilded in the torchlight, his face flawless and his hair flowing. “An ugly, broken god for Aphrodite.”

			I wrinkle my nose. There’s no trace of self-pity in his tone, only a blunt honesty, and I’m certain that he’s not making any attempt to manipulate me into feeling sorry for him. “Apollo,” I say, “looks like he was carved from ivory. Like he was sculpted into perfection by an artist as talented as you. You”—I lock eyes with Hephaestus—“are more like raw stone.”

			He shrugs.

			“The stones of the earth that were shaped by Gaia at the dawn of the world. Made exactly as they were intended to be, to suit their purpose. I don’t find you any less beautiful for that.”

			His eyes flare with surprise, but he doesn’t look away from me.

			“And as for broken,” I say, “you were injured for saving your mother.” I take another sip. “It doesn’t make you lesser. Quite the contrary.”

			“I thought,” he whispers, “that you hated me.”

			Now I shrug. “I’m furious with you,” I say. “For the stupid blunder that got us into this mess. But here we are.”

			And we’re here together. As the wine dizzies me and thoughts of Ares rise in my mind like the tide, I find I no longer want to see Hephaestus suffer. I don’t want to suffer either.

			I find Dionysus in a cluster of nymphs, catch his eye across the hall and lift my goblet to him. A grin spreads across his face, the familiar radiance of wild hunger illuminating him from within, and I nod.

			He seizes Auge by her wrist and whirls her into a dance. She’s startled for a moment; then I see her throw back her head and laugh. Hesperis and Dysis jump to their feet, their sandals darting across the shining tiles as they follow along. The Muses, already singing, lift their voices higher. Around the vaulted hall, gods start drumming their hands on the tables in rhythm. The noise echoes from the pillars; wine spatters from swinging cups, and the throne room of Olympus is alive with celebration.

			For the first time since I entered, Hephaestus looks up with the shadow of a smile.

			Too soon, because Zeus is in front of us, bearded and resplendent and so very cruel. “You won’t dance, Aphrodite.” His voice booms over the clatter of feet, the raucous song and the clash of cymbals.

			“I prefer to watch how much everyone is enjoying my wedding,” I tell him. “I get the best view from here. And, after your great generosity in hosting this feast for us, I’d hate to miss any of it.”

			“Is that it?” he says, his voice soaked with wine and laughter. “Or rather that your husband is incapable?” He picks up the staff propped up against Hephaestus’ throne, heartily amused.

			It slides between his careless fingers, the intricate figures and twisting pattern of gems ignored. I hate watching him wield it, hate the way I can feel Hephaestus tense at my side, hate the way that Zeus drinks in his discomfort like the wine that’s flowed down his throat all evening.

			“Perhaps,” I answer, “we prefer to be in each other’s company rather than join you.”

			“Ha!” At Zeus’ bark of mirth, Hephaestus’ fingers tighten around the curved arm of his throne. I slide my hand across his.

			Zeus falters briefly, a frown creasing his forehead, and it’s enough.

			I turn to Hephaestus and pull his face to mine. Before he has time to act on his panic and bewilderment, I press my lips to his and twist my fingers into his hair. It may look like an act of passion but it is a clear instruction to Hephaestus: Remember, this is a game and we aren’t going to lose.

			At first, he’s frozen, but then I feel him melt into the kiss. My fist loosens, my hand clasping the nape of his neck now. His lips are soft and warm against mine. I smell woodsmoke and autumn, and against my closed eyelids I see a hazy sky, the sun sinking through rose-hued clouds.

			My eyes flutter open as the kiss ends. We are still, our faces just a breath apart.

			Zeus snorts with disgust, and it jolts me back to reality.

			I did that for our audience, but it felt like they all disappeared. Now the noise and the tumult flood back in, washing away those fragile seconds of peace as though they never existed at all.

			“Very romantic.” The sneer that twists his mouth belies his words, but all the better. Zeus’ irritation is balm to my fractured soul.

			“I think so,” I agree.

			Zeus tosses the staff back at Hephaestus, not caring that it strikes the throne with a discordant clang, before striding back toward the throng of reveling gods.

			“That got rid of him,” I say.

			Hephaestus watches him leave. “I suppose it did.”

			He smiles at me, a real—if tentative—smile, and I remember how comforting he always was. Ready with a friendly welcome, generous with his gifts and his willingness to listen.

			I’m sick of Mount Olympus and its conniving gods, sick of my own treacherous heart and the sadness that seeps into my bones at the thought of Ares, a sadness that dims the world around me so that everything feels gray and dreary and hopeless. I don’t want any of it anymore. Not the wine, not the dancing, not the whispers or the plots, not even the little victory over Zeus or the kind words of my attendants.

			I take Hephaestus’ hand and rise to my feet. “I want,” I say to him, “to go home.”

			“Then let’s go,” he says.

			And we walk out together.

			

			—

			We slip through the courtyard to the stables, dodging any attempt at a bridal procession. I look for the chariot of Hephaestus—sturdy and plain, like its owner, but he gestures toward one I’ve never seen before. My own four doves are harnessed to it, but, beautiful though my normal chariot is, this one’s far more elaborate, with its bright golden wheels spoked with silver, and crystals sparkling from the harness like the stars above us.

			“You made this for me?”

			He looks at the ground. “A wedding present.”

			I picture him crafting this in the heart of the volcano after I told him I’d never forgive him.

			“Well, come on,” I say, and I step in, beckoning him to follow.

			He hesitates but climbs in, so broad that I’m pressed against his bulk. His own horses stir, pacing their hooves in expectation, but I keep hold of his hand.

			“To Cyprus?” he asks me. “I can leave you there.”

			“No,” I say. “We’ll go to Sicily.” It’s a wedding. The bride is taken to her husband’s home; he knows that. And I won’t give Zeus the opportunity to declare this a charade. He’ll see that I keep my oath.

			I’ve been resolute that Zeus won’t see me humbled and weak, begging to be freed from my obligation or weeping at my fate. Nor will he glory in any humiliation of Hephaestus either—I won’t let him mock his son for being despised by his own wife.

			But now we’re leaving, and the determination that has carried me through the evening wavers as I watch the light of Olympus recede until it’s swallowed up by darkness.

			In the silence, there is only us. Alone together.

			Wispy clouds drift past. If I let the memories of all my chariot flights with Ares linger in my mind, they’ll take root and spread like a poisonous fungus. I clench my fingers around the wooden rail as I trace the path of the constellations, shimmering ghosts of lovelorn women and fallen heroes, until tears blur my vision.

			When we land, I look around, startled. “This isn’t Sicily,” I say.

			The chariot rolls to a halt on the peak of a mountain, one I’ve never visited before. Flaming torches line a long, low wall, their light flickering across the floor. Where the wall ends, steps are cut into the steep slope, winding their way down the mountainside until they vanish in the night. What lies beneath us, I can’t tell.

			Behind the wall, the craggy dome of the mountain rises above our heads, but the peak is hollowed out into a vast cave, and that’s where we stand. We’re out in the open, on a rough courtyard underneath the stars, but the roof of the mountain behind us shelters a building flanked with a graceful colonnade—one that wouldn’t look out of place on Mount Olympus. But on Olympus, our palaces jut into the sky. This one stands inside the great summit-cave, almost entirely concealed from view.

			I turn from side to side, taking it in. “Did you build this?” I ask, and he nods.

			Perhaps he’s learned to love his hiding places. Once flung out of sight by the gods, maybe now he seeks deliberately to evade their prying gaze. “Where are we?” I ask.

			“Lemnos,” he tells me. “A volcanic island. I thought…” He pauses, clears his throat. “I thought—if you came with me—that I should bring you somewhere new. The forge on Sicily, it’s tainted with bad memories.”

			“Not a marital home,” I agree.

			And so he built a new one, not even knowing whether I’d ever agree to accompany him here. It’s so like Hephaestus, to see a problem and build a solution without saying a word.

			“Show me,” I say.

			Fires burn in deep bronze bowls along the corridors, illuminating carved statues—men, women, girls and youths, prowling animals, so lifelike that, when I reach out a hand to scratch the ears of a particularly majestic-looking hound, I’m surprised to feel hard stone instead of warm fur. Frescoes brighten every wall: the sapphire waves of the sea painted in rich cobalt, leaping fish arcing between them and scenes of verdant spring with flowers lush and vivid. There are bronze doors, golden items of furniture and tiles inlaid with sparkling gems. Woven rugs have been laid on the marble floors, rich and crimson on the gleaming white stone.

			Every luxury he could conjure is here, everything perfectly proportioned and pleasing to the eye. But, despite my surroundings, I’m thinking of austere onyx columns. The glint of silver. Bear furs and shadows and grim mountain peaks.

			Hephaestus opens a door and hands me a lighted taper, gesturing for me to go inside.

			These must be my quarters. A wide bed, a shining oak table and a stool with three curved legs. Vases heaped with roses, their fragrance heavy in the air. He’s made it comfortable and elegant—he’s tried to make it a home. My heart squeezes painfully when I picture him doing this, wondering if I’d even see it.

			He lingers at the doorway, not saying anything. I’m sure he’s thinking of the moment I kissed him at the wedding. I’m thinking of it too.

			I lift my eyes to his. “Good night, Hephaestus,” I say.

			“Aphrodite.” He rubs his jaw, dropping his gaze for a moment.

			“Yes?” The air between us thickens, time stretching and slowing before he speaks again.

			“I’m just glad,” he says, “if you aren’t angry. I don’t expect your friendship again.”

			The tightness in my chest loosens a fraction. “I know,” I say.

			He hesitates, his face as open and clear as a cloudless sky. He has no agenda, no grudge, no expectations. When I told him that of all the gods I could have been forced to marry, he was the best choice, it was true. “Good night,” he says and withdraws.

			The door swings softly shut behind him, and I look around at my new home.

			I’ve done what I swore I never would. I’m a wife, a role I fought against for my whole existence. But I’m not tethered, like a bird in a cage.

			There is a life for me here: one I’ll make for myself.
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			In the morning, the clamor of the forge rings through the skies above Lemnos. I make my way from our mountain palace to the workshop Hephaestus has hollowed out of the volcano, the same as he did on Sicily. The God of the Volcano as well as the forge. Zeus’ punishment only enhanced his power in the end. Orange sparks spit and seethe from the summit, the smoke wreathing the cone in a dark cloak. The clanking of metal echoes through the surrounding forests, and the very ground beneath my feet thrums with the vibrations. The rhythm of it feels comforting; a familiar and satisfying hum of activity.

			When he sees me at the entrance, he drops the tongs he’s holding onto a bench beside him, not seeming to notice that they slide to the floor with a dull clang. Picking up a rag and wiping the sweat from his forehead, he calls out something to the Cyclopes working around him, his words indistinct in the noise, and hurries toward me. I notice the imbalance in his gait and the ever-present staff in his hand, but there is hardly any awkwardness in his movement.

			“Come outside,” he says, “away from the heat and the noise.”

			As soon as we’re in the fresh air, he launches into an apology. “I’m sorry,” he says, “for everything that’s happened. But surely now you’ve kept your oath. You’ve done what Zeus asked. You married me. Now you can leave.”

			“I thought about it,” I say.

			“And?”

			“I don’t know.” I run a hand through my hair, pushing it back from my face. “I haven’t come this far just to risk ending it too soon. Zeus has to be satisfied.” The waters of the Styx herself hold me in place. Will the oath be fulfilled by just one day of marriage? I can’t be sure.

			“Well,” he says, “I can go. We can take turns being on Lemnos. I can be in Sicily, you can go to Cyprus, he can think we’re together without its being true.”

			“I will go to Cyprus,” I say. “I have my work there; I won’t neglect my followers. But this is my home now too, and it’s yours as well. I don’t need you to leave, Hephaestus.” I take a deep breath. “I know I said I’d never forgive you, and maybe I won’t—not completely. But I don’t hate you.”

			Relief floods his face. Perhaps he’s lost the optimistic enthusiasm he always possessed. But I feel like he seems even stronger now, his strength forged and honed into something harder. Less breakable.

			“I’m glad,” he says.

			I smile, and, in between the cracks around the forge’s entrance, flowers begin to emerge. They poke their heads through, sinuous and stretching, fiery spikes of vivid orange and deep blue. Hephaestus turns to watch them, fascinated.

			Deep in the forest, I feel a shudder of awakening. A wolf slinking through the fringes of the trees lifts her muzzle to the air, the scent of her mate drifting irresistibly toward her. A familiar thrumming takes hold inside me, a delightful anticipation that builds and then all of a sudden dwindles away. The bright petals curl and wilt, and the wolf sniffs the empty air before turning back in disappointment. Cicadas hum in the undergrowth, their song building up to a crescendo that stays tantalizingly out of reach, and a stag paws at the earth, rubbing its antlers against a tree’s branches in frustration.

			I frown. Something isn’t right. My tendrils of power snake and curl across the island, stirring all its creatures, but then they dissipate. Fading away before they can fully take hold.

			“What is it?” Hephaestus asks.

			“I don’t know.” I cock my head and concentrate on summoning it again, but there is only a shiver, rippling into emptiness.

			“Aphrodite?”

			I shake myself out of it. “It’s nothing,” I say with false brightness.

			But I feel a prickling on the nape of my neck; a certainty that whatever this is, it cannot bode well.

			

			—

			I come to know Lemnos, wandering from coast to coast across the island. I find a beach where the sands are tinged with red and springs where the water is heated by molten earth. I bathe as I breathe in the faint scent of crushed petals, and the warmth cradles me. High dunes, sculpted by the winds, stretch out like a desert; the land is full of charred and twisted rocks, rugged forests and lonely shores.

			Villages are scattered here and there, and in the center of each there are statues to Hephaestus—and, at his side, hastily erected carvings of me. There’s always smoke rising from the blacksmith’s forge, and often I’ll see Hephaestus there, patiently wielding tools and demonstrating techniques, his forearms smeared with soot as though he’s one of the mortals who gather, awestruck and captivated, to hear his lessons.

			My husband, as brooding and powerful as the barren cliffs pounded by waves out in the bay, speaks with kindness to his worshipping disciples and never betrays so much as a moment’s frustration when they fumble or tire in the face of his unending stamina.

			I like it when he doesn’t notice I’m there, when his face lights up with pleasure as an apprentice boy shows him the sword or double-headed axe he’s forged. The process is so slow; no other god would take such time to impart their skills and knowledge into simpler human minds.

			“How long were you watching?” he once asked when he spied me, and I laughed.

			“I didn’t know any other gods loved mortals the way that I do,” I told him.

			But my delight in mortals is usually briefer, more fleeting. I like to spark a fire inside them and move on, not stay to cultivate the flames. I hear the prayers of the inhabitants of Lemnos, shy at first as they grow used to my presence, tentatively asking for love like their god has been blessed with.

			I wince, and try to grant them something better.

			I summon the Horae to Lemnos, and their chatter and smiles enliven our quiet mountaintop home. I notice how often Dysis visits the forge, and quickly deduce that Kedalion, the metalworking god who serves as Hephaestus’ attendant, is the lure. Their eyes meet across a stream of molten metal, and I feel a familiar surge of excitement, one I feared was gone forever. I drag Hephaestus out of the workshop on a flimsy excuse, taking a moment to embolden the hopeful lovers’ hearts before we leave them alone together. I’m delighted to see them later, emerging from the forests under the moonlight, his arm around her shoulder.

			“Your doing?” Hephaestus asks me, and I nod. He smiles approvingly. “I almost forgot,” he says. “I made this for you.”

			He holds out his hand, and I gasp. His fingers loop through the circlet of a golden crown and, as he tilts it toward me, I see gems glittering on each of the nine points, as bright and dazzling as fire.

			“Hephaestus,” I say, “why?”

			He shrugs, and I see the warmth flushing his cheeks in the dim twilight. “I thought you’d like it.”

			“I do,” I say. I can’t take my eyes off it. It’s utterly spectacular. “I love it,” I say. “But you’ve made enough jewelry for me already. Don’t give me something else.”

			He looks at me seriously. “What will I do with it, then?” he asks. “It won’t suit me.”

			Laughter bubbles up inside me, utterly joyful. It’s such a perfect and unexpected joke, and I’m still surprised every time the earnest, steady Hephaestus makes one. “It would look ridiculous on you,” I agree, sneaking another covetous glance at its shimmering delicacy. “Why not give it to Dionysus? He needs a crown now he has a throne, doesn’t he?” I say wryly.

			Once Hephaestus was restored to power, it seemed that Dionysus’ ambitions would be thwarted again, until Hestia announced that he could take her throne; she would retire to the hearth and give up her place at the council.

			Hephaestus looks at me sidelong. “You know that Hestia was never interested in ruling.”

			“Maybe not,” I say. It still troubles me, though, that a throne has gone from a quiet and measured goddess to the wild Dionysus. From an ally of Hera to a son of Zeus.

			“Well, I will give it to him,” Hephaestus decides. He gestures for me to climb the steep steps cut into the rocky mountainside first.

			“A good idea.” I pause, hovering for a moment over an apology. Sometimes it feels like we’ve fallen into the easy back-and-forth of our old friendship again, before the awkwardness rises up once more. However much he conceals it, I know my rejection of his gift stings.

			A cry pierces the evening air, interrupting my thoughts: Dysis, storming away from Kedalion, tears streaming down her face.

			“Go,” Hephaestus says. “I’ll see you at home.”

			But I’m hurrying to her already, and when I reach her she’s wiping her tears away. “What happened?” I ask.

			“He’s so insensitive,” she seethes. “Talking about how beautiful the river-nymphs are.”

			“Oh, Dysis. I thought it was going so well between you.”

			“It was,” she says. “It was perfect—and then suddenly, everything went awry.”

			I put my arm around her shoulder. “How so?”

			She sighs. “I don’t know. It was as though we were dancing together and then, all at once, there was no more music. Or it’s that we were hearing different melodies to each other.”

			“That’s strange,” I say, biting my lip. Something about her words stirs something inside me, a whisper of a worry I’ve felt already.

			“Let’s go back,” she says, sniffing back more tears.

			“Yes,” I say, “let’s have some wine. Have you eaten?”

			She shakes her head. “I just want to go to bed.”

			Later, I wake from a restless sleep and fragmented dreams. It’s times like this, in the slow midnight hours, when I feel the most alone, that I’m tempted to go to Hephaestus. When I see the muscles rolling in his arms as he works at the anvil, when the sun gleams on his rich, brown hair and he looks up, smiling, I think how easy it would be.

			Easy for a while. But with the potential to be as disastrous as the fictitious opening of Pandora’s jar—and, just like in Zeus’ version of that tale, it would be me to blame.

			If not Hephaestus, why not visit Dionysus again? The thought occurs to me, the memory of our friendship and the lure of his mountain groves, his wine and his charm. But something always stops me before I make it to my chariot. The urge rises, then drains away to nothing.

			And I notice how often, when I ride between Lemnos and Paphos, I look down from my chariot to see a swarm of warriors charging into battle on the ground below. Like the tides of the ocean, wars have always swelled and subsided across the earth. But with Eris at their center, they keep surging on, obliterating everything in their path, entirely unchecked.

			The thought of Ares’ abandoned mansion haunts me. I know there’s no point in going back, but I find myself turning my chariot toward Thrace more often than I’d like. It’s an instinct, a memory that resides in my bones and muscles, no matter how hard I try to shake it free. It’s in one such moment of weakness, which takes me closer to Thrace than I’ve previously allowed myself to go, that I see a conflagration up ahead. It’s a great tower of flame in the direction of Mount Haemus, burning so high I can hear its roar from this distance and feel the shudder of warmth pulsing through the air.

			The wrangling in my soul—tormenting myself by returning to the place my heart broke into pieces—gives way to a sickening lurch of fear.

			At the foot of Mount Haemus lies Ares’ shrine. From his bed, I used to hear the cries of his worshippers—rapturous with victory or desolate with grief—echoing up toward us. I’d listen to the bellowing of the sacrificial bulls and smell the fumes of their roasting flesh when I was in his arms. The God of War has few sacred places, and he made his home where his followers dwelled. Most mortals fear him and shrink away from his worship, but the fervor and passion of those who dedicated their lives to him fed his power and his magnificence as though they numbered thousands more, and he rewarded them with his proximity.

			I need to know if it’s his shrine that burns now. I won’t make my doves fly into the blinding smoke and heat. I land my chariot, take on feathers and fly the rest of the way myself. My eyes sting as I approach, the air thick and harsh in my throat, dizzying me as I swoop down. I make myself a goddess once more on the ground, dragging the heels of my hands across my eyes and blinking in the livid crimson light, back on Thracian soil again. It’s impossible to make anything out, but then something rolls from the inferno, coming to a halt by my foot.

			A stone head, wearing a carved helmet. I nudge it with my toe, tipping it over so that its painted face stares up at the furious sky.

			Those dark eyes and the flat line of that unsmiling mouth hit me with a jolt.

			In the haze and the chaos, I see them dancing, shadows against the flame. They scream and lift their hands, erratic and wild, and above the deafening rumble of the fire I can make out the name they cry out loud.

			Eris! Eris! Eris!

			A wave of nausea makes me unsteady and I back away. I desperately don’t want to see what’s become of the rest of the statue.

			His worshippers have abandoned him, as surely as he abandoned them. The Goddess of Strife reigns here now.

			Ares is a god in exile.
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			I don’t know how I make it to my chariot, how I stop my hands from trembling enough to hold the reins. I already knew that he was gone. He chose to leave, and these are the consequences.

			But that everything could turn so quickly, that everything he built could fall apart in the blink of an eye, is what terrifies me.

			I land on Cyprus, yearning for my island, needing to feel its embrace as usual. But as I hover over the towns and villages, there is no joyful ripple of welcome. Instead, a sense of restless unease emanates from them. I expected mortals stirring from sleep into drowsy embraces as I passed, but I find wakeful anxiety instead.

			I find Eros in his favorite glade at sunrise, alone.

			“Eros,” I say, “something’s wrong.”

			He stands up, wings unfurling, eyes intent on me. “I know.”

			“You feel it too?” I ask. “Like the balance has shifted, like nothing is quite right?”

			He lifts his hand to his jaw, his fingers grazing his chin as he thinks. “Something like that,” he says. “Something that’s been building.”

			My heart sinks at his confirmation. This isn’t my imagination; not a hangover of dread from the scenes at Thrace. It’s real. I glance around the glade, as though the trees or peaceful pond might yield an answer, but there is nothing but the whisper of the breeze. “Come on,” I say. “To my sanctuary.”

			The rosy tendrils of dawn are warming the soft pearl sky over Paphos, but already there is a snaking line of worshippers at my temple. We pause, watching the offerings.

			“She was here only yesterday,” I murmur to him as a young woman sets down a honey cake. “She wanted to attract the attention of a man in her village; I granted it. Why is she back already?”

			The woman prays again, faint shadows like bruises under her eyes. My breath hisses through my teeth. “She’s asking the same thing,” I say to him, bewildered. “What’s going on?”

			He’s looking past me, at the other mortals behind her. “So many of them,” he says, “so early in the day. And none of them look as though they’ve slept.”

			I follow his gaze and see another woman I recognize. “She came last week,” I say. “Her husband has lost interest.” I note how drawn and tired her face is, how weary everyone around her looks and how many familiar faces there are. A widow who yearns for someone she can love, now that she’s finally free of the cruel man she married. A youth who craves the affection of the boy he studies with, both under the same tutor, stealing wondering glances at one another while their teacher drones on. “I blessed them all.”

			“Why would so many prayers be unfulfilled when you’ve granted them? It doesn’t make any sense.”

			“Is it frustrated love that’s turned them all out of their beds at this hour?” I ask.

			“Maybe,” Eros says slowly. “Though Pasithea was in tears a few days ago.” His eyes dart to mine. “A quarrel with Hypnos.”

			“With Hypnos.” I seize his hand. “That’s it. If Hypnos is distracted, no wonder no one can sleep.” I remember the other night, how I kept waking after Dysis argued with her new lover. “Dysis too,” I say. “I set her up with Kedalion from the forge. It went awry almost at once.”

			“Pasithea and Hypnos, Dysis and Kedalion, all these mortals…” Eros trails off.

			Frost creeps into my heart, the truth cold in my bones. “It’s me,” I say.

			“You?” He shakes his head. “No, it can’t be you.”

			“Whatever I do, it goes wrong,” I say. “Ever since—ever since I got married.”

			Eros bites his lip. “I don’t know,” he says.

			“That’s it, Eros, I know it is. I got married to protect my role and look what’s happened. Everything’s falling apart.” Ares left his realm to fall into chaos. But I stayed, and still mine is crumbling.

			Eros takes a long breath. “It makes sense,” he says.

			“Does it? I didn’t foresee this; did you?”

			“No, I didn’t. But you’re the Goddess of Love,” he says. “And you’re not in love anymore. You’re not even looking. Since Ares left, your heart is like the forge on Olympus. Shut down and silent. No wonder the rest of the world is floundering.”

			I swallow. “I have tried,” I say, “to reawaken my heart.”

			Eros squeezes my hand. “I know,” he says. “But maybe you can’t, at least not while you’re still on Lemnos.”

			“But the oath…” I say.

			“If you break it, you lose your power,” Eros says. “But what if keeping the oath means you lose it anyway?”

			It’s a risk either way. “Hephaestus doesn’t want me to leave,” I prevaricate.

			“Maybe he doesn’t, but he should.” Eros shades his eyes, looking beyond the sanctuary, across the island. “You torment him with hope every day that you stay. I was watching him at his work. All those muscles, Aphrodite. Someone else would appreciate the opportunity, but you steadfastly refuse to take advantage of your situation. It’s a waste, you know.”

			“I don’t think that my being with Hephaestus would solve this,” I say.

			“Then go,” he urges. “Find out what will.”

			“Maybe,” I concede. “Maybe I should.” I’ve been happier on Lemnos than I expected to be. It’s been a cocoon in my heartbreak, and I find myself more reluctant to leave it than I thought possible.

			But love is the reason I went through with this marriage, even if it meant giving up my own. I’ve seen now what’s become of Ares’ kingdom, and I won’t let it happen to mine. If romances among the gods and mortals are languishing, if it’s because of me, I have to find a way to fix it.

			“Let’s start putting things right,” I say. I cast a look up and down the line of worshippers. “I can try again with all these prayers. I’ve been distracted; maybe all I need to do is concentrate. Or I’ll start fresh. Are there any lovers you have in mind? Perhaps a new problem is what I need.”

			“Oh,” says Eros. “Now that you mention it, there is someone. A tangle I couldn’t solve—maybe it needs your touch.”

			“Well, then,” I say, “let’s go.”

			

			—

			We land in the forests of Arcadia, surrounded by spreading oaks and slender poplars, leafy ash trees and wide elms; branches ruffled by the breeze so that the sun’s rays become darts of greenish-gold. The air tastes fresh, verdant, and I fill my lungs, the tightness of my torso relaxing. My throat is soothed from the lingering scorch of the ash and soot in Thrace, and I feel the pink stealing back into my cheeks.

			“Show me,” I say. “Let’s see why you brought me here.”

			“The Dryads are quarreling,” he says.

			“Dryads?” I ask. “It’s hardly in their nature to argue.” Dryads are timid, rarely seen and always peaceful. I can’t imagine what would stir them to discord.

			“You’ll see why,” he says, but he seems a little distracted.

			“What’s the matter?”

			“We need to be careful here,” he admits. “We’re on the outskirts of Artemis’ territory, and she won’t be pleased to see us.”

			“Artemis?” I ask. “She’s here?”

			“All the forests are her home,” he says. “But she and Galatea have settled in this one of late. We’d do better to avoid her nymphs. Only they roam so far in pursuit of the hunt that sometimes it’s impossible to stay out of their way.”

			I shrug. “She has no more rights over the land than we do.”

			“She certainly thinks she does.” He frowns.

			“Eros, have you had some kind of skirmish with her?” I ask. Never mind the gentle nature of Dryads, I really can’t imagine Eros in an argument. He’s far too relaxed and devoted to pleasure to be at odds with anyone.

			“She’s just so hostile,” he complains. “Always thinking I’m going to enchant one of her nymphs and make them fall in love with a man.”

			“You haven’t, have you?”

			“No,” he says firmly. Then he takes my arm. “Listen!” he commands.

			I don’t see anything out of the ordinary, but I do as he tells me. At first, I can’t hear anything but the breeze fluttering through the leaves, and then I realize that’s it. The noise intensifies, building up as the branches start to tremble as though in excitement. And then another noise—a snapping twig, the pad of footsteps and a muttered exclamation.

			“This way,” Eros whispers, and he leads me through a gap in the trees.

			There’s a small glade in the woods, through which a crystal-clear stream bubbles. Kneeling at the edge is a hunter. A young man, scooping up the water with delight before drinking greedily from his cupped hand. Then he swipes his arm across his forehead, lightly sheened with sweat from the heat of the afternoon.

			“Now you see,” Eros breathes.

			And he’s right, I do.

			The sunlight plays on the young man’s face, glancing off his high cheekbones and warming his skin. There’s something of Dionysus in him—a carefree boyishness, though he looks more of a man than the pretty god does. Beside my sandaled feet, violets spring up from the earth, delicate and joyful, turning their sweet purple faces toward him, drinking him in like sunshine.

			“The Dryads,” I murmur. “He’s the cause of their argument.”

			“They’re fighting over him,” Eros confirms.

			“I can see why.”

			The hunter, his thirst quenched, leans back on the grass, and I feel the trees that surround the glade lean in closer toward him. The yearning in this forest sings to me, a hymn of longing that kisses the skin on my arms and the nape of my neck, tingling across my flesh.

			“So,” says Eros, “will you settle it?”

			Their devotions trickle in, tentative at first, rising in sighs like the rush of wind through the leaves. Let him be mine, give him to me, Aigeiros, Guardian of the Poplars. I was the one who saw him first, Kraneia of the Cherry Trees, I want him more. Bring him closer to me, let him seek the shade of my crown, let him lie among my roots. No, Ptelea of the Elms deserves him the most, let me enfold him in my branches. Adonis, Adonis, Adonis they cry, their soft voices intertwining and melding together in my head.

			Adonis. I taste his name in my mouth.

			“Can you choose?” Eros asks.

			“No,” I murmur back. There’s nothing to distinguish one from the other.

			“Me neither,” he says. “I can’t find a reason why one nymph should have the prize of this man more than any of the rest of them.”

			My eyes rove over him again, searching the flawless shape of his face and the supple grace of his body for an answer.

			“Maybe,” says Eros, a singsong lilt to his voice as he studies me closely, “none of them should have him at all.”

			“What do you mean?”

			The golden feathers of his wings brush across my back, a delicate tickle. “Maybe you should keep him for yourself.”

			I drag my eyes away from the hunter. “Eros,” I say, “did you plan this?”

			“No!” he says at once. “Not until this moment, when I saw the way you looked at him.”

			“I don’t know.” Every time I’ve thought of love lately, the feeling has slipped out of my grasp before it can take hold. I’m about to tell him that when a bird trills from above my head and Adonis glances up, his eyes landing on mine.

			And every word I was about to say evaporates from my tongue.

			

			—

			I return to Lemnos, the Dryads’ dispute still unresolved and Eros’ words floating in my mind.

			“Zeus has called a council of the gods on Olympus.” Hephaestus’ voice butts into my thoughts.

			“What? Oh.” I shake my head, trying to clear my reverie.

			“Will you come?” he asks. “Or do you want me to make an excuse for you?”

			I shake my head. “I’ll tell the Horae to prepare our chariots.”

			“Chariots?” he asks. “You want to go separately?”

			“Oh.” I twist my necklace between my fingers. “I might be going somewhere else later.” Back to Arcadia to decide about Adonis? Or else to Cyprus to try to find another way to heal the cracks that threaten my realm? I still don’t know.

			He doesn’t ask any more about it, and my doves follow his horses through the sky toward Olympus.

			Almost nothing has changed in the palace since our wedding, except that Dionysus sits in the place that was Hestia’s. As the Olympians take their thrones, I see all the same faces—masks of immortal perfection, concealing everything that goes on behind their smooth smiles.

			I shift, restless, before Zeus even begins talking.

			Almost immediately, he brings up Ares. My spine stiffens, tension knotting in my shoulders as he describes the violent battles seizing the mortal world. His words rumble like distant thunder, and the threat of menace brews in his dark eyes. He knows his foolishness in letting Ares slip through his fingers, and he looks at each of us, daring us to mention it. The words dance on my tongue, itching to be free, but I hold them in—for now.

			“There’s nothing else for it,” he declares. “Athena, you’ll have to step in.”

			Her sleek head whips around, her gray eyes cold. I’ve never seen her look so frostily at Zeus before. “I have my own realm,” she says. “And more than enough to do without taking on Ares’ unruly followers—especially now Eris has them in her hold.”

			He waves his hand dismissively. “You’re a war-goddess,” he says.

			“Of strategy and strength,” she counters. “These mortals don’t want real war; they want carnage.”

			“They won’t follow Athena,” I say. I can’t imagine how it must feel to call for divine assistance in the heat and dust of battle, and, instead of the wild ferocity of Ares, have the icy, imperious goddess hear your cries.

			Eris now, I remind myself.

			Zeus snorts. “No mortals will dare defy an Olympian.”

			“They burned Ares’ shrine.” My heart beats painfully in my chest as I say it, and there’s a flurry of glances in my direction. “I don’t think they care who they defy.”

			For a moment, he’s dumbfounded, his mouth falling open. Then he rallies, snapping back to his commanding posture. “Athena,” he says, “find Eris and deliver a warning.”

			“What warning?” she asks.

			“That she’d better not anger any more of us,” he bites out. “Remind her that when Ares comes back, she’ll be in enough trouble as it is.”

			“But will he come back?” Exasperation cracks her cool façade, real frustration in her words. “And should we let him if he tries? He’s abandoned every one of his responsibilities. His mortals are dying in droves, slaughtering one another, and he does nothing to stop it.”

			“Does he know that?” Demeter leans forward, her hands steepled together under her chin. “Does anyone know where he is?”

			Zeus drums his fingers on the table. “No,” he admits. “I’ve sent Iris searching, but even she can’t find him.”

			Demeter shrugs. “Then he might not know.”

			“He should know,” Athena snaps. “Of any of us, he knows Eris the best. He should have predicted this would happen.”

			For the first time in a council meeting, I sympathize with Athena. I don’t know if I’ve ever agreed with her before, but on this I can’t deny that she’s right. “Eris loves to cause trouble,” I say. “But Ares must have had some hold on her, to keep her reined in all this time. You might give her pause if you make her consider that he might return and see what she’s done.”

			“And if he doesn’t?” Those cold eyes land squarely on me now.

			“Then at least,” I say, “it gives us time to work out what to do.”

			Another moment of scrutiny, and then she nods. “All right, Aphrodite,” she says. “I’ll tell her.”

			“That’s right,” Zeus booms. “You will.”

			Her eyes flicker to him with a flash of scorn, and then she catches my eye again and I think there’s a hint of approval there.

			“Enough of war. What about you, Aphrodite?” All heads turn to me at Zeus’ address. “You must have much to report on matters of love, now you’re so richly inspired by your own marriage.”

			I don’t intend to broach the problems bubbling up in my own realm. “Of course,” I say smoothly. I slide my hand up Hephaestus’ arm, wrapping it around his broad shoulder. Before I can fabricate a story of how wonderfully matters of love thrive across the world, Artemis interrupts.

			“Whatever it was that brought you to the Arcadian woods,” she says, “stay away from them in the future.”

			“Excuse me?” I snap my head up like I’ve been doused in freezing water.

			“You heard me.” Her chin juts toward me and her arms are folded across her chest. “I don’t want your interference in my forests, among my nymphs.”

			“I have no interest in your nymphs.” I look to Zeus, forcing out a chuckle as though I’m amused by her obnoxious behavior rather than raging at her impudence. “But I’m free to walk in any woods that I choose.”

			“Not mine,” she retorts.

			“Aphrodite is right,” Zeus interjects. “You can’t keep her out of any place she wishes to roam—or where she’s called.”

			Artemis tenses. “No one calls her to the places I rule. None of us would invite her or Eros to meddle there.”

			“Your followers are your concern,” he tells her. “If they want to obey you, they will.”

			She sweeps a glare of fiery contempt over him, then me. “Stay out,” she hisses. “Or I’ll make you.”

			“That’s enough,” Zeus snaps.

			I don’t think for a moment that Zeus is intervening on my behalf—he just wants free rein to wander the secluded woods himself, and we all know he poses a far greater threat to her nymphs than I do. But she subsides, satisfying herself with no more than a glare at me across the table.

			At last, the fractious council meeting comes to an end. When we rise to leave, I keep my hand on Hephaestus’ arm, though he gives me no response. It’s not just spite against Zeus that makes me want to maintain a show of togetherness. I’ve seen time and time again how they dismiss the Blacksmith God. I want him to know I’m here with him, that he has an ally at that table. That I’m his friend, even if I can’t be anything more.

			But, as I squeeze my fingers around the hard muscle, pressing warmly to remind him that he isn’t alone, I notice Charis in the recesses of the hall. She looks pale, her hair pulled back tightly and secured with a jeweled comb, and the angles of her face seem more severe than usual. Her eyes linger on my hand.

			I swallow a sigh of frustration. Zeus appears unruffled; my efforts are likely wasted on him. Hephaestus is so remote he might as well be made of stone. The only person paying any attention to what I’m doing is Charis, and she’s the only one I care about hurting.

			On our way to the stables, Hephaestus stops. We are alone in the courtyard, snowflakes falling lightly around us. On the path just beyond, I can see Iris and Auge, both enveloped in Iris’ golden wings.

			“Don’t pretend,” he says, “in front of them.”

			“Pretend what?”

			He looks annoyed. “That we have a loving marriage. It’s not necessary.”

			I drop my hand. “What would you prefer I do?”

			“Whatever you want.” Hephaestus is never so short with me. I feel a sinking in my stomach, a genuine dismay.

			“I thought we were there together,” I say. “That we’re on each other’s side. Those councils can feel lonely, especially when everyone’s at odds. Like Artemis attacking me out of nowhere.”

			“How did you know about Ares’ shrine?” he asks.

			“I saw it burn,” I say. “Why?”

			He shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter. Pretend I didn’t ask.” His mouth is flat, a grim line in his stern face. “It’s nothing to do with me,” he says. “And neither is the way you were fawning over me in that room.”

			This shocks me more than Artemis’ venomous strike across the table. “Fawning?”

			He sighs with impatience. “Yes, fawning. It wasn’t an act of solidarity. I know that much.”

			“No, you don’t,” I protest.

			He cuts me off. “It was about you. You’re the lonely one in council, because you don’t have Ares to gaze at from your seat anymore, thinking the rest of us don’t notice. Don’t use me as a comfort just because you miss him.”

			I flinch. “I won’t.”

			Silence falls between us. My face stings with heat and a lump rises in my throat.

			“I’m sorry,” he sighs. “I didn’t mean that.”

			I lift my chin. “Yes, you did.”

			“I just don’t want you to pretend,” he says, not meeting my eyes. “Even if it’s out of kindness.”

			Across the courtyard, Auge drops Iris’ hand and turns on her heel, stalking away.

			Everyone is arguing—and it’s not just us. This instability that tilts my realm sets all of us at odds, even me and Hephaestus, a couple only in name.

			“I understand,” I say.

			“Are you going back to Lemnos?” he asks.

			I picture Artemis: her disdainful scowl and the knife edge of her voice.

			She won’t stop me from doing what I need to do. I owe it to the world to put things right in my kingdom. For all of our sakes. “No,” I answer, and he nods.

			He walks to the stables without a goodbye, and his chariot ascends swiftly. I glance back at Iris, who stares in Auge’s wake, and vow to fix this.

			In the stables, I jump into my own chariot and issue my order to the waiting birds. “To Arcadia.”
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			In the forest, I follow the same trails I walked with Eros the day before. As I walk, I dim my radiance—no mortal eyes can look upon a god of Olympus and survive—and transform my dress. I make it simple and pretty but much plainer than anything I’d normally wear. No shining threads or intricate embroidery, just a soft, white tunic—one that falls only to my knees, not my ankles. That’s a malicious touch, I’ll admit: I look like a nymph of Artemis. I complete the transformation by twisting my hair into a single braid, though I don’t go as far as carrying a bow and arrow like one of her archers.

			I find him in the same glade, kneeling by the stream. It must be where he rests while he hunts here. I don’t give myself time to linger, marching straight into the clearing.

			I take him by surprise. He chokes slightly on the water he’s scooping into his mouth, letting it spill through his fingers. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t expect to meet anyone here.”

			I smile, gracious and collected. “There’s nothing to be sorry for,” I say. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

			He gets to his feet. “Were you looking for water?” he says. “Please, drink. I was stopping for only a moment.”

			“You don’t need to go,” I say.

			He hesitates. “Are you…” Then he shakes his head. “Never mind.”

			“What is it?” I ask. “Do you recognize me?”

			He’s trying not to stare, I can tell. A slight flush is climbing in his cheeks. He’s even more handsome than I remembered. “I thought I did,” he says. “But it’s not possible.”

			“Are you sure?” I ask. “Why couldn’t it be possible?”

			He wavers. “Have you been in these woods before?”

			I smile. “I have. You saw me, didn’t you?”

			“Was that you?” he asks.

			“It was.”

			“I wondered if you were real,” he says, “or just a dream.”

			The trees around us fall still. No branch trembles. It feels as though they’re gathered close, a watchful ring around us. Every Dryad holding her breath.

			“Adonis,” I say, and his eyes dart to mine.

			“You know my name?”

			“I do.”

			“Oh,” he says, and there’s a ring of anxiety in his voice.

			“You think I might be a nymph,” I say. “And, in these woods, you must be afraid of Artemis.”

			“You aren’t her,” he breathes.

			“I’m not. I know you probably told yourself that her presence here is just a story. It isn’t. She does hunt these forests, and not just for animals.”

			His eyes widen.

			“But I’m not one of her followers,” I assure him. “You don’t have to worry about her.”

			He breathes out. “Then…who are you?”

			The power feels heady, an intoxicating rush. It comes back to me now, the days I used to spend before Hephaestus, before Ares, chance meetings and flirtations with river-gods or weather-gods, deities who dwelled in stars or summoned the rain, rustic gods of the mountains or the skies, each one a new possibility, fresh and tantalizing and full of hope.

			Never a mortal man, though. This is something different. I tread carefully, not wanting to alarm him. “I belong to Aphrodite,” I tell him.

			“I can believe that,” he says, then puts his hand to his mouth as though he’s worried he’s said something wrong.

			“Why?” I ask.

			“Well,” he says, and tugs at his earlobe, awkward and uncertain, though that only makes me want him more. “You—you’re very beautiful.”

			I smile. It’s so uncomplicated. No mournful eyes reproaching me in silence like when I’m with Hephaestus. Nothing tortured or doomed, no sense of rushing headlong into disaster like there was with Ares. “Thank you.” I’m feigning a little shyness, though the quickening of my pulse and the way my breath hitches in my chest when he looks at me isn’t false.

			“Will you sit a while with me?” he asks.

			The soft, wild grass is inviting, and we sit by the stream, the forest air vibrant with the scent of moss-covered rocks and ferns. The tree branches that encircle us seem to droop, weary and defeated, but our eyes are bright and our tongues stumble over the words that pour out like a torrent, so eager are we to learn everything that we can about the other. I keep my story simple: a nymph who loves the land, devoted to the service of Aphrodite, tending flowers and mixing perfumes. A quiet, romantic existence. It doesn’t feel like a lie. Gods can take so many shapes: why can’t this one be mine, just for a spell?

			He talks about his cruel father, the mother who died when he was an infant and the stepmother who in time began to look at the handsome boy in her home with covetous eyes. How he’d sought the solitude of the woods and the fierce pleasure of the hunt that kept him longer and longer away from the cold shadows of his home.

			My heart stirs with sympathy, with admiration and longing. I’m caught up in the dream I’ve woven for myself, as if this glade is our retreat from a world that’s left us both bruised and disillusioned. The afternoon sun slants through the pine needles, low in the sky.

			“You must go,” Adonis says at last. “Before it gets dark.”

			I glance up at the gathering violet dusk. “So should you,” I say. When the moon rises, full and bright, Artemis will be wandering. A dark forest is no place for a man when she’s prowling and restless, the lethal protectress of her nymphs.

			“But you’ll come here again?” he asks.

			“I will.”

			He stands and reaches out his hand to me. I take it, and he pulls me up. We’re face to face, and the warmth of his palm pressed to mine radiates through my body, a powerful tingle that runs from head to toe.

			The breeze sighs through the branches, lonely and wistful. Adonis is tentative, not quite daring to close the slight distance between us.

			So I do it. It’s the smallest movement but it feels like a dizzying leap. Our lips crush together; I can taste salt and heat, and I can feel his heart beating against mine, the blood rushing in his human veins. Even as he wraps his arms around me in a tight embrace, I think how fragile and transient a mortal body is. I touch his face like it’s a precious treasure, like he could crumble to dust if I don’t take care.

			I was the first to lean in, now I’m the first to pull back. The only sound is our breath, ragged and fervent in the fading light. “Go safely,” I tell him, pushing my hands gently against his chest. I’m urging him away, but I linger there a fraction too long.

			“Tomorrow?” he asks, and I nod in eager agreement.

			He stoops to pick up the bow and quiver of arrows that lie on the grass, and I’m glad he has a weapon to defend himself on his journey home. It’s nothing to Artemis, but if he encounters a bear, a mountain lion or a hungry wolf, at least he’s not unarmed.

			“Shall I accompany you?” he says. “To wherever you’re going? To make sure you get back.”

			“No,” I say. “Remember, I’m protected by my goddess.”

			“Then I’ll see you tomorrow,” he says again.

			“Go.” I soften my command with laughter, but I’m serious, and with reluctance, he starts to walk out of the glade. He looks back at me before he slips between the trees, their branches reaching out to brush the side of his face and his arm and his hair before he disappears.

			I’m giddy, the blood hectic in my cheeks as I turn my face up to the sky, trying to cool myself back to something calmer. I relax my hold on the illusion I’ve created, letting my real self emerge once more. I stand taller in the clearing, my dress sweeping the earth and my hair tumbling loose down my back.

			So it’s as Aphrodite that I leave the forests, undisguised and unmistakable. And, when I glance back, I know Artemis is in no doubt that it’s me defying her orders. That she had no right to issue them in the first place doesn’t appear to cross her mind. She’s framed by two cypress trees, a dog at her feet and a spear in her hand, the perfect image of a huntress. She glares at me, her face hard with resentment.

			I can’t resist a casual wave, my smile bright and insincere as I leave.

			

			—

			I walk my sanctuary paths under the pomegranate and apple trees, and I listen. I listen to the priestess in my temple, her daily rituals and routines unspooling in her mind as she tends to my statue. I listen to the worshippers gathering outside, offerings in their hands, their minds full of dreams and prayers, wishes and hopes. Young lovers, busy wives, graying widows; all of them wistful or eager with longing.

			There’s a new energy in the air, a hopeful optimism renewed once more.

			I round the corner and see Iris and Auge, kissing beside an apple tree. An exultant breath hisses from my chest. It’s working. I hang back on the path and wait. In the distance behind them, the wide sea sparkles and the wind breathes.

			Auge slips out of the embrace and walks away, turning back to wave, her face luminous. Iris watches her go, then turns and sees me.

			“I didn’t know you were here.” She smiles, radiating contentment.

			Kissing Adonis in the woods did what it was supposed to do: it reminded me who I am, and the world is remembering it too.

			“Walk with me,” I say to her.

			We stroll companionably around the ponds. Pink roses perfume the air, and birds sing from the tree branches. Any mortals who look at us will see two young women, arm in arm. They won’t see her spreading gold wings or our immortal radiance.

			There’s just one question I need to ask. I can’t keep it in any longer. “Iris,” I say. “I know Zeus sent you to look for Ares. Do you really not know where he’s gone?”

			She shakes her head. “I saw no sign of him.” She eyes me tentatively. “I’m sorry,” she adds.

			“Don’t be,” I say. “I only wondered.”

			“I’ll keep looking.”

			“Not on my behalf,” I tell her. “If you find him, tell Zeus. I don’t want to know.”

			“If you’re sure,” she says.

			“I am.” I breathe out, feeling a weight lift from my heart. I change the subject. “It’s nice to see you and Auge back together.”

			She nods earnestly. “I’m glad too.”

			When she soars into the sky, a rainbow shimmering in her wake, she leaves me with a contentment I haven’t felt for a long time, confirmation that I’m doing what needs to be done. Putting Ares in the past where he belongs and turning to the future. Restoring love to the world, piece by piece.

			Starting with me. But before I go back to Adonis, there is something I must do.

			

			—

			“You came back.”

			I can’t tell from his tone how he feels. “This is my home, Hephaestus,” I say.

			He comes to stand beside me, looking out to sea. Here, the landscape is formed from the cooling of molten rock, twisted and warped into shape. “I hoped it would be,” he says.

			He looks contemplative, leaning on his staff, his gaze steady and calm.

			“Are you going to tell me again that I can leave?” I ask. “Is that what you want?”

			“I wanted you to love me.” He laughs, but it’s so sad and rueful that it cracks my heart down the center. “I thought you might, with time. When you stayed, I let myself imagine that might be what you wanted too. But I knew that it wasn’t, not really, and so when you acted as though it was at the council…”

			I wince. “I’m sorry,” I say. “It isn’t that I could never have loved you. I could have, if things were different.”

			“If you didn’t love him first. I know.”

			I shake my head. “Not just that,” I say. “This marriage, the way it started…”

			“It was poisoned from the start,” he says. “You did it because you were forced into it. Nothing good could grow from that.”

			“I couldn’t make it real,” I say. I can dream of a happy life unfolding with Hephaestus. His devotion, his solidity and his faithful nature would give us centuries of harmony, divine children that would flourish in the sunlight of his love, a peaceful existence.

			But that’s all it is. A pleasant dream.

			“So will you go?” he asks.

			“I think,” I say, “that it’s time.”

			“You did what Zeus asked,” Hephaestus says. “And you kept the peace. Olympus is better for it.”

			“But you aren’t,” I say. “And I wish I hadn’t hurt you.”

			He shakes his head slightly. “It wasn’t your fault,” he says. “It was mine.”

			I put my hand over his on the staff. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

			I don’t know what kind of goodbye you make to a husband when the last, tenuous strands that held you together have been snipped. I made no attempt to learn wifehood; far less do I know how to extricate myself from the role with grace. My endings have always been clean: move on and don’t look back.

			It isn’t so simple now. When I leave Lemnos, I won’t be the same as when I first arrived, still dazed with heartbreak. This is where I began to heal.

			Flowers bloom beneath his staff, below our linked hands, winding their stems around the wood he carved, the same vivid orange spikes that fascinated him once before. They look like birds—the bright-headed crane that he loves. This time, nothing fades away. They stay vibrant, quivering with hope.

			I squeeze his fingers one more time, before sliding mine away. I want to tell him that the world awaits him, but somehow I don’t think he needs me to. With the end of our marriage, both of us are released from the bonds that trapped us.

			Hephaestus is going to be fine without me. Better, in fact, just like Eros said.

			And I’m ready to live my life again, exactly the way I choose.

			

			—

			In the forest, Adonis waits.

			Yesterday, I was a bashful nymph, sweet and unassuming. This time, I don’t bother with that kind of restraint. I launch myself into his arms, kissing his handsome face so that he stumbles under the weight of my enthusiasm, and we fall together into the grass. I’m lying on top of him, both of us laughing, and he tucks a tendril of my hair behind my ear with an expression of tenderness and wonder.

			It’s an explosion of sweetness within me. I knew it when I first kissed him that he is the joy I crave.

			Now, when I dip my face to his, it’s with intent. His lips open under mine and I slide my tongue into his mouth, kissing him harder and deeper, none of the gentle niceties of yesterday holding me back today. He responds, gripping me tightly against his body, and we roll together in the long grass, among spice-scented ferns and creeping vines. I tug at his hunting tunic, eager to touch his skin and discover how beautiful he is unclothed. I’m glad for my foresight in hiding my true identity. While he thinks I’m just a nymph, he isn’t afraid—if he knew who I was, perhaps he’d be inhibited by the thought of the immortal lovers to whom I might compare him. But he would have no need to worry. He might be just a man, but the most glorious one I have ever seen. I smile, sitting up to lift my dress above my head, discarding it on the grass. The awestruck look on his face makes my blood surge hot and fierce, hunger rising and arching within me. His hands trace fire across my skin, sliding down to where I want him the most. The rush of the water, the bubbling song of the stream, covers the sound of our sighs as we move together. This first time is so exquisite, so pure and new, like the dawn rising over a world remade, golden and beautiful and just for us.

			Afterward, breathless and giddy, we lie by the stream. Next to me, Adonis’ chest rises and falls, his head tilted back on the grass, gazing dreamily at the patches of sky visible between the canopy of leaves. His eyes wander to mine and a wide smile spreads across his face, slow and sweet as honey. He’s drunk with the same bliss that radiates through me.

			His fingers slide across my stomach, pulling me into the curve of his body, cradling me as though I’m as breakable and fragile as he is.

			For a fleeting second, I can’t help but think of Ares, as though I’m testing myself, like a human might poke at a bruise to see if it still aches.

			But then I look at Adonis, twisting in his arms to take in the shape of his face and the sweep of his eyelashes, and he drives out any other thoughts.

			“You’re perfect,” he whispers. “I was right the first time I saw you. You must be from a dream. You can’t be real.”

			“But I am,” I say. “That’s why you’ll see me again. If I was a dream, I’d disappear.”

			“You won’t?”

			“I won’t.”

			I kiss him again, and soon we have no more need for words.
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			The prayers overwhelm me as I leave the Arcadian woods, rising from a world alight with love again. They buoy me up, a wave of pleasure that surges across Gaia’s earth, carrying me with it.

			I feel a glow of satisfaction that has nothing to do with Adonis. This is what I live for. This is what makes everything beautiful; this is why we all exist. I can still give this gift to everyone who praises the name of Aphrodite. Whether my heart is broken or bruised, healing or scarred, my power flows again.

			At the tip of Attica’s peninsula, where the sea is wild and the waves froth and churn, I pause. Behind me, a temple to Poseidon stands on the hilltop, overlooking the water.

			I came from the sea, and I always come back to it when I feel the tides of my existence turn, when everything shifts and what went before is washed away. I breathe the salt-tinged air and let the shallow water foam around my ankles, dampening the hem of my dress. I sink my toes into the sand, renewed.

			A wave rears up, blue water twisting upward into a spiral that soon turns to flesh. A girl steps forward, seawater coursing down her shoulders, the waves subsiding back around her hips and streaming down her thighs as she strides out. Her flimsy dress clings to her wet body, almost transparent, her long hair plastered to her skin.

			She dips her head, a humble gesture, then her eyes flash up to mine, confident and self-possessed.

			I’m intrigued.

			“Euryte,” she says, coming close enough that I can smell the brine on her skin and see the merging shades of greens and blues in her eyes.

			“A sea-nymph,” I guess.

			She nods.

			“Well, Euryte, you have my attention,” I say. “What is it that you want?”

			She smiles, playful as a dolphin. “Your help,” she says, “with Poseidon.”

			Nymphs often ask for help with Poseidon, but usually how to dodge him, sometimes going as far as to transform into a bird or a river to escape his advances. Euryte, though, is almost quivering with desire for him. This is a novelty.

			“I don’t think,” I say, eyeing the smooth curves of her body, “that’s likely to be a problem.”

			She clasps my hand, wrapping both of hers around it, her fingers encircling my wrist. “Thank you,” she says. “I didn’t know if you’d even deign to hear me, much less grant me the attentions of the God of the Sea.”

			“If you want him, you can have him,” I promise her.

			“I do,” she says. “I’m destined to bear him a son, I’m sure of it.”

			It won’t guarantee her any special treatment from Poseidon if she does. I lost count long ago of his numerous offspring, and certainly of all their many mothers.

			But I like her. I’ll imbue Poseidon with fondness for her as well as desire—the latter not a challenge at all—so that he’ll remember her. I can sense all the hearts that beat under my dominion, and it’s easy to reach out for the Sea God’s and make it melt for this nymph.

			“It’s done,” I tell her.

			She’s still holding my hand. “I’m so grateful,” she says.

			“I hope you get what you want.”

			“Oh,” she says, “I will.”

			She slides her fingers down my palm, gives me one last lingering look, and dives back into the sea.

			I laugh. “Good luck, Euryte,” I say to the waves. She doesn’t need it. She has me on her side.

			

			—

			Two dogs run ahead of him, their noses high in the air, searching for the scent of prey. He catches sight of me and lifts his hand in greeting, his face transformed with a joyful smile.

			“You’re happy to see me,” I say, and he wraps me up in his arms, swinging me around before kissing me hungrily.

			“You’re here so early in the day,” he says. “A beautiful surprise.”

			The sky is stained with pink and gold; flowers lifting their sleepy heads to the first rays of light spilling over the wide meadow.

			“I couldn’t wait,” I tell him.

			He takes my hand, and we stroll together, the dogs darting forwards and then circling back, alert and inquiring.

			“Can I hold your bow?” I ask him.

			He halts, shrugging the plain wooden weapon from his back. “If you want,” he says. “It’s nothing special.”

			I take it from him, balancing its slender curves between my hands. He’s right. I’m used to the craftsmanship of Hephaestus. This was carved by a mortal—by Adonis himself, probably. It’s unremarkable, but still I lift it the way I’ve seen archers do and I squint at the horizon, calculating the path an arrow would take.

			Adonis waits patiently.

			I lower it. “I’ve never shot one of these before,” I confess.

			“Really?”

			“You don’t have to pretend that I look like I know what I’m doing,” I say. “Aphrodite never trained us to fight.”

			“You don’t need to,” he says. “I’ll protect you.”

			Soon, I’ll tell him who I am. But, right now, I don’t want to jeopardize what we have by making him afraid of me. While I pretend that I’m only a forest-nymph, it makes us equal. I don’t want to see his eyes cloud over with apprehension or be anxious to touch me in case I burn him to ashes for impudence. The gods are too careless with mortal lives.

			This new romance is precious; beautiful and fragile like a crystal vase I fear to shatter. It’s better to cradle it close for now, to nurture and protect it, keep the two of us cocooned in the dream I’ve conjured just for us.

			I hand back the bow, and he slings it over his shoulder again, putting his arm around me. “I’ll teach you if you want,” he offers.

			“Yes,” I say, “I’d like that. But first…” I slide my hand up his arm, giving him a meaningful glance under my eyelashes.

			No one else is around. The woods belong to us. That’s how it feels as I beckon him under the shade of a spreading oak, leaning up against the bark as he kisses me. I run my hands down his back, feeling as though I can’t ever get enough, wrapping myself around him as the sun rises above the canopy that hides us from prying eyes.

			

			—

			“Tomorrow?” he asks.

			“Tomorrow,” I agree, slipping my tunic back over my head. I could get used to this forest-nymph outfit, I think. It’s freeing to be unhindered by a long flowing dress.

			“I thought it was only Artemis’ nymphs who dress like that,” he comments.

			A chill descends on our sunlit glade at the mention of her name.

			“Is something wrong?” he asks. He leans up on his elbow, his brows creasing slightly. His own tunic is still lying rumpled in the grass, his skin like warm bronze sculpted into perfect proportions: long muscular legs and a torso honed by lifting his bow and throwing spears. Soft curls fall across his face, and when my gaze lands on his lips, I want to taste them again. “Is it something I said?”

			“No,” I say. “It’s just that you reminded me. We need to be careful of Artemis.”

			“I’ve hunted in these woods the past three years,” he says, taking a long, luxurious stretch. “I’ve never seen her.”

			I kneel down beside him, stroking my fingers down the side of his face. The grass tickles my bare shins. “If you don’t cross her path, she keeps her distance,” I say.

			“Then what’s the problem?”

			I glance around us. “She has little patience for men,” I tell him. “She forbids her huntresses from taking them as lovers. I’m not one of hers so I can do as I please, but she wouldn’t take kindly to this if she saw us together in the place she considers her home.”

			He takes my hand in his. “There are other forests,” he says. “If you’re afraid of her—”

			“I’m not,” I interrupt.

			“But we can go,” he says. “Anywhere you want.”

			Lightness bubbles up in my chest, a fizzy rush of excitement. “Anywhere?” I ask.

			His eyes are wide with sincerity. “There’s nothing to hold me here,” he says. “I want you and only you. That’s if…if you feel the same.”

			I lean down to kiss him. “I do.” My mind is alive with possibilities. When he says anywhere, he has no idea how true that is. I can spirit him to any corner of the world that I choose, and, if this lasts, there could be a future for us. Zeus took a mortal boy once and brought him to the heavens, gave him immortality and made him his cupbearer. Apollo made his mortal son Asclepius a god of healing. It has been done before, when a god has loved a human.

			I’m getting carried away, it’s too soon for fantasies like that. He’s young and there are years ahead of us still to enjoy…but there’s nothing to say I couldn’t keep Adonis for eternity, if that’s what we wanted.

			At the very least, I can get him away from Artemis. I can take him to Cyprus, where he’ll be under my protection. “Tomorrow,” I say, “when I come back—be ready to leave.”

			He nods, intent and serious. “I will be.”

			

			—

			I’m reluctant to tear myself away from our tryst, but I’m not going to neglect my responsibilities. The Horae and I have left Lemnos now, but I sense Dysis returning to the island. When I pass overhead, I see her with Kedalion down among the volcanic rocks, their quarrel forgotten. My altar in Paphos is piled so high with offerings, it’s set to topple over entirely. That night, the world slumbers peacefully; Hypnos and Pasithea are reconciled, and the God of Sleep is happy once more.

			I come back to Adonis as dawn breaks. He’s waiting for me, dogs at his feet again.

			“You don’t have much with you,” I say.

			He shrugs, disarming. “I don’t have much,” he says. “Only my dogs and my bow. That’s all I need.”

			His dogs rush into the woods, intent upon something.

			“That’s all?” I ask, my tone a little arch.

			He laughs and takes me in his arms.

			I let him kiss me, but then I pull back, taking a deep breath. I’ll tell him now who I really am. But his lips are on mine again, sure and confident as he slides my dress down over my shoulders and I surrender to the moment. I’m in no hurry.

			We sink to the ground together. Somewhere in the distance, I hear the sound of rustling branches—the dogs no doubt.

			But then it gets louder, whoever it is close by, and I sit up, breathless. “What’s that?”

			“Who cares?” He pulls me back to him.

			“I think I can hear other hunters,” I say. “In the trees.”

			“So long as they stay there.” His head blocks out the sun above me, and the noise recedes. I wait a moment, listening for it to return.

			“Adonis,” I say, “wait—”

			But I can’t finish my sentence before a tumult of thundering paws erupts, and his dogs hurtle past us in a panic, scattering in opposite directions. In an instant, Adonis leaps to his feet, his eyes on the gap between the trees from which they ran while I’m still staring after the terrified hounds. A terrible mistake.

			The boar bursts out from the forest, barreling toward me, and Adonis flings himself to intercept its path. I’m not fast enough to stop him. Its hooves pound the earth, foam bubbling from its snout, tusks curving sharp and lethal into the air. It charges for him, tossing its head upward, and its tusks pierce Adonis before I can even move. They plunge into his navel and his beautiful face contorts. There’s a sickening moment where everything stands still, and then the boar jerks itself free and flees across the meadow, swallowed up in the distant sweep of the forests. I’m speechless, unable to comprehend how it could appear so suddenly and then be gone, and how Adonis can be stretched on the earth, his blood trickling onto the flowers that are crushed and torn beneath his body.

			It happened so quickly. A brutal, mortal ending.

			I drop to my knees, cradling his head in my lap, but his shallow breaths quickly dwindle to nothing, and the light deadens in his eyes. I could have made him a god when he was still alive, but now I have nothing, no means to summon his life back from the Underworld.

			The birds have fallen silent. What sounds like a hollow wind circling through the leaves belies the stillness in the air, and I realize it’s the lamenting chorus of the Dryads, a soft and eerie sound.

			I’m tensed for the emergence of whichever hunter pursued the boar this way, but no one comes.

			Almost as though the prey wasn’t the boar at all.

			The Dryads emerge from their protective trunks, each of them slight and delicate, ethereal in their flowing dresses and leafy crowns. They usually shrink from sight, only ever glimpsed fleetingly as they dart between their beloved trees, but this tragedy draws them out. Averting their eyes, they advance cautiously toward Adonis.

			I lay his head down on the grass and kiss his forehead. Then I stand, taking a shaking step back from his body, and then another.

			The Dryads sink down around him, a circle of nymphs clad in shades of green, joining hands with one another.

			One of them, Kraneia, lifts her head to me. “We’ll bury him,” she says softly. There is no rancor or recrimination in her voice, only gentle sorrow.

			I nod, trembling. It’s better that his body stays here, in the woods that he loved, than returned to the family that he came here to escape.

			If I’d told him who I really am, he wouldn’t have leaped in front of the boar. It was a misguided attempt to save me, never knowing that I couldn’t be harmed. Not realizing that I was the one who should have jumped in its way.

			I stare at the quiet forest, wondering. Could it have been Artemis who spooked the boar and set it on its rampage or was it just a terrible accident? Startled by the dogs, it just happened to charge in this direction, without any malevolent divinity guiding it.

			I don’t know.

			I walk blindly into the forest, searching. For Artemis, for the boar, for a hapless hunter, for some kind of answer.

			All I find are his two dogs, whining and afraid. I stroke their soft heads, their silken ears. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

			I step back and that’s when I see her. Tall and slender, with braided hair and eyes as cold as moonlight, bare legs and sandals dusty from the earth; girlish and fierce at the same time. She’s poised, but Artemis always looks as though she might spring forwards to run—or attack—at any moment.

			“Have you come to gloat?” I don’t sound like myself; my voice is hoarse and cracked, a stranger on the edge of desperation.

			Her voice is low, imbued with the music of the wind rushing through the leaves, touched with the wildness of the forests. “I didn’t kill your boy,” she says.

			“Why should I believe you?”

			She tilts her chin. “I don’t care if you do or you don’t,” she says. “But it’s true.”

			“You wanted me gone.” Tears well up in my eyes. “What better way than this?”

			She tosses her head, impatient. “It’s true I wanted you out of here. You aren’t any more welcome than the men who come sniffing after my girls. My woods are full of dangers—bears, wolves, boars and lions. Anyone who trespasses here takes their chances.” There’s no shred of sympathy in her tone.

			My pulse quickens, a flame kindling inside me. “He meant no harm.” My voice is stronger, my fingers curling into my palms as I take a step closer to her.

			Her eyes widen.

			“We did nothing to you,” I say. “Why did it matter that we were here?”

			“You meddle,” she says, and there’s a hint of defensiveness now. “If I allow you near my nymphs, if you fill their heads with thoughts of men—”

			“Then what?”

			“I see the harm men do,” she hisses and the power crackles from her like silver lightning. “In the towns and villages every day, when women call to me from their childbeds. When girls flee to my forests, hunted like deer, and I find them broken and discarded. They come to me for safety.”

			“Adonis wasn’t like that!” I cry. “He never looked at any of your nymphs. I know he had no ill intentions toward any of them—I was with him. I knew his heart.”

			She doesn’t soften. I don’t think that Artemis is capable of softness. But she doesn’t lash back. Instead, she jerks her head stiffly—an acknowledgment, if not acceptance of what I said. “It doesn’t matter,” she says. “You have no cause to be here now, do you?”

			A dozen bitter responses swirl inside me like bile. Before I can utter any of them, she emits a brief, piercing whistle and Adonis’ dogs prick up their ears.

			“Come,” she commands them, and they obey at once, trotting to her side. She reaches down, caressing their heads, and both dogs lean into her touch, soothed by her presence.

			She glances back at me. “I’ll take care of them,” she says. She tosses it out begrudgingly: maybe a peace offering, maybe not. Without waiting for an answer, she stalks away, swallowed up by the trees in a moment, the dogs close behind her.

			I take a long, shuddering breath. I think she was telling the truth. She didn’t send the boar, not deliberately.

			But Adonis is still gone, and nothing will bring him back.

			When I’m sure the Dryads will have dispersed to their trees, I return. In the meadow where he died, the grass is still flattened, stems broken where the boar trampled.

			On the earth where his blood spilled, I kneel and place my hands on the ground.

			A flower emerges from the stricken soil, its petals a starburst of white, stained with a crimson ring that frames its black center. It looks delicate, as though a breath of wind could carry it away, but, when I touch it with one gentle finger, I feel life humming through it.

			“These flowers will grow here now,” I whisper. “I wanted to leave you something beautiful to look at.”

			I won’t let the world lapse back into lovelessness. Adonis returned beauty to my life; he restored my hope. I know that I can’t let it slip away again.

			The trees stay silent, but, as I leave, their branches ripple gently as if to wave goodbye.

			

			—

			The years pass swiftly, seasons slipping into one another, the time feeling like nothing at all in the heavens. I think of the mortals I’ve cared for: Pandora, Phaon, Galatea and Adonis, and of the hold they have on my heart—a hold that will endure long past the span of their lifetimes. I don’t return to the forests of Artemis, but from the gates of Olympus I see that Galatea still runs through them with dogs at her feet and a bow in her hand. Her hair has turned gray and her sun-darkened skin now folds into pleats. She looks stronger and happier than I could ever have guessed she would be, freed from an inert existence into a life made all the more precious by its transience. When she dies, she is mourned by those who know her and love her for who she truly is. All her life, I’ve watched her covertly, my lingering sense of responsibility for her never quite lifting from my shoulders. I’ve seen the bonds of devotion between her, her goddess and the nymphs. Her life became something real, imbued with meaning and significance, not a dream turned into flesh that was to be enjoyed but never really valued. Her death leaves sadness in its wake, but the happiness she gave those around her will be remembered long past that pain.

			I keep my vow, and I don’t let my heartbreak drag the world into misery, not this time. If anything, it feels more urgent and vital to me than ever before that gods and mortals love fiercely, tenderly and wholeheartedly. Hurt and grief are not the price of love; they are testaments to its strength.

			In the meadow of Adonis, his flowers still bloom, a heartbeat of time for us but more than a mortal decade since his death.
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			Passion calls to me as always; a siren song I can never resist. Whether it’s the Dionysian rites on Naxos or my own festivals at Paphos, wherever desire peaks, head-spinning and limb-loosening, I am there stoking the fires. But, while I feed the fervor and frenzy of ardor, I remember watching Hephaestus on Lemnos: the slow and patient way that he moved among his worshippers. I find myself listening more closely to the prayers that come my way, taking my time to come to a solution.

			Mortal lives, after all, are too short to bear the mistakes of the gods.

			When I hear the despondency of a young man on Crete, his hopelessness is at odds with his situation. He loves and is loved by the most beautiful girl in his village; the two are set to marry and I don’t understand his sadness until I watch him in the quiet solitude of his chamber. He unwraps his cloak, loosening his tunic with his back turned to the glass on the wall. The slender delicacy of his shoulders reminds me of Dionysus.

			The tunic falls to the floor, and I understand as he unwinds a strip of tightly wound cloth, revealing the curve of breasts.

			“His name is Iphis,” I tell Hera later. “His father told his mother that if she bore a daughter, the infant must be killed. So she raised her child as a boy.”

			Hera shrugs dismissively. “And?”

			“Tomorrow,” I say, “Iphis will be married to Ianthe. She’s the only one apart from Iphis’ mother who knows the truth.” I take a breath. Coming to Hera for advice is something I never thought I’d do. But, in listening to Iphis, I realized it isn’t my help that he needs. “They love each other deeply and he fears you won’t bless the wedding. He can deceive his father and the rest of the world, but not you.”

			“I’ve blessed far more troubling weddings. As you know.” She sounds impatient.

			“I do know,” I say, reaching out to touch her forearm. It’s a natural impulse for me, but Hera recoils. “I’ve come to you because the problem isn’t love. Iphis wants to be the husband he has always dreamed of being. He wants Ianthe to bear his children. They want their marriage to be like any other.” Sanctified by Hera, true in the eyes of the gods and, more importantly, in his own heart.

			Her eyes stay cold. “I’ll consider what you’ve told me. Tell Iphis to pray in my temple before the wedding.” Her command is sharp and terse, not inviting any further conversation. I don’t know if I’ve managed to soften her in the slightest, until I watch over her Cretan temple to see him emerge in the dawn light the next day. His strides lengthen as he walks, his shoulders broadening beneath his cloak and, as I look more closely, I see the shadow of beard on his jawline.

			“Another problem solved,” Eros remarks when the two of us watch the wedding, disguised to blend in with the crowd of well-wishers. “Her flowers,” he says, peering at Ianthe’s hair. “Your gift?”

			I nod. Woven through her curls are delicate white blooms with that distinctive crimson-ringed black center.

			“Very nice.”

			I watch Iphis take his bride’s face between his hands and kiss her. His mother looks on, her eyes brimming with happy tears. Her son has a future, one that she feared for so long would never come to fruition.

			“Come on,” I say, gently pulling Eros’ arm, guiding him away. “There are more lovers out there who need our help.”

			

			—

			I don’t have to wait long for the next problem to present itself. It’s only weeks after Iphis and Ianthe’s wedding when, from somewhere beyond the scope of my most far-flung temples, comes a howl of frustrated love.

			It isn’t a summons or a prayer. It doesn’t even address me by name. Rather, it catches my attention, not just because of the distance but because of the ardency of its appeal. It rings through the skies, a single note of yearning and despair.

			Such anguish can’t be ignored. It stirs my most protective instinct, jarring against everything I hold sacred.

			I harness my doves. It was a single cry, one that died away to silence, but I can feel it still—a pulse in the emptiness beyond the reaches of my world. I follow it, urging the birds to fly on as land and sea unroll beneath us, the familiar places that I love receding behind me and giving way to something much stranger.

			The territories of Olympus are encircled by the coiling river of Oceanus. Gods don’t go where we aren’t worshipped and I would never fly my chariot such distances into the unknown, not ordinarily. Whoever calls so desperately may never have heard the name Aphrodite. I might reap no rewards by answering them—no gifts on an altar, no smoke sent to the heavens in my honor.

			But I have heard it, and I can’t ignore it.

			When the chariot wheels roll to a halt, I don’t recognize my surroundings. It’s a seemingly endless swathe of rippling grass and distant hills merging into the horizon. The doves fluff out their wings, tucking their beaks down into their pure-white breasts. They’ve flown such a great distance that even their enchanted bodies need to rest. This place seems vast; it will be easy enough to go unnoticed until I’ve satisfied my intrigue and coaxed the birds to fly us home again.

			While my doves slumber, I take the shape of one myself to glide unassuming through the infinite sky. From above, I can appreciate the wild, strange beauty of this place. There are no settlements—no tiny hamlets or clustered cities. There is grass, endless grass. There are forests and mountains, and a flash of a snaking river here and there.

			Movement catches my eye, and I flutter down to take a closer look. There are two dozen or so men, busy dismantling their camp. They load animal skins onto a wagon along with wooden sticks; I can see from the structures still standing that these are their shelters. A horse waits patiently, tied to the wagon with a long rope, its tail flicking every now and again.

			A little further along, I see more horses grazing. Ropes are looped about their necks, attached to stumps that jut from the ground, giving the animals plenty of space to roam. Apart from the animals, wherever I look, I see only men—ranging from the youngest, with just a faint dusting of beard, to the oldest, with sprinklings of gray in their dark hair and beards. They’re grizzled and weather-beaten from the wide exposed steppe, but all are lean and strong, energetic and watchful. They’re the first people I’ve seen in this place.

			Before I have a chance to work out who called to me, they are engulfed by chaos. It comes out of nowhere; a ferocious clamor of whoops and yells rings over the camp, and the men startle into action, shouting to one another and leaping to untether the horses. But a horde of warriors are soon upon them, clouds of dust billowing from the hooves of their galloping steeds, choking the men who fall back, spluttering.

			I rear up into the sky as the attackers jump down, untying the men’s horses with practiced ease, yoking them to their own mounts and swinging themselves back up. The men seize their bows, and a hail of arrows go flying toward the raiders, but they’re too fast and too accomplished. Already they’re thundering into the distance with their stolen horses. A couple of them turn to fire their own arrows back at their pursuers, never losing their balance, and the men duck and dodge, stumbling back beyond their reach. It’s over in the blink of an eye. And when the thieves have vanished into the long grass beyond their reach, the men look around in shock at what’s left. At least half of their animals are gone.

			Their language is unfamiliar to me, but I can understand their meaning. I could read their despair and frustration even if I weren’t a goddess: the way they gesticulate, arms waving and brows creasing, the stream of angry words giving way to weary sighs and slumped shoulders.

			This has happened to them before, I gather. It’s a scenario repeated every day across the territories under my rule as well. Thieves and raiders, skirmishes and robberies, they’re common everywhere.

			But what was unusual about these raiders is that every single one of them was a woman.

			

			—

			It’s intriguing. What world is this where women are raiders and men their hapless victims? My eye follows the empty distance that swallowed the attackers, wondering. But it seems unlikely that one of those warrior women summoned me, and there is nothing in this camp except defeated misery. I’m ready to soar away and continue my search for the yearning call that brought me here, when I see him.

			One of the younger ones, perhaps the youngest of all, trailing at the back of the group. They’re trudging away, their remaining horses gathered now along with their packed-up camp, but he falls behind the rest. His eyes dart back and forth, a high spot of color flushing his cheeks. The threat is long gone, but his nerves stand out to me, almost as much as the handsome set of his face and the way his thick hair gleams in the sunlight.

			He’s the one, I know it. The one whose anguish I heard. Whatever it was that drove him to cry out to the empty sky is still troubling him now. It’s not the raiders. It’s something else—something that calls to me and me alone.

			The distance grows between him and his party, and he takes his chance. Abruptly, he leaves the path that the others follow and sets off into the waving grass.

			I follow the beat of his heart straining against his chest.

			I feel it too: a fevered need to know what it is that he seeks.

			He reaches a narrow stream near a sparse clump of trees and shades his eyes from the blazing sunlight, peering in either direction. I settle in one of the trees, waiting to see what happens.

			On the other side of the stream, someone approaches. His pulse pounds faster, but he doesn’t run.

			A small figure, wrapped in a hooded cloak, skirts quickly between the scattered trees and stops across the water from him. He holds his breath, and the figure shakes the hood away, the cloak falling to the ground, her hair flowing over her shoulders.

			I stare, dumbstruck, at her face. I didn’t get a good look at the individual raiders—they were a blur of ferocity—but I caught glimpses of animal skins, patterned tunics and studded belts. She’s dressed the same, but, moreover, her proud stance and the fire that flashes in her eyes tells me that she’s one of them.

			Is this a fight? Or something else entirely?

			“Hello,” she says, her tongue stumbling slightly on the word. He nods enthusiastically, and I realize that they don’t speak the same language as each other. I cock my head, watching closely.

			He reaches out his hand. She takes it, stepping over the stream so that she’s in front of him, looking up into his face.

			Only moments ago, I witnessed her sisters decimate his camp. And yet, he’s gazing down at her as though she’s precious, while sympathy softens her expression. He hangs his head, and she brings his hand up to her heart, holding it in her own. They’re hesitant in their speech, but she’s bolder—more fluent in his tongue than he is in hers—and I piece together what they’re saying.

			“It’s too much,” he tells her. “The men, they’re ready to give up.”

			“Give up?” she asks.

			“They want to go home,” he says. “Back to the land we left behind, to the elders that stayed there.”

			She juts her chin, holding his gaze. “Back to the women too?” she asks.

			He sighs. “The steppe called us away,” he says. “The elders, the women, they wanted to settle in one place. We wanted another life.”

			She nods, eager.

			“And we’re strong,” he goes on. “We’ve fought plenty of battles out here. We aren’t afraid. But your people…” He shakes his head. “They’re relentless. It never ends.”

			I think the warmth in her cheeks is a glow of pride, but her eyes are troubled too. “They won’t stop,” she concedes. “I can’t convince them.”

			He lifts his free hand to her face, cupping her cheek. “I can’t convince my people to stay.”

			How many times have they stolen away together, I wonder, taking a furtive moment here and there, wrestling with the conflict that keeps them apart, knowing that they’re drawn to one another by a longing they can’t fight? Two lovers yearning so desperately for one another in a world that makes them enemies, their hearts at war with everything that tells them they shouldn’t be together.

			It’s like a wave crashing over me, the salt and the sting squeezing the air from my throat, dragging me under as memories I’ve held at bay flood my senses.

			Ares, unarmed in Cyprus, looking at me in the moonlight.

			The taste of his lips, the rough press of his beard against my skin, the scent of earth and leather and flame.

			The cold finality of his tone when he told me he wouldn’t stay.

			I wrench myself free from the past. I’m not there, not anymore. I’m in the sunlight of this strange world, its air fresh in my lungs, and these lovers are not us.

			They still have a chance.

			Give them this moment, I think, and my power blossoms, rippling through the leaves like a soft gasp of desire.

			They feel it. The urgency, the intensity of right now, that brings her lips to his. His hands tangle in her hair, hers pull him closer, and I don’t want them to break apart, but they must.

			They whisper fervent goodbyes, desperate promises to find a way to meet again, before her hands slip from his and she turns to leave with one lingering glance back at him as she goes.

			I flutter from my branch, following in her wake. I know he watches her go, aching with loneliness at every step.

			I heard his prayer for a reason, and I can find a way to answer it. These two can be together; it’s in my power to make it so, and I will.

			I don’t think the solution lies in the camp of defeated men.

			I need to discover more about these warrior women.

			

			—

			I follow the girl as she makes her way back to her companions, who are riding through the steppe, stolen horses in tow. I choose a spot a little way behind, landing and shaking out my feathers into a muted version of my goddess self. Anyone passing would take me for a mortal.

			That is, if they hadn’t watched me transform from bird to woman. But I hear a horse whinny in alarm, and I spin around to see someone standing behind me.

			She holds a bronze sword in one hand, the horse’s rope in the other, and at her belt I see an iron dagger. Her mouth has fallen open, but she is poised, her cool stare just as sharp as either blade. Her short tunic is reminiscent of Artemis and her nymphs, but her legs are covered by close-fitting linen and her shoulders are draped with a leopard skin, the beast’s claws hanging by her waist. A necklace of alternating red and white beads is clasped around her throat, a diamond-shaped stone pendant resting between her breasts. Gold discs shine at her earlobes, each one etched with a lion, and her graying hair is pulled up away from her face.

			“Don’t be afraid,” I tell her, though she doesn’t look fearful in the slightest. I’ve given myself away more prematurely than I had intended, but it doesn’t matter. She’s only a mortal woman.

			“Should I kneel?” she asks. “Goddess.” Her tone isn’t disrespectful. She’s too intelligent to challenge me, too well versed in survival to risk offending a god, even one she doesn’t recognize.

			“I don’t require it,” I answer. I eye her carefully, wondering how it is that she keeps her composure so well.

			The horse at her side is beautiful, long-legged with a silvery coat and pale eyes, wide and fringed with thick lashes. “That’s not one of the horses you stole,” I say.

			Amusement creeps into her eyes, a little twist of a smile breaking her wary demeanor as she shakes her head. “No. Our horses are better.”

			“Then why did you take theirs?”

			She shrugs. “We can use any horse. And it weakens the men, as you saw, to be without their animals. Do you want to take them back? Is that why you’re here?”

			“If it is,” I ask, “what will you do?”

			“Whatever you command.”

			She might well appease me, but she isn’t afraid of me. If I returned those horses, her warriors would attack again without hesitation the moment I was gone. And this time, maybe they wouldn’t leave any men alive to pray for help.

			“But,” she says, “perhaps you’ll come and meet my people first. We could make you understand what you saw.”

			I hesitate. I’d planned to observe their camp unseen, to draw my own conclusions before I devised my strategy to help the tormented lovers. But maybe it’s better this way. With women so bold as this—women whose lives are like nothing I’ve seen before, who thrive out here with no men to rule them or hold them back—the invitation is just too alluring to turn down.

			I nod, and she smiles. “Lead the way,” I say.

			

			—

			The women’s camp is set beside a trickling stream near a low hill—hardly more than a mound rising up from the grass, but enough to hide them from view. A few spindly trees are dotted here and there, under which their horses graze. A fire burns in the center, and all around it they are engaged in activity. Tending the fire, milking a mare, making shelters, swift and harmonious as they work together.

			I notice some children in their number—a few so tall I don’t realize at first that they aren’t grown adults, though, when I look more closely, I can see the rounding of their cheeks and the sweetly determined jut of their chins. Not all the children are girls either, I see a couple of boys among them, hardly distinguishable from their sisters in dress or attitude.

			Several of the women wear spotted skins draped across their shoulders, spoils of a kill, and all of them have weapons. I see bows and spears, bronze daggers tucked into their belts, arrows slung in quivers across backs. They aren’t just adorned with weaponry, though, I notice necklaces too—agate and amber, beads made of glass, bone and what might be animal teeth.

			They’re not the hostile, exotic nightmares I took them for when I saw them storm the men’s camp. They’re horse riders, tough and experienced, capable of defending themselves. In some ways that makes them more unsettling, so real and undeniable.

			They fall silent when we walk into their camp, turning one by one to look at me. I find the girl at once, her face just as watchful as the others. There’s no sign of the soft, lovestruck young woman I saw before. The way the women respond to our arrival—quiet and patient as they await an explanation for my uninvited presence—leads me to think my companion is their leader. Their queen, perhaps. Another woman, older and with an authoritative air about her, steps forward and the two share a meaningful glance. There’s a closeness between them, allowing them to communicate without words.

			The queen nods toward me. “We have a guest,” she announces to the others. “A goddess, come to visit with the Amazons.”

			“Amazons?” I ask. “I haven’t heard that name before.”

			The queen smiles. “Sit with us,” she says, beckoning me to the fire. “And we’ll tell you who we are.”
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			We all sit on the ground, the fire burning before us, smoke rising into the darkening sky. As the sun sinks lower and the air cools, the women pull their cloaks more tightly around their bodies, the furs of lions and leopards keeping them warm. Someone hands me a cup, its handle also carved in the shape of a lion. I expect it to be brimming with wine, but this is creamy and fermented, sharper and more sour.

			“Mare’s milk,” the queen tells me, nodding toward the grazing horses.

			I take a sip. It fizzes slightly on my tongue, the flavor unexpected—rougher somehow, less refined than anything the gods enjoy but not unpleasant. It’s strong too. Intoxicating.

			“Tell me your names,” I say.

			Some of the words they use are unfamiliar, but I understand the meaning as they introduce themselves. Dagger-wielding. Worthy of armor. Protectress.

			The girl’s voice is clear and strong when she speaks up. “Melo,” she says. Singer.

			“Kydoime,” the queen says, her hand on her chest. Battle-cry. The woman at her side nods at me. “Dorymache,” she says of herself. Spear-fighter. They speak almost in concert, and always one keeps her hand on the other—resting on her thigh or linking their fingers together, loving and unmistakably intimate.

			“We once lived across the sea from here,” Kydoime tells me. “It was always our homeland; the place where our ancestors had bred the horses we rode for generations.”

			They were taken, they tell me—a part of the story where many of the others chime in. All the women, overpowered by a foreign force. By men who speak like I do, they say, captors from the lands I rule. Men who took their weapons and forced them onto three ships, setting sail toward home, where they’d be kept as slaves—captives of war for the victors’ enjoyment.

			Nausea rises inside me as I look from face to face across the flames. I’ve seen these women as conquerors. Now I realize that was only a glimpse of their lives. It’s impressed me to see how they fight, how they work, how they survive together. Inspiring, even. I hate to think of them broken and ill-used, snatched away from their home and afraid.

			“Don’t worry,” the queen says, her voice rich and thrilling. “We rose up. Took back our bows and arrows, our swords and spears and daggers, and we used them to kill every man on board.”

			The smoke and the mare’s milk burn in the back of my throat. “All of them?” I ask, a rasp catching my words.

			“Without mercy.” Her stare is defiant, daring me to condemn her.

			I hold her gaze. “Men like that,” I say, “deserve no mercy.”

			A ripple of satisfaction echoes around the circle; women nodding, their eyes intent on me. This is a fearsome band of warriors. Women united by determination and drive, ready to do whatever it takes to survive—and to win.

			“But with your captors dead, why did you end up here?” I ask. “Couldn’t you go back to your homes?”

			“We didn’t know how to sail,” Dorymache explains. “We didn’t know where we were. The ships drifted for days, until we reached a shore.”

			“So the winds brought you here?” I ask.

			“Not quite,” she says. “These lands are vast. All of it is Scythia, but we’ve roamed far from that first shore we found.”

			More of them chime in, eager to tell me how they made this new land their home. Leaping from the stranded ships, the women made their way across the terrain—finding horses and liberating them for their own use, riding through the steppe, taking what they needed from whomever they found.

			“How long ago was this?” I ask.

			In the firelight, her eyes squint in concentration. “I was only a child,” she says. “Before I was taken, that is.” She nods toward the youngest Amazons. “We count them as fully grown when they’ve killed their first enemy.”

			“So there are more of you now,” I ask, “than from those ships?”

			“More women joined us as we rode,” the queen answers. “Women who were hardy from life on the steppe, women who wanted to fight and ride, not give in to the softness of a settled existence.”

			“Just women?” I ask, looking again at the children.

			“While some of us are happiest with women alone,” she says, her lips curving into a smile at Dorymache, “there are those among us too who crave the company of men—every now and again. We told you that we take what we want, and we move on. Any Amazon can love whoever she wants without question.”

			I’m captivated by her words, the picture she builds of the Amazons roaming this land, shaping their lives according to their own desires. In the echo of her voice, I can feel the thrill of seducing a woman away from her dull existence, of taking an opportunistic tumble with a lone traveler, of succumbing to the heat of a post-battle tryst with an ally—of everything it means for these women to live a life of freedom and pleasure.

			My gaze, though, is irresistibly drawn back to Melo, the girl who sneaked away from her sisters to meet her lover by the stream. Her eyes are bright in the firelight, her hands clasped beneath her chin.

			“And any man an Amazon chooses,” I say, “is never invited to join you like the women you gather? You always leave them behind?”

			“Men are suspicious of us.” She leans forward, squatting on her heels, her arms wrapped around her knees. “Even those who live like we do stop roaming eventually and set up homes. Their women give up a life of hunting and riding, and they stay in the wagons instead. The men remain as warriors and the women rear their children indoors.” She shakes her head. “If we let men join us, it wouldn’t be long before they would try to rule us.”

			“We’ll never let it happen again,” Dorymache says, her face serious. “We won’t be tamed. There are many bands of us out here, our numbers always growing. Any one of us who changes her mind is free to leave and take up a domestic life if she prefers.”

			“What about your sons?” I ask.

			“Men raised by Amazons have never known anything different,” the queen says. “They don’t expect women to be weaker than men or better suited to a quiet life.”

			“So they can stay with you?” I ask.

			“Of course.” She sounds surprised that I’d question it. “We love our children. When the tribe’s sons are grown, they can ride with us as long as they choose, just like our daughters. We want to survive. We want to continue.”

			“We just want to do it according to our own rules,” Dorymache speaks up.

			The queen puts her arm around her shoulders. “We do.”

			“And those men you attacked today,” I ask. “They threaten your survival?”

			I’m watching the girl, Melo, out of the corner of my eye. She stiffens at my words, gives an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

			The queen shrugs. “We don’t know,” she says. “We don’t know where their homes are, or why they’ve left them. They’re free to travel through the steppe like we do. But if we think they’re too close, we chase them away.”

			“Or steal their horses,” I say.

			“They haven’t dared attack us,” she says, her voice grim. “We want to keep it that way.”

			“I can understand that.” I hold out my cup for more mare’s milk. I’m becoming accustomed to the flavor. I like it here, surrounded by these women, and the more I learn of them, the more I want to know.

			One of the other women in the circle stands, holding a wooden bowl. Behind her, the sky is ink-black and sprinkled with stars. She reaches into the bowl and scatters a handful of flowering buds onto the fire.

			As they burn, the smoke takes on a rich and earthy flavor, woody and herbal. I breathe in, and it uncoils through my veins, a sweet and heady rush that mingles with the effects of the fermented milk.

			A good-natured cheer goes up around the fire. The queen smiles. “Have you heard enough, goddess?” she asks. “Did we move your heart?”

			I take another sip. “You told me already that you don’t need divine assistance,” I remind her with a smile. “You weren’t trying to move my heart to win my favor, were you?” I speak lightly; they can see, I’m sure, how rousing I found their story. The way they live their lives is a joyous thing. I came here for a love story; I think I’ve found something even more intriguing.

			“We’re strong enough to fight without anyone else on our side,” she laughs. “But we’d never turn down another god who wants to lend their favor to the Amazons.”

			My hand stills, my cup hovering in front of my face. “Another god?” I ask. A presentiment awakens in my bones. Suddenly, I’m sure I know what she’s going to say.

			“Well, yes,” she says. “I told you we’re the Amazons, but that isn’t our only name. There’s another one, one our enemies speak with fear, and we claim with pride.”

			I set down the cup on the earth beside me, taking care to be precise in my movement, not to let my shaking fingers spill a single drop. “What name?” I ask.

			Her chest is thrust forward, her chin tilted up, the flickering light warming her fierce eyes. “They call us the Daughters of Ares.”

			The world slips and tilts, dizzying me.

			Of course. Even in my horror, it makes perfect sense to me that Ares, in his self-imposed exile from Olympus, would find these women. Their warlike nature, their indomitable spirits, their rebellious fire and love of freedom—it would call to him, as surely as the cry of the lovers called to me. No wonder he found them; no wonder, once he did, he wouldn’t want to leave.

			My throat tightens, my heart thudding painfully in my chest. “I didn’t know I was in another god’s territory,” I say, gathering myself to my feet, my knees weak beneath me. “It’s not my place to stay.”

			“No, no,” the queen urges, standing too and taking my wrist in her hand. Her fingers are hard and callused. “Amazon lands are wide and scattered,” she goes on. “Our sisters live all across the steppes. Ares visits us only infrequently. You won’t see him here.”

			“You can’t be sure of that.” And, if he sees me here, he’ll think I’ve infiltrated the camp of his worshippers on purpose.

			“But we can. He spends his time several hours’ ride north of here. It’s where he prefers to be. He won’t disturb us tonight, and if you don’t want him to know that you’ve visited, we’ll tell him nothing.”

			I stare at her. “You’d keep secrets from your own god?”

			Her lip curls, almost a scoff. “We keep whatever secrets we choose,” she says.

			I waver, picturing my mortification if he should find me here. The hot drench of shame I’d feel if he thought I’d come searching for him, as vividly as if he were standing right in front of me, contempt in those empty black eyes. He’d never believe I’m not here for him.

			But I’m not. I’m here on my own business. So what does it matter what Ares might think? He isn’t here, and I trust this queen. She’s many things—wild, stern, terrifyingly capable—but I don’t think she’s deceitful.

			“Stay.” She presses my wrist gently. “Enjoy our hospitality a while longer.”

			No thundering war-cry echoes from the horizon. No dash of bronze hooves shakes the ground. Still, I hesitate.

			Across the fire, Melo’s eyes are fastened on me. She doesn’t know who I am, but she’s anxious for help and I might be able to give it to her. Isn’t that what matters the most?

			“Molpadia,” the queen says. “Play for our goddess.”

			At once, a woman stands, her dark hair tumbling down her shoulders as she smiles at me and takes up a set of bone pipes. She begins to play and the melody spills into the smoky, aromatic air. The sound of it sends a shiver across my skin. There’s a beautiful intensity to the sound and to her as she sways, lost in her own music, tall and magnificent under the stars.

			Someone else starts to drum, beating a rhythm with her hands on the stretched skin of her instrument, and the women jump to their feet.

			“Dance with us,” Kydoime urges. Dorymache links her hands around the queen’s waist, swaying behind her, and Kydoime turns her face to her lover’s, the two moving together. The music stirs my blood, awakening my body.

			The Amazons stamp their feet, lifting their arms to the moon, lithe and sinuous and rhythmic. More of them snatch up pipes and drums, flutes and lyres, the harmonies mingling, surrounding me on all sides, urging me to join. They fling more flowering buds into the flames, the smoke as dizzying as the dance, the night air fragrant and delicious.

			They dance with the same fervor as I saw them raid earlier; intent and powerful, giving themselves over to instinct, and they sweep me along with them like the current of a river. Hands seize mine, bodies press close and the stars above us whirl and spiral. When the women around me are red-cheeked and breathless, they stop to pour more mare’s milk. I take a step back and laugh, giddy and heated.

			Ares isn’t here. I don’t have to run from his ghost.

			Melo is singing, her voice so haunting it raises goosebumps across my bare arms. Molpadia, the woman who played the pipes first, pulls me back into the throng. Her eyes gleam like dark jewels in the firelight. Her hands are on my waist, her face level with mine, and the music rises around us. She has the slow, deliberate grace of a prowling panther; so sure and steady as she comes closer and I can smell the earth and salt of her skin. A grin spreads across her face, wide and fierce and bold, as she spins me, releases me, gathers me back in.

			I give myself over to the dance.

			

			—

			The Amazon women drink like Dionysus. Their stamina and enthusiasm might even exceed his. But they bear no signs of the night’s excesses the following day. In the morning, all I see around me are fresh faces, bright eyes and energized movement—girls heading out on the hunt, some coming back to camp with handfuls of fruit, a woman beating a strip of leather, another carrying water. A group rides out into the distance, while children chase one another, their laughter drifting out across the plains.

			I stroll into the main camp. The queen sits in front of her tent, her arms and shoulders bare in the gentle sunlight. Behind her, Dorymache kneels, rubbing an ointment into her skin. It smells sharp, slightly bitter, as she works it into the queen’s strong back.

			She looks up at me, nodding in greeting. “Riding all day,” she says, “it makes me ache now. When I was younger, I hardly noticed.”

			I look out toward the horizon to see another group of hunters heading out. “Your people seem happy,” I say.

			“We are.” She leans back into her lover’s touch, like a lioness stretching out in the sunshine, heavy-lidded with contentment.

			“I like the way you live,” I tell her. “I’m glad I came here.”

			“We’re glad you did too,” she says. “Won’t you stay longer, Goddess?”

			It would be so easy. So tempting. But I can’t forget what they told me last night. These are Ares’ worshippers. This is his land, not mine.

			“I must go,” I tell her. “You’ll keep your silence?”

			“Of course,” she says.

			I take a deep breath. “And your god,” I say. “You say he spends his time north of here. How far?”

			She shades her eyes to look at me.

			“I wish to avoid him,” I say, straightening my shoulders.

			She doesn’t ask any questions, only sketches out the distance and direction for me in a few brisk sentences. A river valley where the grasslands give way to elm and birch trees, where blackthorns and wild roses grow.

			“Thank you,” I say. “For last night.”

			“Come back,” she tells me. “You’re always welcome here.”

			Before I leave, I have one more thing to do. I spotted the girl, Melo, lingering at the edges of the camp. I find her now, inclining my head gently to indicate that she should wait for me around the grassy mound, after I bid goodbye to the queen.

			I waste no time in getting to the point when I reach her. “I saw you,” I tell her. “With the boy from the tribe your sisters attacked.”

			She chews her fingernail, glancing back in the direction of her camp.

			“Don’t worry,” I say. “They won’t see us talking together. But tell me, what is it that you want?”

			She turns her eyes up to me, imploring. “I want to be with him,” she says.

			“Then can’t you stay?” I ask her. “Your queen said that all of you are free to live as you please.”

			“No,” she says. “I don’t want to lose my people, or join his. I want to keep riding.”

			“And if they knew?” I ask her.

			“You heard her,” she says. “My sisters will never accept him or his brothers.”

			I frown. “His brothers?”

			She nods. “There are more of us who meet.” Her voice is low and urgent. “I’m not the only one. We try to keep our tribes close, so that we can ride out to find each other when the opportunities arise. Only—”

			“Then the Amazons attack them,” I finish for her.

			“We put them at risk every time.” Her gaze drops to the ground, downcast.

			“This boy,” I say. “What do his elders think of this? Do they know?”

			“No,” she says. “They try to keep a distance from us; they don’t know how we keep finding them. They left their homes. They didn’t want to live a settled life in wagons, so they struck out on their own. They hoped once to find women of a like mind to them, who would share their taste for adventure.”

			I shake my head. “From the looks of them yesterday,” I say, “it seems their taste for adventure is wearing thin.”

			“If I could find a way,” she says, “to show the queen that these men aren’t like the others she’s known. That they don’t seek to conquer the Amazons, simply to live peacefully alongside us.”

			“Have you tried?” I ask her.

			“No.” She sighs. “She’ll think I’m naive. Too young and inexperienced.”

			I wait.

			“But I know that I love him,” she says. “I know they don’t mean us any harm, and if they did they are no match for us. But you, Goddess.” Her eyes fill with hope. “You could talk to her. You could look into their hearts and see their good intentions.”

			“I’m not sure that your queen would be so easily persuaded,” I say drily. “Even by me. I’m not her goddess, after all.”

			She hangs her head.

			“I can read their hearts, and I will,” I say.

			She clasps her hands together. “Thank you.”

			“Don’t thank me yet,” I warn her. “You might have to make a choice.”

			“What choice?” she asks.

			I hold her gaze, frank and open. “Between your people and your love. Think carefully about it while I’m gone, Melo.” I take a deep breath. “Be sure of what you want. You might not get a second chance.”
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			I find the Scythian men leading their remaining horses across the steppe and listen to their conversations.

			“We have to stay as far away from them as possible,” one of them is saying as he squints into the distance, his eyes crinkling.

			“They’re too fast,” another complains.

			I flit between them, but find it’s the Amazons alone who dominate their thoughts.

			“We could strike back.” He’s older than some of the others, his jaw set grimly as he rides.

			His companion shakes his head. “We said we didn’t want war.”

			“We don’t.” There’s a flinty look in his eyes. “But they might leave us no choice.”

			“Just think,” the other urges, “if we could be allies…”

			The older man sighs in frustration. “How can we make them listen long enough to persuade them?”

			“We’re hunters,” the second one says. “And fighters. We can be of use to them. If we could show them that, imagine what a force we could be together.”

			“Better to give up now while we still have some horses left,” the older man says darkly.

			At the back, the young lover rides with his friends. They whisper together, a furtive quartet, careful not to be overheard. “We need longer,” I hear him mutter. His hair falls across his face, thick and shining, and he pushes it back in irritation.

			“Our time is running out.” The others exchange glances. “Listen to what they’re saying.”

			I swoop closer. These four are all handsome and strong, but they share the same anxious look in their eyes.

			The first of them, the lover whose anguish called me here, speaks again. “They want what we want,” he insists, glancing ahead at the other men. “They want to unite with the Amazons.”

			“It doesn’t matter. The Amazons won’t listen.”

			Melo told me there were more couples among them, and here I can see the mingling of hope and heartbreak in these young men who want so fervently to find a way in the face of insurmountable odds.

			“We need something other than words to convince them,” he says.

			I feel his desperation and his desolation too, and it stirs sympathy in my heart. This is my moment, I think. Their words won’t help, but mine could.

			But the image of the Amazon queen rises in my mind, and I recall my words to Melo. How can they win the respect of the Amazons by having a goddess plead for them?

			I was lured here by the promise of a ruptured love only I could heal. That’s what I imagined when I heard the cry across the world. But, now I’ve met these women, no matter how much I feel for the tortured lovers, I understand too why the Amazons are so protective of their freedom.

			I wait until night falls and the men make their camp. There is no drinking or celebration here. Wearily, they retreat to their tents.

			It’s not the lovers that I go to. It’s the sleeping form of the most skeptical, the older one who suggested fighting back. I breathe soft words into his ear as he slumbers, a tantalizing dream of another possibility. Prove yourselves, I whisper. Your men have won the favor of Aphrodite, Goddess of Love. Find a way to show the Amazons your good intentions and your worth, and you may all reap the rewards.

			I slip from tent to tent, unseen and unheard, leaving sweet visions in my wake. A slew of images of their rising up once more, strong and skilled, intent on the adventure they sought when they left their homes. Men who have something to offer the Amazons. Men who have convinced a goddess that they deserve a chance.

			Hope, that’s the gift I can give them. The courage to believe that an opportunity can still present itself, that a future might exist in which the Amazons are allies instead of enemies. These women are not cruel or murderous, only determined and strategic. If the men can show they would bear no violence against them, that they only want to offer friendship, which would make each group stronger out here on the steppe, they might succeed.

			But there are lovers in my own world who need me; I can’t neglect them while I deliberate too long out here.

			And I have another, more pressing reason to leave this place behind me.

			I retrieve my chariot. Under the stars, the Scythian steppe flows like a dark sea. The sound of long grasses rustling could be the hiss of softly breaking waves.

			How many more bands of warlike women roam the lands beneath me? How many of them dedicate their victories to the god who lives in exile here? If I had Ares’ gift, their hunger for the fight would call me. But I can’t attune my divine senses to that; I’m drawn only to the song of love in a mortal’s heart.

			And from somewhere down on the plains, I hear it.

			The doves glide smoothly down, following the subtlest pressure on their reins. I bite my lip, conflicted. I knew what I was doing when I asked the queen for directions.

			We land and I slip out of the chariot, cloaking it and myself in a mist that renders us invisible. The scent of wild roses drifts through the air, and I see a small fire ahead, built inside a ring of stones. I creep closer, not making a sound, my eyes on the two figures who sit beside it.

			She rests her head on his shoulder, her hair falling in a thick braid down her spine. He has his arm around her, protective and enfolding. I’m only a few paces behind them, and neither looks up from their reverie, both blissfully unaware of my presence.

			He wears no breastplate or helmet. No hard, shining armor to hold her at bay. She looks so small against him, a reed bending to his embrace. Outside the circle of firelight, a pair of horses whicker and pace their hooves, and she turns her head, soothing them with quiet murmurs.

			Her profile, outlined against the flickering flames, makes me stifle a gasp. The line of her jaw, the imperious jut of her chin and the way her hair falls to the side of her high forehead. It’s so familiar, it makes my heart twist.

			I thought I’d find him with an Amazon woman—a wild warrior of the steppes, passionate and ferocious like the rest of them. I’d prepared myself for intensity, for something primal and charged. Battles and blood and fury giving way to animalistic need.

			But she’s only a girl. A girl whose face is the mirror of her father’s.

			There is love here, but it’s not what I was expecting. This is cozy, domestic and familial.

			I’ve made my way to Ares’ home and found something I’d never have expected. Ares, alone with what can only be his daughter.

			When he left, he left me with a hollow ache. A void that made it hurt to breathe; one that threatened to swallow me whole and drag the world in with me. I didn’t allow it to consume me. Every day, I healed a little more, until all I had was the memory of pain, not the pain itself.

			Seeing him now tugs at the scars that hold that wound closed. This is the life he’s made without me; the one we couldn’t share.

			I back away noiselessly. It was foolish to come here. I only wanted to satisfy my curiosity at last, to know where he is and what he’s made of his existence out here.

			I let the darkness swallow me up, taking hold of the reins and gesturing to the doves to fly, sweeping through the air until the fire is a distant spark extinguished by night.

			I have my own life to return to; one I fought to protect. One I’ll never relinquish, not for anyone.

			

			—

			I make a rapid course back toward Mount Olympus, leaving my chariot with the stable-nymphs and going straight to the throne room. From the courtyard, I can hear laughter and song drifting from the wide windows.

			I want to see the Horae, or perhaps Demeter among the throng. Friendly faces and conversation, even if it’s trivial and inconsequential—better that it is, in fact. Right now, that’s exactly what I crave.

			It’s unnerving to see Helios sitting at Zeus’ right hand. The Sun God is an infrequent visitor to Olympus, and usually an uncomfortable one. I’ve never seen him sipping wine at the long tables, his pointed crown catching the glimmer of starlight from outside.

			Hephaestus sits among them too, relaxed in conversation with Dionysus. He doesn’t look troubled; he’s smiling and talking, happier than I’ve seen him in a long time.

			“Aphrodite,” Demeter calls, beckoning me to the seat beside her.

			I smile and join her, leaning in to whisper in her ear, “What’s Helios doing here?”

			Before she can answer, Zeus interrupts. “Aphrodite!” he booms. “At last!”

			I glance around in puzzlement. “Were you waiting for me?” I ask.

			Helios, Zeus and Poseidon are together at the head of the table. The three of them, bearded and crowned, look like brothers—almost interchangeable. But at Poseidon’s elbow sits a man much smaller and less impressive. “Is he…is he a mortal?” I murmur to Demeter.

			Wine sloshes from Poseidon’s goblet. “See here,” he declares. “My son joins us on Olympus!”

			“Your son?” I ask. Poseidon must have dozens of sons. He’s fathered gods, giants and mortals, and, to my memory, he’s never shown much interest in any of them.

			“Halirrhothios,” he says, his wine-sodden tongue slipping over the syllables.

			The young man is looking at me with a curiosity that borders on insolence. “Hello,” he says. So bold, as though he wasn’t addressing a goddess at all. And it’s not charming from him, not the way it was when the Amazons spoke to me like equals.

			“What’s the meaning of this?” I ask, ignoring him. “A mortal in the palace of the gods?”

			Poseidon flings his arm across the man’s shoulders, slapping him on the back. “He was the victor at the mortal games held in Zeus’ honor: the four-horse-chariot race,” he boasts. “This is his reward.”

			I notice how most of the other gods bristle slightly and turn away from Halirrhothios. Poseidon has overstepped by bringing him here.

			“Never mind about that,” Zeus interrupts. “It’s our other guest that Aphrodite will be most interested in.”

			Poseidon frowns, insulted, but a smile creeps across Helios’ face.

			Zeus slaps his hands on the table in front of him, his eyes bright with triumph. “How long have you known where Ares is?”

			I look him squarely in the face. “I only just found out.” I glance at Helios. “I assume he’s been spying on me?”

			Helios draws himself up, sitting tall and majestic. He’s swathed in a purple robe, crowned and bearded, a smug gleam in his eye. “Zeus sent me to look for the War God,” he says. “I happened to notice you were on those same steppes.”

			“I didn’t go there for Ares,” I say breezily. “I had my own business on the steppe. Nothing to do with him.”

			Zeus and Helios exchange skeptical glances. What an irritating pairing they make.

			“Did you speak to him?” Zeus asks.

			I shake my head. “No.”

			“Well, I’d like him to come back,” Zeus says. “Athena is tired of trying to keep that Strife Goddess in check. Maybe you could help persuade him to return to his responsibilities.” He leers.

			“I don’t think so,” I say. “I’m surprised you haven’t replaced him. I seem to recall your saying it would be easy. I thought you could father a war-god with no trouble.”

			“I could,” Zeus snaps.

			I take a sip of wine. I do prefer it to fermented mare’s milk, but my company last night was infinitely better than this.

			“I’d like to hear more about the Amazons,” Halirrhothios pipes up. “Helios was telling us all about them. They sound very interesting.”

			“You wouldn’t last a day on the steppe,” I warn him. “They’d spear you as soon as they saw you.”

			His chest puffs up and he looks to his father, indignant. “A son of Poseidon?” he scoffs. “They wouldn’t dare.”

			“You should go to Scythia, actually,” I say. “I’d love to see the outcome.”

			“That’s my son, Aphrodite.” Poseidon glowers at me.

			“Don’t encourage him with ideas above his station,” I say with scorn.

			Halirrhothios sulks, petulant, but at least has the good sense not to challenge me further.

			There’s something familiar, though, in his resentful glare. Something about the mingling of greens and blues in his eyes that makes me think of someone…a nymph rising up from the sea, begging me for Poseidon’s favor.

			I did promise I’d make Poseidon remember her. Perhaps that’s why he’s so enamored with this unremarkable son she’s given him.

			Dionysus keeps the wine flowing, and I keep drinking. Halirrhothios can’t keep up with immortal revelers—he’s soon slumped and snoring—but the rest of us continue as the skies outside turn gray and misty.

			“I must go,” Helios remarks, eyeing the approaching dawn.

			I’m about to return to my own quarters, but before I can rise someone slides into the seat beside me.

			“Hello, Aphrodite,” she says.

			“Charis.”

			The frostiness I had felt between us has thawed. She looks a little tired, and very serious. But that flat, cold stare has gone, and I can see my friend again.

			The hall is beginning to thin out, gods drifting back to their beds and bidding good nights, all the illicit trysts that have been forming over the course of the night culminating now.

			Hephaestus has already left—whether he’s taken his chariot back to Lemnos or opted for his old forge here, I don’t know.

			“So you found Ares,” she says.

			“Honestly, I didn’t go to Scythia in search of him,” I say. “I was telling the truth.”

			“But you found him,” she says. “And still, you came back.”

			I search her face, wondering what she’s really asking. “I belong here,” I say at last. “That’s what I chose, and I haven’t changed my mind.”

			“Haven’t you?”

			I look at her steadily. “Would you care if I had?”

			She sighs. “I would.”

			Unexpectedly, tears brim in my eyes.

			“What is it?” she asks, and I shake my head, not trusting myself to speak.

			“Oh, Aphrodite,” she says, and puts her arm around me.

			Her hair is soft against my cheek. She’s petal-scented, warm and kind, and it makes me unravel far faster than her continuing animosity would have done.

			“I’m sorry,” I tell her.

			“I know you didn’t mean for it to turn out the way it did,” she says.

			“I wouldn’t have married him if I’d had any other choice,” I say. “For his sake as well as yours.”

			“It might be for the best that you did,” she says.

			“How?”

			“Hephaestus might have always hoped, otherwise, that you’d love him in the end,” she says. “At least now he knows for sure.”

			“Is that better?”

			“Definitely. It’s far better to know for sure than to let hope linger forever.”

			I wince. “You know I could help you,” I say. “You could forget him, if you want. Just say the word.”

			“No.” She smiles slightly. Determined as ever.

			“He might be able to see now that you would be so much better for him than me,” I suggest.

			“He might. But, however it turns out, I wouldn’t want you to make my feelings disappear,” she says, “or replace them with something false and temporary. You wouldn’t want that for yourself, would you?”

			I take a long breath. “No,” I say. “You always were so wise, Charis.”

			She squeezes my hand. “So, tell me, did you see Ares in Scythia?”

			“I did,” I say. “But that was all it was. He didn’t even know I was there.”

			“Why not?” she asks.

			“Because nothing has changed. I wouldn’t run away with him when he wanted me to and I still wouldn’t.” I shake my head. “It was always complicated between us. And even in exile, he’s still a war-god. It was never going to work.”

			“I know what he is,” she says quietly. “But, Aphrodite, there will always be war. And without Ares—well, look at the alternative.”

			“Eris,” I sigh heavily.

			“You know that suffering exists everywhere. Discord, pain and grief—they aren’t unique to war and conflict. Ares is far from the only one of us—gods or otherwise—who causes harm. Whether we mean to or not.”

			I let her words sink in. “I have thought about that,” I say at last. “After all, I know what suffering love can cause.”

			She smiles. “You’re responsible for a lot of happiness too.”

			“I wish I could have brought some to you,” I say.

			“I don’t think,” she says carefully, “that I would give up what it’s felt like to love Hephaestus, even though he never loved me back. Even if he never does. I’m not saying I’ve never wished that I didn’t. Sometimes the hurt is so much that I think I’d prefer to feel nothing at all. But I know that, really, that would be worse.”

			“It would be worse to feel nothing than heartbreak? Are you sure?” I want to believe her, but I’ve seen for myself how hard she found it watching me marry Hephaestus.

			“I am,” she says. “And I think you feel the same.”

			I stay silent.

			“Love opens us up to the possibility of pain,” she says. “You can’t protect us against it. You can’t strive for perfection all the time. You govern something ungovernable—a realm that’s wild and dangerous, one where there are great rewards at stake but risks as well. And it’s no different for Ares.”

			I thought once that the God of War couldn’t be anything other than violent and terrible. I still struggle to reconcile the Ares I loved with what he represents.

			But I also know that there’s more to Ares than battle. I’ve seen his kindness too. His capacity for love, even if he no longer has any left for me.

			“It doesn’t matter now,” I say. “Ares chose exile.”

			Charis sighs and glances out at the lightening sky. “Come on,” she says. “Come back to your chambers.”

			She slips her arm through mine as we stand and walk back together.

			

			—

			Restless, I toss and turn in my bed. The peace of sleep eludes me. I would have thought it’d be easy to drift away after a night with the Amazons followed by a feast in Olympus, but I can’t.

			The lovers in Scythia are keeping me awake. The unfinished business awaiting me on the steppe.

			Was it enough to leave them lingering dreams? Will they wake, their courage and determination renewed? Or will hopelessness creep back in? Even worse, will the Amazons decide that chasing them away and stealing their horses isn’t enough? If they decide the tribe is a threat to them, they will be swift and merciless in how they deal with them.

			I push back the furs from my body, exasperated. I’ll go back. I promised Melo I’d try, and so I will.

			I’m still not sure what the solution is, but this is exactly the kind of scenario that Eros enjoys. I’ll bring him with me, I decide, and ask him what he thinks.

			He’s eager for the adventure of flying so far beyond our realm. I go ahead in my chariot; he swoops behind me, aloft on his golden wings. I find the Amazons first. The men are indeed trying to get as much distance between them as they can, but the women are faster—they have more horses, after all—and still, the wily Melo is finding places to meet her lover in secret. Eros and I watch her beckon three of her companions along; the Scythian boy does the same and we sit back while the sparks ignite between them all.

			As I expected, Eros is captivated by these trysts and the delicious torture of separation that further heightens their passion. We fly across Scythia in my chariot, watching them beneath us and discussing what to do next. I anticipate that his impulse for mischief will prompt him to action, that he’ll decide interference is the best path forwards, but he surprises me.

			“You could let it play out,” he suggests. “See what happens?”

			“What if the men give up and go back to their homes?” I ask him. “Or the Amazons decide to massacre them first?”

			“That won’t happen,” Eros cheerfully asserts. We watch a hunting party in action, a woman hurling a spear and striking her prey directly in the heart. “Probably not, anyway,” he amends.

			I look toward the horizon, across the swathes of grass and empty sky. “These aren’t our mortals,” I say. “Should I try to forget about them?”

			He considers it. “I’m amazed you could detect this from so far away,” he says. “I’d never have heard anything at such a distance.”

			“What good does it do if I can’t solve their problems?” I ask.

			“You’ll find the answer,” he says. He gives me a sly look. “So what will you do? Go drinking with the Amazons again while you think about it?”

			“I can’t,” I say regretfully. The longer I stay here, the more chance there is of seeing Ares—of his seeing me—and that’s something I need to avoid. “The young ones will be back now,” I say. “I’ll talk to them one more time.”

			He unfurls his wings, ready to go. “Tell me later, then, what happens,” he says.

			“I will.” I wave him off, and make my way back toward the Amazon camp. As always, it’s busy with women tending animals, cooking and working.

			When I see the girls hurrying back from their furtive meetings, I move to intercept them before they reach the camp. “Girls,” I say, taking mortal form.

			Melo beams. “You came back!”

			I rest my hand on her shoulder. “And I see things are the same as when I left.”

			She glances at her three companions. “We can’t let them go,” she says.

			“And your queen?” I ask.

			“We told her,” she says, “that some of us have taken lovers among the men.”

			“And?”

			“And she warned us it might be a trap.” I can hear the wounded outrage in her voice. “Some elaborate revenge for our taking their horses. Only if it had been, they would have ambushed us when we went to meet them. If they wanted to lure us away individually so that they could stand a chance against us, well—they’ve had the opportunity. They didn’t take it.”

			“Has she forbidden you from going back?” I ask.

			The girls shake their heads. “She would never forbid us. Amazons are free to love whoever they like, whenever they choose,” she tells me. “We can take the risk ourselves, but she won’t take it for the tribe. She won’t let them join us.”

			I frown. “Is that what you want? For the men to ride alongside you?”

			She shrugs. “Why not?”

			“Would they follow your queen’s command?” I ask. “Give up their independence?”

			She laughs. “Of course they would. At first, he told me that he wanted to marry me.” She rolls her eyes. “I told him no Amazon will ever be a wife. But we don’t turn our sons and brothers out of our group. Our queen is always telling us how we must survive, how we must keep our legacy alive—how we must always be here, living our lives as free women of the steppes. Why not allow us to bring along those we love? Or at least stop attacking them.”

			I like her fire and her determination. But I can imagine how she’s met her match in her queen. “I told you before, it will be hard to convince her—”

			The assault comes without warning, shocking as a thunderstorm from a clear blue sky. Attackers flood the Amazon camp—men, every one of them, but even in the flurry of chaos I can see at once it isn’t the lovestruck Scythians and their brothers. It’s another tribe, taking revenge for a previous raid or else attracted by the stories of wild women and eager to subdue them.

			I’ve seen the Amazons raid the Scythian men and witnessed the warning shower of arrows fired between them. There are no warnings here. Men are rampaging through the tents, horses trampling everything underfoot, their riders swinging swords and axes with murderous intent.

			The women react immediately, fast and deadly. At once, each of them is bristling with blades and weapons, leaping onto their own horses’ backs and charging into battle without a single hesitation. The girls at my side, a moment ago dreamy with love, are transformed into warriors, grabbing spears with breathtaking speed and sprinting past me without a word.

			The Scythian men, who despite their best efforts haven’t gained much distance, hear the commotion and act almost as fast. This is the moment: this is what I promised in the dreams I sent them—their chance to prove themselves to the Amazons and end the enmity between them at last. Those that still have horses gallop toward the fray, others running in their wake, brandishing swords and spears. I see some of the women gesturing them toward the stolen horses, urging them to mount their former steeds.

			There’s no question of the Amazons needing rescue, but nor will they turn down a supporting force to dispatch their enemies more quickly. And these enemies aren’t going down without a fight. They’re warriors of the steppes too, vicious and brutal. I see an Amazon dislodged from her horse. She crashes to the ground, her arm twisting underneath her.

			I won’t allow this to happen. This won’t be Phaon all over again. I’m not a war-goddess, but I’m descended from those who were. In my veins, I feel the stirring of my foremothers: my ancestral goddesses, possessed of voracious appetites for sex and death, for love and war, those who lusted for blood and passion and were unconquerable and insatiable in all their desires. Goddesses who ruled the worlds beyond and before Olympus, ancient and terrible. It’s their fury that courses through me now, alongside my own.

			I have kept myself unseen until this moment, but now I stride forwards into the fray, flinging attacking warriors to the side like dolls. I hold back just enough of my radiance so it doesn’t burn them to ashes as they cower, dazed with terror. They can be in no doubt that they have roused a goddess—one who towers above them on their battlefield, bright and dazzling with rage.

			The invaders shrink back, staring at their comrades tossed aside in my wake. They lurch and stumble before me, crying out in fear, and I raise my hand. I’ll give them one chance to flee and save their sorry lives.

			Just at that moment, a blood-curdling war-cry rings through the air, one I can never forget. The sun is blotted out by the approach of a black chariot, its midnight-hued horses panting flames through the air.

			The Amazons shriek with glee.

			I could bring this to an end right in front of him. I could stop this war before it really begins. The attackers will run from me the moment I order them.

			But this isn’t my battle.

			It belongs to the Amazons.

			Their god has arrived, and, under his approving eye, they finish it.

		

	
		
			31

			“Aphrodite?”

			His voice sounds just as it always did. Deep and wild with the thrum of battle, a low and savage timbre that sings through my veins.

			I thought I’d never hear him say my name again. He’s whispered it to me so many times, breathing it into my ear as he held me tight to his body, murmuring it into my skin, the memories still seared into my heart.

			Now he speaks it to me across a battlefield, a world away from when we saw each other last.

			“Aphrodite?” he says again. I’m locked in place, as though standing still might help me disappear, but then I drag my eyes to his.

			He’s unchanged. The handsome warrior that he’s always been; the same stern line of his jaw, the same black eyes fixed on me from under the forbidding plume of his helmet. And yet he looks at me as though I’m a stranger. I know every inch of him while knowing nothing at all.

			“Why are you here?” He must be as shocked as I am—more so, given that he had no idea I was anywhere close—but he stays level and cool. Neither hostile, nor welcoming.

			“I didn’t mean to come,” I say.

			His brow creases slightly. “You can’t have gotten here by accident.”

			“I didn’t realize it was your land when I first came here.”

			“And when you did realize?”

			I fold my arms across my chest. “By then, I had work to do here as well.”

			He narrows his eyes. “What could you possibly have to do? You have no worshippers here, no influence. Why would you come?”

			He’s even more rigid and uncompromising than I remember. A familiar frustration wells up inside me, and I become defiant. “It’s none of your business.”

			His eyes flicker up and down the battlefield, where the Amazons and newly allied Scythian men tend to their wounded. “It looked as though you were ready to plunge into battle.”

			“I wasn’t going to let these women get hurt,” I say. “I’ve grown fond of them.”

			He exhales sharply, pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and finger. “What is this? Do you live in Scythia now?”

			“Why would you care?” I bite back. “This is a big place.”

			“I don’t,” he says shortly. “But won’t your husband mind your absence?”

			“No.” I don’t elaborate. We’re both glaring now, and I’m determined not to be the one who breaks first.

			“I didn’t think,” he mutters at last, “that you approved enough of war to get involved in one.”

			The Amazons are making efficient progress, hauling the bodies away and restoring what they can of their ruined camp. I see men hurrying back to their own, returning with tents and possessions, offering them to the women. Kydoime kneels at the side of the girl I saw falling from her horse, tying cloth around her injured arm to hold it securely in place.

			“I don’t,” I say, lifting my chin. “But I’ve seen the Amazons attack others—I’ve seen them attack these very men who help them now. They didn’t kill them. They didn’t revel in their violence. This was different—the men who invaded just now wanted death and destruction. I couldn’t watch it happen.”

			“You wouldn’t have had to,” he says. “I’ve never seen an army that would be a match for them.”

			“Even so,” I say, “I wasn’t going to take the chance.”

			“Well,” he says. He reaches up to scratch his jaw. “You’re right about them. You’ve seen for yourself that they aren’t afraid to fight; they never shrink from battle. But it’s a necessity, not a goal. It keeps them alive. It keeps them together. They’re not burning cities or plundering without reason. They’re surviving.”

			I nod. The ground feels steady beneath my feet now. I look him up and down, ignoring how my body stirs, how my skin remembers the heat of his touch. What is it that’s different about him? Why has he let his combative tone drop? “Is that enough for you?” I ask.

			“Why wouldn’t it be?”

			“It’s what you want”—I clear my throat—“for your daughter?”

			He’s been so controlled, but now he can’t hide his surprise. “You’ve seen me here before.”

			“I have.” I sound cool, no crack in my composure.

			He glances skyward and sighs. “Then, yes, it is,” he says. “She’s happy.”

			My arms are still clasped across my body. I twist my bracelet between my thumb and forefinger, glancing down. “I didn’t see her mother.”

			He shrugs.

			My unspoken question hangs in the air between us. I don’t pursue it. “Amazon tents are a far cry from an Olympian palace,” I say. “You have an entirely different life.”

			“Don’t you?”

			I shake my head. “I didn’t want a different life. That was you.”

			“You didn’t want to be a wife,” he says. “But you became one.”

			“Ares,” I say, “it was never a real marriage. I told you it wouldn’t be. And, whatever it was, it’s over now.”

			“How?”

			“I left Lemnos,” I say.

			“Lemnos?”

			“It’s where Hephaestus lives. Alone.”

			Something flares in his eyes. “Well, then,” he says, “you got what you wanted.”

			It’s not an accusation, just a statement of fact. And he’s right. This is what I wanted. To keep what I had—to be what I am, without giving up my freedom.

			“I suppose so,” I say. “And, just so you know, you’re only exiled by your own choice. Zeus wants you back. He wouldn’t try to punish you, if you decided to return.”

			“Like you said”—his voice is steady, his tone measured—“my life is here now.”

			“I know,” I say. “But you should know that Eris rules in your place. You can imagine what that’s like.”

			His lips press together in a grimace. “I can.”

			Some of the tension loosens in my shoulders. I feel lighter, freer now that I’ve told him the truth about Hephaestus and what he’s left behind. “I’ll go soon,” I say. “I’m sorry that I came without any kind of warning.” I watch Melo and the Scythian boy she loves lifting a body together, heaving it away to join the pile of their would-be conquerors. “But I suspect my business here is almost done.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” he says. “You don’t need my permission. And,” he adds abruptly, “Alkippe’s mother. She left me years ago. Amazons don’t like to be tied down.”

			“Alkippe?” I ask.

			He nods.

			There’s an ache in my throat. “I’m glad,” I say, “that I saw you again.”

			Warm, golden light illuminates him; his dark hair thick and shining, his beard glinting and his eyes gleaming with flecks of bronze. “Goodbye, Aphrodite,” he says.

			I don’t look away, not immediately. The last time we said goodbye was subsumed by bitter grief, too painful to think of. This is how I’ll remember him, I vow. Under the Scythian sun, in the heart of the wilderness, strong and free. Always young, always handsome, but not mine. Not anymore.

			“Goodbye, Ares.”

			For a second, I see it in his face, the moment that he fractures. Sadness washes over him, breaking the stoical set of his mouth, flickering in his eyes. It’s brief, not more than a heartbeat, before he’s the imperturbable War God once more, but I know that he feels this just as much as I do.

			He gives me a half-smile. And he walks away.

			

			—

			The queen approaches me. “Goddess,” she says, “what did you think of your first Amazon battle?”

			I blink, focusing on her. I’ve been staring at the empty space where Ares was; now I snap myself back to the present. “It wasn’t my first. I’ve seen you fight before,” I say.

			“You were ready to come to our aid.”

			“I was,” I say. “And so were the men you thought were enemies. Tell me, did they impress you at last?”

			She snorts, wiping her sword on a rag so that it glitters in the sun. No trace of blood remains. “Did you know they wanted Amazons as wives?”

			“Some of them were hopeful,” I concede. “They’re in love.”

			She rubs her jaw. “They came to fight at our side,” she says. “No Amazon will marry them, but any that have made an impression on one of the girls can ride with us. If they can keep up.”

			“You’re letting them join you?” My heart lifts.

			“If they can fight, hunt and please an Amazon, why not?” she says. “We have plenty of horses and armor and weapons to spare. More now.”

			She nods toward the pile of everything they’ve stripped from their attackers. “We’re moving on from here,” she says. “Those who are willing to live like we do, who’ve paired with a woman here, can come. Any others can go back home and find a wife among their own people.”

			“I’m glad,” I say. No Amazon has had to choose between love and freedom. Any that wants one of the men can have him, any who prefers a woman, or to be alone, or to take as many lovers as she desires, can do it. They can travel onwards, warring and loving as much as they like.

			“Will you celebrate with us tonight?” she asks.

			I glance across at the Amazons. “No,” I say. “I’m sure your god will return for that. I’ll go back to Olympus. But,” I say, smiling at her, “if your people call to me again, I’ll hear it.”

			

			—

			I go home to Cyprus first, to visit my sanctuary and to tell Eros what happened. When I reach the palace and leave my chariot in the stables, I see that smoke rises once more from the forge chimney. I glance toward it and see Hephaestus at the door. He doesn’t notice me. He’s talking to Charis. She stands on the steps, her face bright, the two in animated conversation.

			I don’t visit the great hall. I don’t want to feast tonight; I want the quiet of my quarters. I want to bathe, wash the dust of the steppes from my body and sleep. Dysis and Hesperis await me, and I sink my limbs into the warm, fragrant water they’ve prepared.

			My mind wanders back to Scythia against my will. I wonder what an Amazon war celebration is like. I imagine the flames stretching up to the stars, how the women will dance around them, hollering in triumph. The lovers will have more to celebrate than victory alone; they’ll be together tonight, probably Ares too. I think of the smoke, the flickering shadows, the euphoria and the ecstasy. I’m thinking of it still when I climb into bed, alone, and close my eyes.

			

			—

			Sleep finds me quickly, and I’m happy to surrender to its sweet oblivion.

			In the morning, a soft breeze floats through the half-closed shutters in the hazy glow of dawn. I put on a pale-pink dress, letting it settle around my body, and take a look at the wide bed and painted walls; the haphazard collection of stoppered bottles and glittering jewelry scattered across the table. Last night, I begrudged this place for not being open to the stars, for not being a rough tent, for being scented with rose petals instead of grass and flame and smoke. But it’s beautiful here, and it’s mine. It’s what I chose for myself and I don’t regret it.

			I’m about to open the door, when it swings out toward me.

			It’s the last god I would ever have imagined coming here, so impossible that I’m sure he can’t be real, that I must have conjured the vision of him.

			I blink, light-headed, half expecting that he’ll vanish. “What are you doing here?”

			Ares is all hard angles: rigid breastplate, firm jaw, tensed arms. His black eyes are smoldering. “You came to my home first,” he says. “Uninvited and unannounced.”

			I stare at him. “I thought you were never coming back here.”

			“And all this time I thought you were living in my brother’s house, doing Zeus’ bidding.”

			My jaw drops. “I told you before you left that it wasn’t going to be like that.”

			“I didn’t believe you.”

			I feel a fluttering in my chest; a swirling sense of vertigo. He’s right there in front of me, close enough to touch. I take a step back, shaking my head, trying to clear my thoughts. “What would it have to do with you if I were?” I demand. “You left without a word. Why are you here?”

			“You’re right,” he says. “It’s nothing to do with me. I’ll go.” He wheels around to leave without giving me any indication of what brought him here.

			I grab his elbow, pulling him back to face me.

			It’s the first time I’ve touched him since I lost him. It’s moonlight spilling pure and silver across the salt sea; it’s flowers blossoming in the spring; it’s life surging in my veins so wild and strong that I’m afraid my heart can’t contain it.

			“You can’t just walk out,” I whisper. “Tell me why you came.”

			For an agonizing moment, he doesn’t speak at all. I see the struggle on his face, the battle to haul the words from his throat. “Because,” he says, and the silence between us stretches and quivers until I think I can’t bear another second. “Because since I saw you in Scythia, I haven’t thought about anything else.”

			There doesn’t seem to be enough air in the room to breathe. I still have hold of his arm, as if without the solidity of him under my fingertips he might just disappear. I can’t fight it. I can’t deny it. “You’re all I’ve thought about too,” I admit. Since he thundered into the Amazon battle. Since he told me we were finished. Since I jumped into his chariot on a moment of impulse and he took me home with him. He’s been in my head and in my heart for decades, and if a hundred more centuries pass, he’ll still be there.

			He stares at my hand where it touches his skin. My pulse quickens as his eyes lift, his gaze burning into mine.

			We’re kissing before I know which one of us moves first, and it’s only now I have him here again—his skin hot against my palms, his mouth hungry on mine—that I realize how much I’ve wanted this, how unbearable every moment without him has been. My fingers slide the catches of his armor, smooth and practiced even after all this time, stripping away every barrier between us. I was a fool to think I could live for eternity without ever knowing this again. It’s impossible to imagine. I need this like air, like nectar, only more. He is the only thing I can’t be without. My dress is on the floor with his breastplate and his tunic and I’m pulling him down onto the bed that felt so empty last night. There’s no thought in my mind but him, no words or questions, only the feel of his heartbeat against mine, mingling until they’re one and the same, like we could never be parted again.

			

			—

			Golden sunlight spills through the shutters. The brightening of the day outside feels impossible. That time is passing, every precious second as real as the one before, and still Ares’ arms are around me. His heart beats under my cheek, one hand lazily stroking my hair, and this isn’t a dream or a cruelly convincing memory. The past mingles with the present and this feels new and familiar all at once. All I know is that I don’t want it to end, not again.

			“So you really never knew I was in Scythia,” he says.

			“I told you, I didn’t know where you were. Only that you were gone.”

			His hand pauses, and I lift my head to look at him. “Did you wonder?” he asks.

			There is nothing guarded in his eyes. All I see in him is what I feel inside. A simple desire to know, to sate a hunger we’ve both suppressed so long. To feast on the answers to all the questions we’ve pretended we didn’t have.

			“I tried not to,” I tell him honestly. “It was a torture I didn’t need.”

			He nods, reaching up to cradle my face. “You thought it was better to forget.”

			“Did you?” I ask.

			A half-laugh, half-sigh escapes him. “How could I? I knew exactly where you were, all the time. I could never forget how easy it would be to come back.”

			“Come back?” My eyes widen. “From the Amazons? From your life?”

			“You were my life,” he says simply. “Always.”

			“But, Ares.” I fight the urge to bury my face in his neck, to inhale his warmth and the precious scent of him, to lose myself in him all over again. “I never felt it. I never heard you. Your heart was silent, even when I saw you again in Scythia.”

			“You know,” he says, “how well I can hide myself from the gods. How hard I worked at it until I had it perfected.”

			I remember. I remember when I was the only one he didn’t shut out.

			“When I thought we were over,” he goes on, “when I thought you were still married to my brother, I couldn’t let you hear how I longed for you. Even when I saw you again, even when you told me your marriage was over, you said you hadn’t come to find me. You were there, in my home, but not for me. I buried my feelings deep, so that you’d never know.”

			My heart twists at the thought. I understand why he kept his love locked away inside, why he disappeared so far beyond my reach. But it stings to know that when I thought he was gone forever, all the while he was thinking of me too.

			“But your daughter,” I say. “After she was born—”

			“She made it easier,” he agrees. “She gave me a reason to stay away.”

			I hesitate, not knowing how to frame the question that trembles on my lips.

			A hammering on the door interrupts me, frantic and urgent. Ares leaps to his feet, grabbing his spear from the floor. I’m sitting bolt upright, clutching the furs to my chest, bewildered when the door swings open and Charis is there.

			“Sorry,” she says, and I’m struck by how flustered she looks—her hair tumbling from its clasp, her breath coming fast. “I had to tell you, before Zeus gets here.”

			“Zeus?” I ask.

			Her eyes dart to Ares, then back to me. “Poseidon’s son, the mortal, he’s stolen the Sea Chariot. The stable-nymph told me to come and warn you.”

			“Warn me of what? Why would I need to know?”

			“Because when Zeus and Poseidon ran to the stables, they saw that Ares’ chariot was there. They know he’s on Olympus.”

			“You came here by chariot?” I stare at him. “And left it in the stables?”

			Ares tosses his spear on the bed and picks up his tunic. “Don’t worry, Charis,” he says, pulling it over his head. “Thank you for the warning, but I didn’t care if they saw it.” He glances at me with a half-smile. “I don’t need to keep this secret.”

			“Oh,” Charis says. “I thought—”

			She remembers the days when we concealed our affair from the eyes of the gods, and loyally she’s come to tell us we’ve been discovered. I too assumed Ares had come here by stealth, that he’d vanish back to Scythia without Zeus ever knowing his errant son had been so close. I’m as surprised as she is to find out he’s returned so openly, so brazenly.

			Unless this means he intends to stay. That he’s come home to Olympus, like I told him he could.

			“So why has his son stolen Poseidon’s chariot?” Ares asks. “Haven’t the mortals learned from the example of Phaethon?”

			A mortal son of Helios, who steered the Chariot of the Sun off course and it burst into flames.

			I shake my head. “Halirrhothios is arrogant,” I say. “He’d never learn. You should have heard him talk of the Amazons.”

			“The Amazons?” Ares asks. He’s frowning. “What was his interest in the Amazons?”

			“He said he wanted to go to Scythia,” I say. “He wanted to see them.” Suddenly I have a sinking feeling in my stomach. “Charis, do you think he’d be reckless enough to take the Sea Chariot there?”

			She winces. “I’m sure he would.”

			“He’ll get himself killed,” I say. I goaded him at the feast, but I never imagined he’d actually attempt to go.

			“When did he take the chariot?” Ares asks.

			Charis gives a baffled shrug. “No one knows exactly. He must have sneaked out in the night. The stable-nymph said the Sea Chariot wasn’t there this morning, but she didn’t know that Poseidon wasn’t the one to take it until he went there just now.”

			Ares sighs, taking up his helmet and spear again. He’s fastened his breastplate back on, and it gleams in the afternoon light that spills through the shutters. “I’ll go,” he says. “I’ll retrieve Poseidon’s son.”

			“You will?” I ask.

			“I know Scythia better than anyone else,” he says.

			“But you don’t care about Poseidon,” I say.

			“No,” he agrees. “But you don’t want the boy to die.”

			My heart flutters. “You’ll intervene?” I ask.

			“I’ll bring him here,” Ares promises. “When I find him.”

			He leans down to kiss me, the plume of his helmet nodding over my head, before he leaves. Charis stands back, holding the door, staring in his wake.

			She looks back toward me. “What happened?” Her voice is high with incredulity.

			“We’ll have to talk about it later,” I say. “I’d better go tell Poseidon where we think his son has gone.”

			

			—

			I dress quickly and run with Charis toward the high palace gates. We jerk immediately backward as a deafening clatter of hooves rings out and a vast stallion gallops past us, a finger’s width away from my face.

			Charis grabs hold of my elbow and yanks me away so that it doesn’t knock me under its hooves, her hair streaming back from the wind in the creature’s wake.

			“Poseidon,” she gasps.

			Certainly, no ordinary horse could hurtle down the steep mountain slopes the way this one is doing. The god moves with preternatural speed in horse form, disturbing to watch.

			“I’ll tell Zeus,” I decide. “He can chase Poseidon down.”

			Zeus is at the stables, his horses already harnessed.

			“Zeus,” I call, hurrying across the courtyard, “I think I know where Halirrhothios has taken Poseidon’s chariot.”

			His heavy brows are drawn together, his face taut with anger. “Tell me,” he demands, a crackle of thunder in his voice.

			“Remember how fascinated he was by Helios’ talk of the Amazons?” I say. “I think he’s gone to Scythia.”

			Zeus gathers the golden reins in his fist. “Scythia.” His winged horses strain, hooves pawing at the ground.

			“Yes.” I rest a soothing hand on the flank of the first horse. “But Ares is going to bring him back.”

			“Ares?” His stare is penetrating. “You told me you hadn’t talked to him.”

			“Does it matter?” I ask. “He’ll find Poseidon’s son.”

			Zeus snorts. “Out of the goodness of his heart?”

			“You’ll get him back,” I say. “Isn’t that what you want?”

			“Aphrodite,” Zeus says, “don’t think I care any more than Ares does about Halirrhothios.”

			“Then why all this urgency?” I ask.

			“When Helios’ brat stole his chariot, he risked setting the entire world alight,” Zeus snaps. “I had to smite him with my thunderbolt to bring him down before he burned it all—every forest, every kingdom, every last living creature. The Sea Chariot controls the tides and the waves; it can shake the land beneath the water. Halirrhothios could cause a flood big enough to swallow the earth itself.”

			I take a step back. “I didn’t know you killed Phaethon. I thought he crashed himself.”

			“Well,” says Zeus, “you’re the one who thinks Ares will collect Halirrhothios and bring him back safely.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“You couldn’t stand that boy after exchanging two sentences with him,” Zeus says. “How long do you think Ares’ patience will last? He has no loyalty to Olympus. He doesn’t care for mortal lives; you know that better than anyone.” His eyes sweep my body. “Just because he’s back in your bed, Aphrodite, doesn’t mean he’ll do as you ask.”

			I recoil. “It doesn’t matter to you if he does or not. It’s not Halirrhothios’ safety you’re concerned about.”

			“No,” says Zeus. “It’s that Halirrhothios is an idiot and Ares is out of control. Between the two of them, the world will probably drown.”

			I shake my head. “You’re the only god who’s ever sent a flood, Zeus. You wiped out all of humanity once before and started again for your own amusement.”

			“And if it happens again, it will be at my choosing,” he retorts.

			I don’t have time to argue with Zeus and point out all the things he’s wrong about. There’s one thing that is undeniably true: the Sea Chariot isn’t safe in the hands of Halirrhothios. “I’ll go to Scythia,” I say. “The more of us looking for him, the better.”

			“Start with the home of Ares,” Zeus orders. “Helios described it well. That’s where he’ll go.”

			I stare at him. “You sent Helios to spy on another god and let a mortal listen to his report?”

			Zeus yanks savagely on the reins, and his horses rear up, whinnying. “I’ll see you in Scythia,” he growls.

			The horses surge forwards, trampling across the stones and veering up into the sky.

			I follow in his wake, setting my course for the steppe.

			

			—

			The grasses stretch on and on beneath my chariot, but I remember the Amazon queen’s directions. It’s easier this time, by the light of day, to find the valley where a tree-lined river coils and gleams, reflecting the clouds above.

			A bird shrieks, an unfamiliar call. I don’t know all the creatures that live here yet, but this one has an unearthly cry, something like a howl of pain. It sends a shudder down my spine. As I bring my chariot lower to the ground, I hear a horse whinny and see the unmistakable sleek stallions belonging to the Sea God. There’s his chariot, left by the cluster of trees on the riverbank.

			I was right. This is where the mortal came.

			I step down from my chariot. I can see no sign of Ares, or Halirrhothios either.

			The air is still and silent, as though the world itself holds its breath. Then there is a rustle of branches, a thundering of footsteps, and Ares barrels out of the woods, a mortal seized in his hands. The man’s eyes bulge at the War God’s grip, frantic with terror, but I recognize Halirrhothios in an instant.

			“Ares!” I cry out, but my voice is swallowed up by the pounding of hooves behind me, and Poseidon streaks past me just as Ares lifts his son as though he’s no more than a straw doll and flings him across the river.

			Poseidon rears up, a horse, then a god again, and bellows, an incomprehensible shout of rage and horror. I’m racing toward the riverbank, dread curdling in my stomach. Poseidon crumples to the ground as though he was the one who’d been thrown. I see Halirrhothios’ body tangled in reeds on the opposite bank, blood mingling with water in a crimson cloud. His head lolls on the jagged rock where he landed, Ares’ throw enough to deal a fatal wound.

			Poseidon starts to rise, fury contorting his face, violence and retribution thick in the air. Ares stands defiant, his chest heaving and his eyes burning wild and savage.

			“Ares.” I hardly recognize my own voice.

			“Stop.” It’s Zeus, striding toward us. “Brother, stop.”

			Seeing his effort is like watching someone try to turn back the tide, but Poseidon struggles and finds a way to master himself under Zeus’ command. His breath comes hard and fast, his eyes bright with hatred, fixed in a vicious glare, but he shudders and stills, waiting for Zeus to act.

			Zeus takes in the scene. The broken mortal, the angry father and the unrepentant killer. Chains dangle from his fist, shining links clinking together in the soft breeze.

			“Well,” he says, “what’s this?”

			Poseidon groans, a noise hauled up from his chest, shattering with pain. “He killed my son.”

			Zeus turns his face to me. “Didn’t I say that he would?”

			My thoughts are scrambling, desperately trying to make sense of what I just saw. “Ares,” I say again. “Ares, why?”

			Ares stares past me. His fists are clenched, his voice low and vicious. “He got what he deserved.”

			Poseidon roars again, and Zeus drops the chains, seizing him to hold him back. “Brother,” he says again, “not yet.”

			A rainbow brightens overhead, and Iris lands gently. Horror dawns on her face as she takes in the scene, staring from one of us to the other. “You summoned me?” she ventures to Zeus.

			He doesn’t answer her. His hands are tight on Poseidon’s arms. “Do you deny it, Ares?” he asks.

			“No.”

			Zeus sucks in his breath. “Halirrhothios was no ordinary mortal man,” he says. “He was Poseidon’s son. This can’t go unpunished.”

			He glances down at the chains on the ground, and my throat tightens with dread. “Zeus,” I say, “you were ready to kill him yourself.”

			Poseidon slumps in Zeus’ grasp. “No,” he moans. “No.”

			Zeus ignores us both. “We brought these chains for Halirrhothios,” he says. “We came to apprehend him for the crime of theft. But this is far worse.”

			Ares stands rigid, his back to the clump of trees.

			“Iris,” Zeus commands, “gather the gods.”

			“Most of them are already at Olympus,” she says.

			“Not Olympus,” Poseidon growls. “Zeus, not Olympus.”

			“Not Olympus.” He takes a moment to think. “Where, then?”

			“Athens.” Poseidon spits out the word.

			“Athens.” Zeus nods. “Iris, order them to Athens.”

			She nods, twisting her fingers together. “What shall I tell them it’s for?”

			Zeus smiles. “Tell them it’s to stand in judgment. Ares is on trial. For murder.”
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			There’s no way that Ares will agree to come, that’s what I think in the frozen seconds after Zeus speaks. But, to my utter disbelief, he holds out his hands for the shackles.

			Zeus’ eyes widen in surprise, as if Ares’ acceptance is some kind of trick.

			Slowly, Zeus clamps one bronze circlet shut around his wrist. Then the other.

			God-made, of course. These are the fetters of Hephaestus, and Ares can’t free himself from them. No one can.

			“My chariot.” Zeus gestures to it.

			“Ares.” I can’t seem to focus on him; he swims in and out of view, the solid ground lurching beneath me. “Ares, tell us what happened. Please.”

			A muscle leaps in his jaw. “Let’s just get out of here.”

			“Let’s,” Zeus agrees. A triumphant smirk plays on his lips. He can’t have expected it to be as easy as this.

			“Zeus,” Poseidon says, “the body.”

			“Iris will come back for it,” he says, resting his hand on his brother’s shoulder.

			“What do you mean, a trial?” I ask him. “The gods have never held a trial.”

			It’s always been up to Zeus to sit in judgment over the rest of us and bestow his punishments and rewards as it suits him.

			“We will now,” he tosses back to me over his shoulder. He’s leading Ares toward his chariot. Even in chains, Ares walks with brisk purpose, as though this is something he’s chosen.

			As though he’s eager to be away from here, for a reason I can’t fathom and he won’t explain.

			Is it just that Zeus wants novelty? That he seeks some kind of spectacle? Or that he wants us all there to bear witness to whatever is coming—that he wants us to be part of it?

			Poseidon rears up, crashing back to the earth as a mighty stallion, hooves pounding; he gallops and leaps into the sky.

			“You’d better hurry,” Zeus tells me, “if you don’t want us to start without you.”

			I’m frozen to the spot, but this shakes me out of my paralysis.

			Whatever this is, whatever grotesque farce Zeus has in mind—and whatever reason Ares has to play along with it—I need to be there.

			I’m the last of the Olympians to arrive. The others are already standing on the flat top of a great rock in the center of the city. Beneath us, under the stars, I can see fires burning and smoke curling from the courtyards of houses. No mortals could know we’re here in the darkness, an assembly of the gods in the heart of their city.

			Ares stands apart, armored and helmeted. Still bound by his brother’s restraints.

			It’s like a dagger to my chest; a slicing blade of pain and fear.

			“Aphrodite is here. We can begin.” It’s Athena who speaks, not Zeus. She’s standing at the head of the group, her own armor silver and gleaming in the moonlight.

			Behind her is Poseidon, his face twisted into a sneer. He’s glaring at Ares across the uneven ground, his hands curled into fists and his fury a palpable, pulsating force. He tries to hold a smirk, but the result is a strange grimace, made of anger and pain and grief. He was proud of his son, that much was evident. I’ve never thought this sullen god capable of love, but he felt something for Halirrhothios.

			“This trial is for Poseidon,” Zeus says. “To give him justice and compensation for the loss of his son. That’s why we’re in Athens, not on Olympus. For a crime of this magnitude, all of us gods must judge it together, not me alone. This involves the whole of the Olympian family. In the heavens, I rule; here, we can all have our say.”

			“But this is Athena’s city,” I protest. “Doesn’t that make the decision hers?”

			“Everyone can speak,” Athena says.

			“No,” I say. “No, Zeus, you never offered me justice for Phaon. This trial isn’t about Halirrhothios. It isn’t about justice. This is a sham.”

			“It’s different.” Poseidon’s nostrils flare. “This time it’s my son.”

			“You chose Athens,” I say. “You want Athena on your side.”

			Next to this rock, stands a hill crowned with her temple. Behind the torchlit pillars on its summit, there is a statue of her made from ivory, bronze and gold. The city takes her name; she won it from Poseidon in a contest long ago. He would never have come here, except that he wants her support; this is flattery on his part. She’s the wisest among us; the only god whose opinion Zeus values at all. If she speaks against Ares, Zeus is bound to follow. It’s a show of impartiality to descend from Olympus, but we are far from neutral ground. We’re in Athena’s world: one of cold logic, devoid of passion or emotion.

			This isn’t where I belong, or Ares either. Dread crawls up my spine. Ares already exiled himself once and proved it was no punishment. What can they be planning for him this time?

			“You saw him do it, Aphrodite,” Poseidon says. “You know he’s guilty; that’s why you’re trying to prevent this.”

			I straighten my stance, willing Ares to look me in the face. “He must have a reason.”

			“What reason can there be?” Poseidon splutters.

			“I’ll ask the questions,” Zeus interrupts. “Poseidon, tell everyone why we’re here. Tell us what you saw.”

			Poseidon steps forward, and the gods shuffle into a loose semicircle. No one betrays their thoughts, their divine faces neutral and composed. Artemis and Apollo stand together, her bow slung over her shoulder, her gaze drifting to the skyline as though she’s calculating how long it will be before she’s allowed to leave. Dionysus stands with Demeter, his expression unusually serious. Hephaestus leans on his staff beside them. If he feels any satisfaction in seeing his hated brother in this place, it doesn’t show—not yet. Hera is at Zeus’ side, regal and polished. Hermes twirls his slender wand between his fingers, his peaked cap high on his forehead, looking the keenest and most interested of us all.

			There’s a flutter at Ares’ side, a ruffle of dark wings, and Eris lands. Two of the Keres follow, settling themselves behind her. Eris glowers at us all.

			Poseidon splutters, turning to Zeus. “These aren’t Olympian gods,” he says. “Make them leave.”

			Eris leans forward, her hungry eyes fixed on him, a smile playing across her lips. “We’re here to see the outcome.” The rasp of her voice drags across my nerves. “We won’t interfere.”

			There’s a ripple of discord among the gods, shifting and muttering. The jolt of her presence alone is like a stone cast into a still pond. Her eyes brighten with delight.

			Zeus grimaces in distaste. “Stay and watch,” he pronounces. “But you and your sisters must be silent, or we’ll hurl you from this rock. You can see what becomes of a war-god who defies us.”

			Eris flexes her wings, as though mocking his empty threat. “We’ll say nothing,” she purrs.

			Ares doesn’t acknowledge her. He doesn’t look at any of us, his gaze fixed on the empty darkness.

			“Go on,” Zeus prompts Poseidon.

			“My son,” Poseidon begins, his voice deep and hoarse, “my son, a mortal man, ventured into the lands controlled by Ares and his worshippers. It was curiosity that led him there, an eagerness to see more of the world the gods had described to him. It was foolish of him to take my chariot, but he was a young man and a courageous one too. We would have punished him for the theft, but not with death. He sought to be a hero, to seek out new places and win glory and honor as befits the son of a god. Ares saw him and killed him in an instant. We all know he’s a savage god, ill-tempered and violent. We’ve all seen his rages, all suffered his destructive temperament, but we are gods. The moment he turned his anger onto a mortal man, that man was defenseless against him. Despite his strength and skill, the noble blood in his veins didn’t protect him.” Poseidon hangs his head, his thick hair falling over his forehead. His speech sounded rehearsed but not false. I wonder how many times he said it on the way here, practicing to make sure that he didn’t falter or give way to emotion.

			It was good, it sounded convincing. My skin prickles.

			“Ares?” asks Athena. “You don’t deny that you killed Halirrhothios?”

			Ares stands tall, a full head and shoulder above Eris and her wraithlike companions. Against their wispy, delicate frames his strength and power is even more obvious. The muscles of his bare arms, the extra height of his plumed helmet, the abyss of his eyes—the gods must be acutely aware of how terrifying he would be to Poseidon’s naive and arrogant son. “I don’t deny it,” he says. “I killed him.”

			“For what reason?” Hera asks, her voice ringing sharp and clear through the air.

			“Ares doesn’t need a reason to kill,” Poseidon snaps.

			Hera ignores him. “Ares,” she says. “Did Halirrhothios break some law? Did he offend you, insult you, steal from you?”

			Ares’ jaw tightens but he says nothing.

			I jump in. “He stole from his own father. He took the Sea Chariot and flew to the land of the Amazons. We all know he had no good intentions.”

			Poseidon is shaking his head, incensed. “He was my son! What right did Ares have to hurt my son?”

			“Well,” Zeus demands, “Ares, answer Hera. Tell us what the boy did to incur your wrath.”

			Ares looks down at him, his stare cold. “Why don’t you hurry up,” he says, “and get on with the punishment?”

			I hear a gasp from the watching gods.

			“Ares, no.” I stride toward Zeus, taking his arm, looking into his face. “This is madness,” I say. “We don’t hold gods to account for killing mortals. If we did, how many of us here should stand trial before Ares? What about Phaethon? Shouldn’t it be you in chains first?”

			Zeus tilts his head, a sparkle of amusement in his eyes. “You do make a fair point,” he says. He’s enjoying this, I can see. After all, no one has the power to put him on trial. “But, in this case, Ares was too hasty. And he’s not an Olympian god anymore, by his own choice. He’s forfeited the protection of our family.”

			“But, in this case,” another voice interjects, “he was protecting his own.”

			“Eros?” My son flutters down onto the rock, a chariot following him. At the reins, looking discomfited by a journey that must have been challenging even for a proficient horsewoman, is an Amazon girl.

			For the first time, Ares betrays himself. “No,” he says, alarm cracking his words. “Eros, take her away from here. Now.”

			“Father,” the girl speaks up. Against the immortals, her voice is thin and quiet, but we’re all intent upon her. “I won’t go. I’m here to tell them what happened.”

			Eros is smiling, his eyes warm on mine. A tentative smile starts to creep across my face in return. Hope sparks to life in my chest for the first time since this began.

			Eros bows his head to Zeus. “I was in Scythia,” he says. “Charis told me what was happening and so I followed Aphrodite out there. I saw Iris’ rainbow in the sky and went to see what the commotion was. You’d all left by the time I arrived, but Alkippe was there.”

			“Alkippe?”

			Eros gives her his hand, helping her down from the chariot. She might be an Amazon, but she’s young. Apprehension darts across her face at the sight of all the gods. “Ares’ daughter,” Eros says.

			She’s unmistakable. Despite her worry, that uncompromising glint in her eyes is just like her father’s.

			“She won’t speak on my behalf,” Ares insists. “I left her in Scythia to keep her away from this.”

			I take a step toward the girl. “Alkippe,” I say, reaching out to touch her shoulder, “you’re safe here.”

			“Aphrodite.” I can hear the warning in his tone, the strain in his voice, but I don’t turn away.

			“You’re an Amazon.” I lean down toward her. “I know how brave you are. If you want to tell us what happened, the gods will hear you. And I’ll be by your side.”

			She doesn’t waver. “I want to.”

			I turn to face the others, standing with her as I promised. “Let’s hear her,” I say.

			Alkippe flushes, and she glances at Ares. I squeeze her shoulder in gentle encouragement, and she takes a deep breath before she speaks. “Halirrhothios attacked me on the plains,” she says. “He dragged me into the trees, where no one could see. I fought him, but he’s strong and he hit my head against a branch so I was dizzy. I screamed.”

			The shriek I heard, the one I thought was a strange bird-cry.

			“And my father heard. He came running, and he pulled Halirrhothios off me before he could—before he could…” She trails off, her words slowing and quietening, and she looks down at the ground.

			“Why didn’t you say any of this?” Zeus asks Ares.

			I can see that Ares is holding steady, trying to remain implacable, but he sounds hoarse when he answers. “I wanted everyone out of Scythia,” he says. “Away from my daughter. I would never bring her here and make her face you.”

			“It’s clear, then,” I say. “Ares was defending his daughter.” My mouth is dry, a sudden weakness in my knees as the tension that’s been holding me upright drains away. “This is over.”

			“Hmm,” Zeus muses. “Would Halirrhothios really dare to lay hands on the War God’s daughter?”

			“He planned it.” Ares swallows hard. “He thought himself entitled, as the Sea God’s son, to take the daughter of another god.” His lip curls. “You asked me what right I had to kill Halirrhothios. What right did he have to hurt her?”

			Poseidon flings his hands in the air. “The right of any man to take what he wants.”

			Eris claps her hands together, delighted at the turn of events, the deepening fissure between us.

			Hera gives a tiny shake of her head, her mouth tight. Zeus scratches his chin, his gaze measured and thoughtful. “Go on, Ares,” he says.

			“What else is there to say?” He speaks directly, matter-of-fact. “Halirrhothios stole his father’s chariot and trespassed in Scythia. He came upon my daughter, and I arrived just in time to see him trying to subdue her. He had her on the ground, he was tearing at her clothes.” At this, he stumbles slightly on his words, another crack in his composure. “He struck her across the face, ordering her not to scream. He had the good sense to fear what would happen if the other Amazons were alerted.”

			At my side, I feel Alkippe shrinking in on herself. I wrap my arm around her.

			“So,” says Zeus, “he hadn’t succeeded in his attempt when you arrived. You were there in time to save your daughter from his attentions. Why didn’t you just command him to leave her alone?”

			“Exactly.” Poseidon sweeps his arm in a wild gesture toward Ares. “Why did you have to kill him?” The rawness behind his words is inescapable, a wave of rage and sorrow building within him, ready to crash and break across this rock.

			At last, Ares meets my eyes. “You may be right,” he says. “I could have shouted to stop him, but I seized him instead. I pulled him off her and, when I saw the red mark on her face where he’d hit her, I flung him aside. I didn’t care if I killed him, but I didn’t intend it either. His head struck a boulder and split open.”

			“That’s not good enough!” Poseidon roars. “You can’t wash your hands of it like that.”

			Ares doesn’t blink. “It’s what happened,” he says. “He should never have gone to Scythia. And he should never have touched Alkippe, or any other Amazon he found there. You can make of it what you will.”

			Zeus nods, rubbing his bearded chin with his thumb and forefinger. “We’ve heard your defense,” he muses. “I want to hear what the gods think.”

			Poseidon’s eyes meet his. Apprehension swirls inside me, and I feel my hand tighten on Alkippe’s shoulder. I fear that Zeus’ decision was made before we ever got here.

			“It all comes down to one story or another,” Apollo says smoothly. “And we know what the War God’s character is like. What evidence do we need to prove that Ares is violent? Reckless? Impulsive?”

			Artemis wrinkles her nose. “That is true,” she says. “And we all know mortals are breakable. If you throw one, you’re likely to kill them.”

			My heart sinks. No doubt Artemis only wants to be done with this trial so that she can go back to her forests. I’d hoped that Alkippe would appeal to her—a young woman so like the wild goddess herself, brave and free. But her loyalty to her twin is greater, and there is no reason for Artemis to side with Ares—or with me.

			“Come on,” says Dionysus. “Halirrhothios stole an immortal chariot and rode it to the land of the Amazons. That’s reckless and impulsive. He planned to attack the girl. The consequences were predictable, to say the least.”

			“Ares and Poseidon are both protective of their own children,” Demeter chimes in. “Why should Ares be condemned for it?”

			A glimmer of relief. I didn’t know if I could count on Demeter to defend Ares. And who could ever have predicted Dionysus?

			Athena shakes her head, her lips pursed. “He went too far,” she says. “Beyond the bounds of reason.”

			“He was provoked.”

			I turn, astonished. It’s Hephaestus, his voice timid as he contradicts Athena but growing in strength as he continues.

			“The death was accidental. If Halirrhothios hadn’t done what he did, Ares would have had no reason to handle him roughly. In these circumstances, who can blame him?”

			Zeus looks around the semicircle. “Demeter, Dionysus and Hephaestus have defended Ares,” he says. “Artemis, Apollo, Athena and Poseidon stand against him.”

			“It would be a dangerous precedent,” Hera says. “To condemn a god for punishing a mortal. We must all be allowed to act accordingly when a human disobeys us or fails to show us the proper respect. Even if they are the sons of gods, they must not be immune to our justice.” She delivers this witheringly, her scorching glare directed squarely at Zeus.

			“Ares is a killer.” Hermes is breezy, as merry as if this were no more than a pleasant conversation. “Just as Apollo said. Gods don’t need to resolve our disagreements with brute force. An ordinary mortal, who cares? He should have found another way to deal with Poseidon’s son.”

			“Well,” Zeus muses, “four of you think Ares was right to murder Halirrhothios for his impiety. I’ll assume Aphrodite sides with him too.” He smirks. “It might be passion clouding her judgment, of course.”

			“Passion has nothing to do with it,” I snap. “My sympathy is with Alkippe.”

			“As I thought,” he says smoothly. “Five for Ares. And five against.”

			“The decision is yours,” Poseidon says. Relief bleeds through his words. He’s confident that Zeus will choose in Poseidon’s favor, and I fear so too.

			Eris must agree, because color is flooding into her sallow cheeks, excitement giving her an unearthly glow. Perhaps she hopes to cement her position as the replacement Goddess of War. Or else she’s thinking that whatever punishment Zeus pronounces for Ares—chaining him up in Tartarus, feeding his liver to an eagle or some new and creative torture he’s devised—will provoke a fight. And the gods are split right down the middle.

			The peace of Olympus hangs in the balance, and she strains forward, eager for it to collapse.

			If it crumbles, I’m with Ares this time. Not Zeus, and not Olympus. Alkippe’s hand is entwined in mine, her body trembling against me. I won’t shrink from war now. Just as I felt when the Amazons were attacked, I know that this is worth any battle that comes. Justice truly is at stake—not justice for Halirrhothios but for Alkippe.

			Zeus takes his time deliberating. Ares watches him, unmoved. The tension on Poseidon’s face is relaxing, the strain dissipating as he anticipates Zeus’ edict.

			The night air is warm, but I feel cold inside. I clasp my arms around my body, holding myself tightly, trying not to shiver.

			Zeus looks to Hera, then Poseidon. Then Hera again.

			Which of them does he most want to please today? And who would it entertain him the most to frustrate and annoy?

			“A god does have a right to punish a mortal,” he says.

			I hold tight to Alkippe’s hand. I can’t breathe.

			“And the boy was trespassing,” Zeus continues. “He did steal that chariot, putting the world at risk.”

			“Zeus,” Poseidon breathes, aghast, “you can’t mean—”

			Zeus claps his hands together. “This wasn’t murder,” he declares. “Ares can go free. Hephaestus, unlock him.”

			I sag and Alkippe stumbles against me. Demeter reaches out, her hand warm and grounding on my elbow, holding us both steady.

			Hephaestus steps forward and Ares holds out his wrists to his brother. In a swift motion, the chains drop to the ground.

			“My son!” Poseidon gasps.

			“He offended a god.” Zeus shrugs. “And you have other sons.”

			Eris curls a finger, beckoning her sisters forward. I recognize the predatory way they move, the intensity and eagerness uniting the three of them. They’re ready for war.

			Poseidon’s eyes bulge. “This can’t be.” His chest heaves as he stares at Ares, then back to Zeus. “You said…you promised…”

			“I promised justice.” Zeus smiles. “It’s delivered.”

			“Then we’re done here,” Artemis says. “May we go?”

			Zeus nods. “I’ll summon you all to the next council.” He looks steadily at Ares. “You too. You’ll return to Olympus now.”

			Artemis and Apollo are already leaving, she a graceful deer, he a darting serpent, both disappearing swiftly under the moonlight. Hera flashes us a disdainful look and transforms herself into a hawk, vanishing into the skies. Demeter squeezes my arm and takes a dove-shape similar to my own as she leaves. Hermes is gone before I notice. Athena folds her arms, her perfect face troubled. “Is that really all?” she asks.

			“It is.”

			I can see her weighing it up, contemplating what’s taken place. “Very well, then,” she says. She sweeps herself into the shape of an owl and follows Hera’s ascent.

			Poseidon shoves his way past Zeus. “I won’t forget this.” His eyes are chaotic, his hair rumpled, and his body quivering with a rage he can barely suppress. I hold my breath, thinking he’s about to launch himself at Ares, but he storms to the edge of the rock and leaps forward. There is a moment of silence, then a storm of hoofbeats echoes into the distance.

			The sparkle drains from Eris’ eyes, leaving her drawn and sulky once more. She spins on her heel, spreading her wings, and the Keres follow her into the night.

			“Well,” Zeus says briskly, “Poseidon will get over it. I’ll see you on Olympus.” And, with that, he’s an eagle, swooping away from the rock.

			Only Hephaestus and Dionysus are left with me, Ares, Eros and Alkippe. Dionysus stands watchful at Hephaestus’ back, his eyes on Ares.

			Ares clears his throat. “Thank you,” he says. “For speaking in my defense.”

			Hephaestus doesn’t smile, just inclines his head in acknowledgment. “I only said what was fair,” he says. “It was the truth.”

			Dionysus claps him on the back. “Very noble,” he says. “Not everyone here was motivated by the truth.”

			He’s very shrewd for a god who’s usually drunk.

			“Come on,” he says to Hephaestus, “let’s go.” They leave as the other gods did: Dionysus a slinking leopard vanishing down the sloping sides of the rock, and Hephaestus a crane soaring into the sky.

			“Eros,” Ares says, “please take my daughter back to Scythia.”

			“Of course,” Eros says.

			Before she obeys, Alkippe steps from my side, over to Ares. “Thank you,” she says.

			“It’s I who should be grateful,” he tells her. He folds her in his arms. “Thank you for defending me. But never come near the gods again,” he says. “I’ve warned you enough.”

			She pulls back, rolling her eyes affectionately. “You’re lucky I did. But I won’t again. Provided you stay out of trouble.”

			He kisses her forehead and lets her go, so that she can board the chariot.

			And, at last, Ares and I are alone together.

			

			—

			He’s brought me to a spring just outside the city. The stars shine back from the dark water, hazy and rippling, a shifting mirror of the sky.

			“Why are we here?” I ask.

			Ares crouches by the water’s edge. “Purification,” he says. “This spring is blessed.”

			He submerges his hands, and I watch. Everything is silent, save for the faint croaking of frogs and the hum of cicadas, the breath of the wind and the gentle splash of water.

			When he stands up again, I don’t see any difference, though I don’t know what I expected.

			“Do you feel cleansed?” I ask.

			He studies his hands. The water of the sacred spring drips onto the grass below. “Enough for Poseidon?” he asks. “No.”

			“But for you?”

			“Yes.”

			I nod. “Do you think Zeus had already made up his mind before the trial began?”

			“No, I think he could have gone in either direction. It’s likely he promised Poseidon he’d condemn me. Maybe he told Athena the same thing.”

			“She seemed surprised,” I concede. “But she made sense of it quickly.”

			“They had a plan,” he says. “But they should know Zeus can’t be trusted.”

			“He wants you back,” I say. “Or maybe he just doesn’t want Eris in charge anymore.”

			“That’s definitely true.” He sighs. “I know I have much to rebuild. I should never have left her with so much power.”

			“But you’re staying?” I ask. “Taking your realm back, like he asked?”

			“He didn’t ask; he instructed.”

			I raise an eyebrow. No more evasion. “And? Your answer?”

			“I already decided,” he says. “That’s why I came to you on Olympus. I can sit on a throne every now and again. I can watch over wars here and in Scythia. The moment I saw you again, I knew I had to return. That is”—he dips his head—“if you still want me.”

			My breath catches in my throat. “Why wouldn’t I?”

			His eyes are soft and serious, bronze embers smoldering in the black. “You saw me kill Halirrhothios. Even though I promised you I wouldn’t.”

			“I’m glad you saved Alkippe. I don’t grieve his death; Poseidon shouldn’t have encouraged him.”

			He nods. “But did it make you think of how many more mortal deaths are to come? How many of them will rest on me? Did it remind you of all the reasons you can’t love me?”

			I hesitate.

			He takes a step closer to me, reaching for my hands. “There will be more wars,” he says. “I can’t promise an end to them. Not yet.”

			“Not yet?”

			“But there might come a time,” he says, “when love rules the world, and war is a long-distant relic. Almost forgotten. Unimaginable to people who hear the stories of what it was once like.” He’s silent for a moment, his hands warm around mine. “That’s a future worth fighting for.”

			“Wait. Which side are you fighting on?”

			“Mine,” he says. “But I want you to win.”

			I laugh. “I do too.”

			“So what will you decide?” he asks.

			I let go of his hands. He left his helmet on the riverbank and he looks so unguarded. Forever young and strong, powerful and driven, with a tenderness that only I get to see.

			I hold his face between my palms, stroking the line of his jaw and the soft skin at the nape of his neck. Then I lean up and kiss him.

			There are centuries of chaos and tumult behind us, and I’m certain there are more ahead. Our realms are divided, and the semblance of peace established tonight might have crumbled by the morning. But what I once believed was impossible is something I can resist no longer.

			Eternity stretches out before us: the Goddess of Love and the God of War.

			Whatever it is that the Fates have in store for us, we’ll spend it the way we want.

			Together.
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