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Praise for

APHRODITE IN PIECES

“Aphrodite in Pieces had me hooked from page one. Bear’s voice is heartbreaking in its lyricism, painting a picture of the goddess of love that feels both painfully human and impossibly divine. An utter triumph, a masterpiece!” 

EMILY RATH, New York Times bestselling author of North is the Night

“The love story! Bear’s Aphrodite in Pieces is a work of art that will leave you contemplating the meanings of love and beauty long after you put it down. A must read for every Greek mythology lover!”

JO SEGURA, USA Today bestselling author of The Lust Crusade

“Bear’s writing sparkles with wit while striking at deep truths—about love, art, beauty, identity. Aphrodite in Pieces navigates a tangled web of myth with stylish ease, examining the immortal and sometimes scandalous life of a goddess who wants us to see her for all that she is. A real treat for mythology lovers.”

CLAIRE HEYWOOD, national bestselling author of The Wandering Queen

“The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo meets Circe, Aphrodite in Pieces is a gorgeous journey through the many ages of myth. This tale of the immortal life of the goddess Aphrodite becomes even greater than the sum of its parts, and cannot fail to touch the heart of anyone who has ever fallen in love.” 

LUNA MCNAMARA, author of Psyche and Eros

“Aphrodite in Pieces is a work of art. Bear’s writing has never been more majestic; Aphrodite has never felt more human. Told in her own words, Aphrodite’s tale speaks to every woman who has chiseled through layers of labels and expectations to get to the truth of herself. Heartbreaking and hopeful. Timeless and poignant. A love story worthy of the goddess of love.” 

A.D. RHINE, author of Horses of Fire and Daughters of Bronze

“A fiercely ambitious novel, which tells the tale of one of history’s most compelling yet unknowable figures. Bear has created something remarkable with this book, a portrait of a goddess that feels both heart-wrenchingly relatable, and mythic in its scope and language. Bear’s prose is lyrical and witty and utterly unique, and she skillfully weaves her words to bring Aphrodite to life with all of the depth and desire that she deserves. The full spectrum of human emotion lies within these pages, and I only wish I could go back and experience it for the first time again.”

KAARINA PARKER, author of Fulvia
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“Hear anew the voice! O hear and listen!”

—Sappho, “Ode to Aphrodite”
(translated by W. E. Leonard)
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MILOS

SECOND CENTURY BCE

JUST AS SHE was born, the visitor arrives upon the sea, riding the wave-begotten mist to shore. When her sandals touch sand,  she pauses to adjust the golden cloak about her shoulders. Her  hands continue, traveling down her arms, brushing the tops of  her thighs. Checking. Confirming.

All is perfectly dry, all perfectly in order.

All perfect, really.

Entrances matter. She learned that a long time ago.

Standing on the beach, the visitor inhales through her mouth,  tasting the air’s delicious salt on her tongue, the alchemical  combination of light and water and rock. She breathes, her heart  beats, a response and recognition. Her soul is also an island, and  she has tarried too long on the mainland. Though the ocean is not  her domain, it claims her like a childhood home. Do all forms of  life internalize their birthplace? she wonders. Do we ever truly leave the  place where we were made?

Questions for later. There would be time. For those like her,  there always is.

Hood raised, she moves inward, away from the water and toward the town, passing from shadow to shadow, forging a dark and silent path. Her famous face, her infamous body complicate even the simplest of tasks. Yes, even centuries later, her appearance remains an issue, and she cannot be recognized tonight.

There is too much to do.

Too much to say.

If he does not listen, she will have to leave and find another.

She knows the route to her destination because she has done her research. This is no random happenstance, no whimsical decision. She is far more meticulous than others realize. For someone so passionate, she is also intentional. Calculated, her enemies call it, and there are many.

She will speak of them tonight, too.

She quickens her pace.

*   *   *

HE, WHO HAS less time and does not know of her approach, considers the stone. It arrived only that morning, hauled from port by a yoked team of beasts, entering his home to a cacophony of creaking wheels and snorts and swearing.

And now, with the sweating animals and porters departed, silence. Just him and the stone—not for constructing a pool or building a tomb, but for art.

His previous commission, a statue of the goddess Artemis, had been completed to little fanfare. It hurt to witness a piece he’d obsessed over with the passion and attention of a lover received with a half smile. Didn’t the priestess see all the ways he’d made his Artemis distinct? The right arm—her bow arm—more muscled, the respective breast flatter. The calluses on the edges of her draw fingers. Frustrated, he began to enumerate, only to be cut off with a polite nod.

The temple paid its concluding fee without complaint, for the goddess’s likeness was serviceable, and it isn’t a popular temple. These days, the people of Milos care more about harvesting tuna and the wars between the Roman Republic and Macedonia than worship.

For most artists, completing a piece means celebration. Expensive wine. Cheap lovers. But instead of using the temple’s coin to repair the roof or expand his stores, he almost immediately purchases more stone.

“Who are you?” he asks that morning’s delivery. “What might you be?”

Will you be as good as the last one? And then, what he cannot say aloud: Could you be my masterpiece?

These questions trouble him during the day, plague him at night. How will he know when he has achieved his best? And could it have already occurred? Might he be on a downward path already, passing his peak to little notice? Are masterpieces claimed in the moment or only in retrospect? If he knew other artists, he would ask, but he has few friends as it is.

He had Timon once.

And with that name he lapses into a melancholic malaise. Art provokes the extremes in him—euphoria and depression, hope and angst—pushing him this way and that, sometimes with only a breath or two of respite between emotions. Volatile, his mother calls it, but that isn’t quite right. To him, volatile implies anger. He doesn’t feel irate, he feels everything, which subsequently makes him feel beyond understanding.

He is not naturally garrulous like his father, so he speaks through his art. Explaining himself in the choices he makes.

Yet no one listens.

Was he born different? An egg that rolled into the wrong nest? For nobody in this fishing town seems to share his observations or reactions, his penchant for dreaming. Back home, his family used to belittle him for doing nothing—Get up! Eat something! Stop napping!—but his mind was ever at work. Imagining and interrogating.

That night, as an intruder lands on the beach, he lays his cheek against the marble, sending his body heat into its pores, waiting until his warmth is accepted and shared and he feels its returning embrace on his face. To be an artist is to romance the stone—to love it enough to uncover its beauty. This is the first step.

It is a commitment, made firm by an idea. That is the second.

And loving the medium is easier than knowing what to do with it.

Sometimes inspiration is summoned, the fire prodded, the palm sliced and blood drained. Other times, it arrives through careful meditation or prayer, in blessing. And in the most singular circumstances, it knocks at the front door.

Rap, rap, rap.

Three percussive beats. Not timid, but hardly aggressive. Curt, but not rude.

He startles, drawing back from the stone. Nobody visits him. Does he owe the mason more coin? A neighbor checking in? Hardly. He does not dare to hope it is Timon; the disappointment would hurt too much.

But when he opens the door, a woman waits outside, and she is certainly no kin of his.

“Alexandros. Of Antioch on the Maeander.”

Her voice is light and breathy, inviting him to lean closer, and when he does, he catches the scent of rose water.

No, not just the essence of a rose, an entire garden. A heady floral universe in every shade: yellow and white, all the pink petals on the path to red. And he thinks, She is springtime.

She stares at him, bemused, for he does not respond, lost as he is in sensory wonder.

“Yes,” he stumbles, finally. “Yes, I am him.”

“Magnificent.”

The woman enters his simple one-room home without invitation, sauntering past the low bed with slow, swaying hips. Her movements linger like a fermata. With preternatural grace, she removes her cloak and tosses it on the worktable, unbothered by the indignant outburst of dust. She is marble, too, formed from alabastrine skin without blemish, uncreased by sun or age. The color of her hair is unique to the natural world, unable to be replicated in dye. He knows because he has tried. What would he call it? Strawberry wine? Crushed coral?

And she is decorated in precious metals. Orichalcum necklaces around her delicate throat and golden bracelets twisting up her arms. Two earrings in each lobe. Although he is a man uninterested in what meets between her legs, he is an artist first and foremost. It is his life’s work to notice shadow and form, texture and angle. Her body’s softness, the way mauve cloth melts over curve of breast and hip and thigh.

“My timing is impeccable,” she purrs, running her ageless hands across the pristine marble, and he wonders which is more perfect. “Parian?”

“Yes.”

Only the island of Paros boasts stone this fine-grain, so semi-translucent and pure.

She turns and regards him. Her eyes are striking, an uncanny lavender, framed by feathery dark lashes and set beneath arched brows. “Are you, what they call, a man of few words?” she wonders.

“No.” Then he self-corrects. “Maybe.”

“Do not be ashamed. Most men talk too much.”

He agrees.

She seems to take in everything with those lilac eyes, sweeping and lifting as they itemize his life. The rumpled blankets. The tools necessary to carve stone—clawed chisels and pointed ones, flat chisels and rounded, abrasive powders, and hammers. He considers himself from her point of view. Worn and thin; in truth, gaunt. His tunic a size too big. He does not eat well nor sleep consistently when he’s working. He longs to sneak a whiff of himself but is too embarrassed.

“For an artist,” she comments, “there is very little beauty in this room.”

“The beauty is in here,” he counters, tapping at his temple.

“I appreciate that, but”—she sighs—“I do adore lovely things. A few vases, a rug, would make considerable difference.”

He should defend his space, but he accepts the truth. He places very little priority on his own convenience, to his detriment, as he has been told. So he shrugs. “I was not expecting a guest.”

“Taking care of yourself shouldn’t be for others,” she chides him, not unkindly. And then: “Can you guess why I am here?”

He shakes his head.

“For art, of course!”

“Art?”

She smiles. “That is what you do, correct? Why you left Antioch on the Maeander?”

Yes, that is why he left. Years have come and gone since he crossed the sea from Anatolia, but the pang of that farewell persists. A tender sore, still open to poke or prod in moments of self-loathing. His sisters’ tears, his parents’ frustration. They could not comprehend why he would forfeit their comfortable life, but he had to go, to seek style, to observe and expand and suffer.

For art.

“Yes,” he replies.

“Magnificent.” She claps her hands once and holds them clasped together over her heart. “I so admired your sculpture of Croesus.”

That bust, commissioned by the titular aristocrat, was one of his earliest works. He frowns. “Croesus was not a beautiful man.”

“Not at all,” she agrees. “And you could have made the nose smaller, the jawline more pronounced. It would have improved his face, and yet, you did neither.”

“That wasn’t who he was.”

“You let him be imperfect.” She sighs again and does not disguise her longing. “Would you do the same for me?”

He nearly scoffs. “But you are flawless.”

She laughs in paradox, light in volume, heavy in tone. “Do not confuse symmetry with perfection. Look again.”

So he does. Anew. Inspecting her from crown to toe, removing her accessories with his mind, but also her colors, her aura. And with that focus on the bare, the exposed beneath, he finds it.

“May I?” he asks, stepping forward.

She nods, and he takes her delicate right hand in his calloused one. His thumb traces the nearly invisible line scarring the top. “There,” he murmurs.

“Yes,” she whispers back, delighted, and she is gazing at him so intently, in such immediate proximity, that he flushes, dropping her hand and moving backward.

“I am not threatened or insulted by your touch, Alexandros of Antioch, for I know you do not desire me.”

His cheeks warm. “No, I—”

“And thus,” she continues, more gently, “you have no interest in domination or possession, of hiding me or exploiting me or changing me into what most makes you feel like a man. You will reconstruct me as I am.”

“Well, I would try.”

She beams, a dawn’s ray of light—later he would learn how she loathed such comparison, but in that moment, she was the sun—and he might be halfway in love with her regardless of his inclinations, so pleased he is to have pleased her.

“Honesty is the greatest intimacy,” she says.

“And you want me to sculpt you,” he asks slowly—stupidly—desperate for clarity, “without worship?”

“Yes.”

He swallows. “But if I err, or deviate from your vision, will you kill me?”

She raises an eyebrow. “Ah, then you have deduced my identity.”

Almost immediately. When she stood at the threshold, he had felt her name in his core, its four syllables like the beat of a drum, invoking images of wet pearls and unmade beds, flowers opening, petals falling. Curses. Tears. Adonis and apples. Golden arrows. Ares.

Everything love, endless beauty.

But he only nods.

“Since you know who I am, you must also understand that you have no control over what happens next. It’s decided. I picked you.”

Should he be honored or horrified? Both, but also undeserving. Who is he to take on such a commission? An itinerant artist of no real acclaim.

And her?

And yet . . .

Is this how it feels when the Muses sing to you? Do those others feel they have no choice but to answer their call?

The idea—she—has arrived.

His next piece will be Aphrodite.

*   *   *

“WE BEGIN IMMEDIATELY. Do I pay you now or at the piece’s completion?”

The absurdity of his situation strikes him, and he nearly laughs. That an extraordinary Olympian stands before him asking the most prosaic of questions is nearly unfathomable. “Whichever is more convenient for you.”

A pile of coin appears at Alexandros’s feet. Luminous lucre.

“Will that be sufficient?” she inquires, tilting her head. “I’ve never taken the time to understand mortal money. I find it quite dull.”

There is no need to count the pieces to know she’s provided him a fortune, far more than required for his standard of life. Enough to keep him in the finest stone for years and years.

“I have a golden apple you can have, if you’d prefer.” Aphrodite’s lips press together. “It caused quite a stir a few years back.”

Somehow, he manages to decline.

“I will also give you one night,” she adds, “this night. And I will reveal my complete self to you. Then, you will immortalize all my faults in stone.”

He swallows tightly.

“Do not fret, Alexandros of Antioch. It is not such an unreasonable demand. I am uglier than my face and body appear. After I shed my story, you will see me differently.”

But he has his doubts.

She scans the room. “Where would you like me?”

“Standing here, preferably, where there is the most space.” He stumbles as he clears away the accumulated mess of a single man’s artistic life. All the while, she observes him with those keen violet eyes. Their gaze penetrating his skin. He pulls forward a short stool. “For when you tire.”

“I am perfectly capable of remaining on my feet.”

He nods, feeling foolish. Of course she is. She is immortal. He gestures to her dress. “And this is what you will wear?”

“Clothes? Yes. Shocking, I know. If you’ve heard the gossip, you’d think I never wore any.”

Mortification burns his cheeks.

“I was only naked at my birth, in the bath, and when I loved.” She raises an eyebrow. “Yet my image has been stripped. How many frescoes in how many brothels depict me reclining on a couch, waiting to be enjoyed? Despite what so many painters believe, I do not walk around clutching my bare breasts.”

Aphrodite moves to the open window. The moon over the island casts her in its milky light. He remembers when Timon told him of jellyfish that glow within the deep. To communicate, but also when pressed to fight.

“You know Praxiteles made his own version of me.”

Everyone knows of Praxiteles, master sculptor of Attica, and his Aphrodite of Knidos, the first life-size female nude. A masterpiece, his acolytes proclaimed, and when word passed over the mainland to the isles, Alexandros could hardly rest, so consumed with intrigue and jealousy. Against the best interests of his finances, he traveled to Athens to view it himself, and yet, when the moment came, Alexandros couldn’t look.

Why?

Fear.

What if the statue merited its brilliant reputation? What if it was, indeed, perfect? How could he, Alexandros, continue to create in its wake; what would be the point? So instead, he walked past the celebrated studio and straight into a tavern, where he drank low-quality, unfiltered wine until he lost consciousness and woke in an alley with unaccounted-for bruises. He overpaid for the next available boat home and never spoke of the trip to anyone. Not even Timon.

And he will not mention it tonight either. He simply nods.

“Then you may also know what Praxiteles said of my naked body?” Bitterness sours her dulcet tone.

“‘I have made her as Ares would have wanted,’” he replies solemnly.

“Ares would have his tongue if I wanted. Even now.” She turns away from the window, toward Alexandros, and her beautiful mouth is hard, violent. “Praxiteles is a presumptuous fool. He based my likeness on his favorite courtesan but had the audacity to say I saw the sculpture and exclaimed, ‘Oh! But where did Praxiteles see me naked?’” She scowls. “Audacity is only attractive when it’s free of arrogance. I’m partial to bold men, it’s true, but I detest those who lie.”

“Is that why you are here with me?” He has to ask. “Because of Praxiteles?”

“Our piece must outshine his! You will learn this about me soon enough, Alexandros of Antioch, but I adore petty vengeance.”

Maybe he does, too.

“I have never sat for an artist before,” she continues. “The idea of me has gotten so much bigger than I am. How could the flesh-and-bone Aphrodite ever live up to her image? But then Praxiteles’s pride annoyed me, and I realized that I do not need another statue of myself covering my loins.”

“No, you don’t.”

“All bodies return to the earth eventually; it imbues mortal life with meaning. But because mine will not die, I need to give something else. My story.” Her palm touches the marble. “I want you to receive my bruised heart and place it in here.”

He can almost feel the echo of her outstretched hand on his own chest.

“Can you love me enough, Alexandros, to tell the truth about who I am?”

Is it possible? Alexandros wonders. Can the divine, the inexplicable and impossible, be re-created in a finite medium? Can beauty herself? Despite his doubts, he has the source before him, willing to bare herself for one night, so that he might achieve his own dream of rendering reality in art. It is more than anyone else has been offered. It would be insane not to try.

“Yes,” he finally replies, and he is proud.

“Then you are very brave.” She steps away from the stone and spins, slowly, her hands flexed at her sides. “Shall I move like this? Or stay still? What do you want from me?”

“Tonight, I will make sketches of your body”—he swallows uncomfortably, his mouth dry—“but how you pose, the clothes you wear or don’t wear, the props you carry, are all your choice.”

“I like to be offered choices. Typically, I must fight for them.” She laughs suddenly, and it is gorgeous. “Already I am revealing myself to you. Do others share so easily? Are you the kind of person that naturally invites confidence?”

“Sometimes people who pose say nothing at all, other times everything.”

It still surprises him what people will let slip if he doesn’t press. Some people need to fill the quiet, but not him. He has never minded talking within his own head. Even now, he knows the longer he takes to assemble his supplies, the more likely she is to continue.

“If you could ask me a question, any question, what would it be?” She has one arm wrapped beneath her chest, the other propped up, fingers resting beneath her chin, lips slightly parted, in a pose so suggestive he understands why she has consumed the collective imagination these thousand years.

“I think what we will hold dear speaks more to who we are than the curve of a breast or the line of a jaw.” His sketching instruments lie ready, charcoal and thin wooden panels, clay tablets and stylus. Fully settled, he sits upon a low stool. “So, my question would be this: Aphrodite, what do you carry in your hands?”
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Aphrodite Urania, the heavenly

Aphrodite, risen from the foam

Aphrodite Paphian, of Paphos

Cypris, lady of Cyprus

Sea-spawned
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CYPRUS

FIFTEEN HUNDRED YEARS EARLIER . . .

ARE YOU AFRAID of love, Alexandros?

A question for a question, forgive me, but I have learned the hard way that I inspire fear.

I despise weapons. I don’t like to run, can’t properly make a fist.

Yet I can ruin a man.

Does my presence here cause you panic?

Though I am neither innocent nor a pacifist; I have destroyed my share of souls. But I am blamed for far more disasters than I have caused. I relate to the Sirens in this way. We didn’t crash into the rocks! Our steering is perfect. She made me do it.

The eponymous she.

The monstrous women, the lovely ones. It doesn’t matter. We are all she.

I haven’t slept with nearly as many men as I’ve been accused, but I remain Olympus’s whore. Men worship this myth of me. The sunset version, alighted with promise. Aphrodite at night and all that entails. But come morning, when I’m just a woman? Or worse, when I express needs, too? When I don’t exist simply to please?

I disappoint.

But I am not an idea. I am real.

I’ve tried to alter my appearance—to build muscle like Artemis, lower my voice like Athena, darken my locks like Hera. If I cut my hair, it immediately grows back. Dyes fade almost instantly. My skin will not tan. I could starve myself, but my breasts won’t shrink.

I am as I am.

Not the first beauty, but the greatest.

Most life stories begin with childhood, but I had none. I wasn’t born so much as made, materializing fully grown from the seafoam, more unnatural than supernatural. Have you heard of my gruesome provenance? Gaea, the earth goddess, exhausted by her lascivious husband, Uranus, begged her son for aid. “Cronus!” she cried. “I am so tired! Let me tend to the life I have already created and engender no more!” The Titan grabbed his sickle and castrated his sky father, tossing the severed genitals into the sea. From the drops of blood came the Furies and giants, the ash tree nymphs. And in the resounding splash of shooting semen, I appeared.

I am kin to the lusty sprays of adolescent boys, the splatter hitting walls in a brothel. These castoffs, these motherless wipe-aways, are my siblings. I began my life as a joke between men.

But I also arrived upon mankind’s most insidious and inherent fears: emasculation and replacement.

Uranus, Cronus, Zeus, all preoccupied with their seed, with succession.

Oh, Alexandros, there is so much more to being a man!

Nobody came for me. No hands reached into the ocean, pulling me to safety. No one called out, Are you alive? Are you all right?

Because I have no real parents, I have no mother to compete with or cry with. No father to protect or ignore me. I am missing both the good and the bad of all a family can do to you—an absence, like a missing molar, not seen by others, but touched upon constantly with my own tongue. Or perhaps an abscess, filled with rot. What kind of girl might I have been? An obedient one at her loom? The dreamy one amid the flowers? But this body and its curves were always awaiting me. I would have ended here, regardless.

(This is what I tell myself, what I must believe, when I regret the scholar, the healer, the inventor I might have become.)

I remember the waves, their froth, and my confusion. I was swimming in open sea, struggling against wild currents. I could not catch my breath before another cascade pushed me under. I recall my arms flailing, my legs kicking, breaking the surface to gulps of air, desperately searching for aid. I soon realized the stormy cause. Giants circling me, roaring with new life, fists raised. Nymphs already racing away, light as air upon the surface of the water. The Furies followed, a trio of dark angels, wings whipping around with cries of cruel delight. A discordant entrance, elemental and raw and fraught.

This is living, I thought. It will be brutal.

I had no wings, no great size. It is a miracle I did not drown. A shell rose beside me, a beneficence from some elemental divinity, and I climbed inside, guided solely by my instinct for survival, and I rode it across the sea. I was not standing, resplendent, but huddled and naked, sopping wet. An overgrown newborn, bereft and alone. With no destination and no guidance, I let myself be carried in and out of days, past parts unknown. Did I wonder at the creatures below me, worry about the danger ahead? Honestly, I cannot remember.

Existence and experience develop emotion. I had neither. I just was.

And then, finally, I was lifted upon one final wave and propelled forward faster: my shell skidding across the beach, and me, tumbling into the sand.

An inglorious arrival, to be sure.

I stood on two shaky legs for the first time and walked onto the island, moving inland, away from the water. It was so long ago, I cannot recollect my intentions, but I must have been searching. Exploring. Just testing out what it meant to be alive.

I had landed at Cyprus, what would become my beloved isle, my favorite home. Have you been there, Alexandros? It is a true paradise, more so than Olympus or the Garden of the Hesperides or any man-made temple or acropolis. Poets adore the word cerulean, don’t they? But it is an inadequate description for Cypriot blue. Cerulean is blue like the sky, but Cypriot blue is water. It’s layered, dense and dynamic. Vibrating, fluctuating with shades of life.

I skirted the salt marshes. I met flamingos. I dipped my fingers into lotus ponds, where frogs and toads croaked their hellos. Everywhere I stepped, flowers popped open to welcome me, lifting at the tread of my foot. I smelled each one, admired these natural beauties I could not yet label. Later I would call them rose and violet, lily and poppy, and identify them within the full spectrum of color. But then, I only knew they made me feel happy.

I did not understand my nudity, nor did I comprehend the passage of time. I wandered alone. When I was hungry or thirsty, I ate from the trees, apple and quince and pomegranate, and drank from the pools of waterfalls. When I tired, I slept on the beach, bed and blanket outside my realm of comprehension. Because I had nothing to compare it to, I felt no sadness in my loneliness, but I did wonder what became of the giants and the Furies and the ash tree nymphs. Those other souls who shared my initial memory. Where did they go? Were they together? Why did they not come for me?

But then I made my first companions.

Three women, all lovely and nearly identical. Before I knew them better, I could distinguish them only by their distinct hair. Aglaia with her straight white locks, black-tressed Euphrosyne, and Thalia, whose dark brown curls tumbled down her back. They greeted me with song, a crown of myrtle, and good cheer.

“You are so beautiful,” sighed Thalia.

“We are here to assist you,” explained Euphrosyne.

I did not know I needed help, but it felt nice to be wrapped in their arms and doted upon. The trio presented me with a dress, and then, most importantly of all, they gave me a name.

“Aphrodite,” announced Aglaia. “For you arose, shining, from the sea-foam.”

Of all they did for me, this might be the most significant. To be named is to matter. To belong to somewhere and something.

They were the Charites, known as the Graces. Goddesses of joy and mirth, dance, song and banquet, but also relaxation and harmony. I thought they might take me somewhere new, but they insisted we remain on the island.

“It is safer for you here,” Thalia told me.

“Safer? From what?” But nobody clarified.

Though they possessed lesser magics than the others I would come to know—and possess myself—the Graces brought forth a home from the earth itself. One with a hearth and roof, two luxuries I’d yet to encounter. Nevertheless, we spent that first night together outside on a hilltop, lying on our backs beside a campfire, watching the stars. I was astounded by the Graces’ knowledge, for they seemed to know everything about the ruling forces of our shared world: the primordial entities that fashioned the Titans, who then produced another generation of immortals, and so on. The Graces taught me the words mother and father; they explained to me where I came from.

“It was bad of Cronus to attack his own father,” I reasoned, “but it was also bad of Uranus to abuse his wife.”

They nodded. Yes, yes, you are understanding.

“Cronus, the Titan—my brother?—is good, then.”

They shook their heads. No, no, the story continues.

“Cronus became increasingly paranoid of his own legacy. What if his own children did as he had done and castrated him?”

“So he ate them.”

I laughed, sure that they jested, but Euphrosyne stopped me. “Six babies,” she contended solemnly. “Swallowed whole.”

“But one survived through a trick of Cronus’s wife, Rhea.”

“And he was raised by nymphs.”

“To return one day and seek vengeance and his throne.”

Bewildered, I asked, “But how do you know this son lives?”

The Graces shared a sly smile. “Because he is our father!”

And then they divulged his name, before he became so many things to me and everyone:

“Zeus.”

One word, one sibilant syllable. As I repeated it aloud, the blade of my tongue moved toward my teeth like a snake. His is a name that vibrates. I felt it then, just as I do now.

I contemplated all I had heard. “Do daughters do the same to their mothers?”

“No.”

“Never.”

“Women make life. Men make war.”

“And what is war?”

Thalia shuddered. “It is what comes.”

It is what comes for me.

I flinched at this strange assertion in my own mind. Here I was, presented with an entirely foreign concept, yet to be defined, and still it felt inevitable. I have reflected upon this conversation many times since. When did you know he was the one for you? people ask me now. Perhaps it was then, in that moment, when I began to hunger for more.

“That’s not an explanation,” I argued, and so Aglaia spoke of objectives, of sides and lines, of combat and its demand for bodies.

“War is desire made bloody,” she concluded.

“Surely there are other ways to settle matters.”

Euphrosyne shook her head sadly, black hair swishing along either side of her solemn face. “It is the only way for Zeus to be king.”

I frowned.

“Power is never passed peacefully,” agreed Thalia.

“It must be taken!” explained Aglaia, clasping her hands together. “And gripped tightly.”

Power must be scarce, I thought, to be so valuable.

For I was dreadfully naive—to the subjectivity of power, to so many things.

“One day, Zeus will fight the Titans,” I said, attempting to summarize. “And I am a Titan.”

The Graces hushed me with frantic hands.

“No, no, no!”

“Say nothing yet!”

“Our mother is a Titan,” confided Thalia, noticing my skepticism. “Yet she has sided with our father.”

“Why?”

“Because she believes Zeus offers her the most assured future.”

“To survive in this world as a woman,” Euphrosyne added, “you must make yourself amenable to the strongest men.”

“I’m not sure I will be amenable to any men,” I quipped, and Aglaia laughed.

“You will,” she murmured, in an aside that pricked me like a warning.

Our early days together passed like an eternal spring, similar in their effulgence and simple sylvan pleasures. We played games—the Graces loved dice—and while Aglaia composed melodies on her flute, Euphrosyne sang and choreographed dances. Every afternoon we rested, napping in the sun like happy cats. Over many tranquil hours, Thalia taught me more about our world—the plants and animals and cycles—but also about what I was: a woman and a goddess.

Blood arrived between my legs.

“You will bear children,” the Graces exclaimed, excited for my future though I clutched my stomach in pain, far less certain.

“Your fertility will attract a mate,” added Thalia.

These two concepts—fertility and mating—seemed to trail me, in conversation and environment. I had long since noticed how my presence made things multiply. After my arrival on Cyprus, the trees sprouted more fruit, the animals more litters. Rabbits bounded beneath trees filled with chirping baby birds. Warblers nested in bushes, and I counted their speckled eggs. Fawns and kits and cubs dashed and tumbled through the woods.

Because the Graces had explained to me that immortals manifest a natural proclivity, a predisposition toward one aspect of the world, I thought I had found mine.

“Babies,” I announced one day, only to be met with three blank faces. “My domain,” I clarified, flustered.

Thalia wrinkled her nose. “No, I don’t think you are the goddess of babies.”

“Maybe making them,” giggled Euphrosyne.

I knew what that meant, for I had watched turtles together, and even two wolves, once. I had yet to attempt such an act myself, for there were no men on our island. But I felt urges. Sometimes at night, Aglaia, who slept in the place beside me, would sneak her fingers through mine. And sometimes her lips found me, too. I did not mind. I enjoyed her affection while still acknowledging a missing element. Though my body responded in kind, my heart craved more.

The Graces were a unit, a trio, and though they were never anything but generous with me, I was not their fourth. So many evenings I spent with my feet in the ocean water, salty, windswept hair flying behind me, staring outward, searching for my own partner in the infinite blue.

“What is your purpose?” I asked my friends, for they always seemed so gratified—happy to accompany me, to follow our routines, re-creating the daily bliss.

“It is our joy to bring joy!” exclaimed Euphrosyne.

“Our honor is to elevate others.”

“We were sent by Zeus to care for you, Aphrodite.”

“But what do you want for yourselves?” I insisted, frustrated by their lack of understanding.

“Ambition is not a delight,” replied Thalia on a frown.

If ambition meant to want more, then I sensed ambition in myself. Besides the Graces and the birds, I spoke to no one. Our days centered upon me, my needs and whims, as my friends did all they could to keep me content while they kept me safe. Yet I sensed an absence, a lack of meaning. My life was an idyll, but also an interlude—a respite both idealized and unsustainable. Immersed in this pleasantness bordering on ennui, I awaited a contrast to the cosseting, the opposing force that might give pleasure its substance.

Danger, perhaps.

I was not looking for pain, but like love, it found me anyway.
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CYPRUS

THERE ARE SO many stories of my lovers, but I doubt you know the first one. I would wager you’ve never heard his name. He was called Nerites, and as the sole brother of fifty sea nymphs, the Nereids, he was both exceptional and inconsequential. Where you come from matters in whom you become.

Maybe that is why I am so self-centered.

The Graces liked to frolic about the beach, but kept to the sand, rarely wading into the sea past their knees. But the water called to me, and when I tired of their constant glee, felt their obsequiousness too tedious, or simply wanted to scare them, I would swim out to the deep waters.

I can be dreadfully contrary—even then, when I was still innocent and inexperienced.

And on one such day, as Euphrosyne hummed and Thalia collected red algae to make face paint, a spirit of mischief possessed me. I pulled off my dress and ran into the sea, giddy and naked.

“Come back, Aphrodite!” shrieked Thalia. “Awful beasts will eat you up!”

“What if you are swept away from us?” added Euphrosyne, clutching her sister.

I laughed lightly at their dismay, shouting back. “I cannot die!”

“There are torments worse than death!” Aglaia warned.

The water temperature plummeted and the Graces’ squeals grew fainter as I moved farther from the island. My form was atrocious; I paddled like some inelegant four-legged creature and swallowed mouthfuls of salt water. But though it stung my eyes and throat, I persisted, turning to look back over my shoulder periodically to check my progress.

The Graces gradually disappeared, blending into the rocky beach, until Cyprus itself was only a shape in the distance. I paused, treading water in my terrible way, to appreciate my journey, when I felt something brush against my bare leg. I stiffened, sure that Thalia’s beast had found me, but the creature who surfaced was neither monster nor dolphin. It was a man, with wet hair both gold and green, who gleamed beneath the midday sun, luminescent, like the inside of an abalone shell.

“Hello,” he said.

“Do you bite?” I asked warily.

He smiled. His teeth were square and flat.

I brought Nerites back with me, convinced I had found exactly what I needed. The Graces greeted him courteously, but I knew them better by now. Aglaia shoved the dress I’d thrown off before my swim into my chest. “Cover yourself,” she huffed. I did, but took my time, making a proper fuss with wringing my hair and waiting for my skin to dry.

I liked Nerites’s eyes on me, especially since it caused the others discomfort.

“Your father is Nereus?” asked Thalia, filling the silence with a compelled politeness.

“Yes.”

“Ah,” commented Aglaia, raising her eyebrows, “the illustrious god of . . . fish.”

Nerites only beamed. “And my mother is a sea goddess, as well.”

I made a face at Aglaia. “It would please me,” I said pointedly, “to show Nerites this island myself. It would make me happy to see you later tonight.”

“Of course,” murmured Euphrosyne.

“Enjoy the tour,” offered Thalia.

The antithetical Aphrodite reveled in their resistance, at this crack in their good-natured facade. They proceeded up the island as if leading a funeral cortege. Aglaia’s head and shoulders bent forward, carrying her reservations like a heavy load. Had I become a physical burden? And I watched them walk away, wondering why they cared so much. Why was my independence a cause for concern? Did they worry Nerites would hurt me? Or that I would hurt him?

“They are nice,” Nerites said.

“They are,” I agreed.

“And you are very beautiful.”

“Am I?”

“More than any woman I’ve ever seen.”

I was not being purposefully ignorant, Alexandros. In those early days, I truly did not know. He made me feel special.

While we walked Cyprus’s perimeter, Nerites spoke candidly of his family, the sisters he adored and his doting parents. When I had little to share in return, he showed me how to throw stones across still water and make them jump, how to whistle on a piece of grass. We climbed a cliff jutting over the sea and leapt off, holding hands as we hit the water. When we emerged, laughing, he grabbed the back of my head and kissed me. His lips were drier than Aglaia’s, but his tongue wiggled against mine, soft as a clam, awakening a force at the core of me.

With our lips fumbling across each other’s faces, Nerites and I kicked toward the beach, settling beside each other in wet sand partially submerged.

When I finally pulled away, I took in his flushed cheeks, his brightened eyes. “Are you ill?” I asked, worried.

“No, it’s just that touching you makes me feel . . . unusual.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“It is.” He grinned and shook his head. “You’re so very beautiful, Aphrodite.”

“You said that already.”

“It bears repeating.”

And then he asked for permission to visit me. I told him he must come again, for I was enamored of his sleek muscles and boyish charm. I wanted to keep kissing him.

I arrived home late that night, and the Graces regarded my tousled hair and swollen lips with wrinkled noses. Annoyed by their sniffs and snorts, I went to the dovecote Aglaia had built when I expressed a liking for birds.

“Are you cross with me, as well?” I asked my turtledoves. A particularly dainty white bird hopped into my hand, turr-turring in its darling way. I brought it close to my mouth and pressed my lips to the top of his head. “I’ll tell you alone the truth, dear one,” I whispered. “I don’t care.”

For I sensed this was only the beginning of others being angry at me.

*   *   *

NERITES RETURNED THE next day.

“I am going to teach you to swim,” he announced, hands on his hips.

“I swim,” I bristled.

“You don’t drown,” he teased, “but you lack style.”

He was the first to tell me such, Alexandros. I ensured he was the last.

Nerites introduced me to formal technique, pontificating on the coordination of arm strokes and head positions, kicks and counting. I found it all somewhat droll, but I was determined to show him I could do it, and our lessons continued, regardless of the weather or how much wine I had drunk with the Graces over the previous night. I learned to float on my back and tread water on days both mild and severe. To hold my breath, to dive from heights great and small. It was perhaps the most physically active period of my life, but Nerites made it enjoyable, engaging my natural curiosity for the teeming life below the surface. He taught me about the turtles and octopuses, urchins, eels and slugs and fish in almost unfathomable sizes and colors. I found this—the endlessly creative capacities of the living—infinitely more amazing than the mechanics of floating.

Of course, I practiced other things with him, too.

I put my mouth and hands all over his body, causing him to pant and groan. Knowing just how and where to touch him came so naturally to me, and his reactions made me feel formidable.

He was pleased with me. I pleased him.

And I was so desperate for connection, I told myself this was enough.

He gave me a necklace, a pierced scallop shell strung with a leather cord. Horribly ugly, juvenile really, but it remained around my neck.

The Graces hated it.

“Why don’t you warm to him?” I asked. “Has he slighted any of you in some way?”

“No,” replied Thalia. “But he is not worthy of who you will be.”

“I am more concerned with who I am now,” I snipped. “And Nerites is fun.”

Aglaia scoffed. “Fun? Aphrodite, you are destined to become unforgettable. And he is a sardine.”

“Hush, Aglaia,” scolded Euphrosyne. “That is indecorous.”

“He has gills,” Aglaia hissed back.

“We care about your safety,” explained Thalia, “that of your body and heart.”

There it was again, that word. I clenched my fists. “Nerites is no more a predator than a wild sheep.”

“He is a male. That is sufficient.”

“Just let him go, Aphrodite,” urged gentle Euphrosyne.

“No, I will go.”

I left the house in a fury, storming toward a cave at the waterline, where I sat cross-legged and sulked. I hurled a rock into the water below, not a graceful skim and bounce, but a flat, angry plop!

I have always had a temper.

But then Nerites arose from the sea, rubbing his head. “Ow!” He grinned. “That was a solid throw.”

My spirits lifted as he pulled himself up over the rock ledge and came to sit beside me.

“Your face is sad,” he said, brushing hair back over my shoulder.

“Why don’t you ever spend the night with me?”

I hadn’t intended to blurt out such a question, this was hardly the reason for my foul mood, but it was a concern. Ours was a daylight relationship. Sun and sand. Even now, seeing him in the evening, was unusual.

“This is not my place,” he explained, even as his arm slid around me. “It’s too far from the water.”

“It’s an island, Nerites,” I retorted, all the while wondering why I couldn’t be his place. And though I glared at him, he seemed only somber, resigned.

“And it’s a good island. Peaceful. It’s where I come to escape. At home . . .” Nerites exhaled deeply. “At home, it is stressful. Zeus and Cronus have both amassed forces. They will fight soon, and nothing will be as it was.”

I sighed, exasperated, for this was the Graces’ favorite conversation, as well: Zeus freeing his magical siblings from their sire’s gut and everything that entailed. I was weary of it all and could not comprehend why it should affect Nerites and me.

“That is them, this is us.”

“For now,” he added cryptically.

“Stop worrying about what will be. No more pushing me away. Stay with me until morning, Nerites”—and I softened my voice, my face, myself—“while we still know peace.”

Finally, he surrendered.

Within those rock walls, upon that earthen ground, we came together fully. He began on top of me, but I soon realized I could create more pleasure for myself with him on his back. I flipped us over and finished that way, Nerites gazing up at me with adoration and awe.

And maybe a bit of alarm.

Afterward, we lay on our backs, sweating, connected by the edges of our arms.

“Who am I?” I murmured. “What am I?”

“You are beauty, Aphrodite.” His fingers lightly stroked the side of my thigh. “But now, after this, I think you might be something more.”

His words should have warmed my body in the night air, but I shivered.

“The Graces imagine some glorious future for me.”

“I see it, too.” And Nerites did not hold me in his arms when he said, “But I will be the first to say, ‘I love you, Aphrodite.’”

I turned onto my side to look at him. “Do you, Nerites? Do you, truly?”

“Yes.”

“And I love you, as well.”

We slept beside each other that night, and I thought I had everything. We were connected; we were in love.

We were, in a sense, but we were also neither.

The story of a life is often a journey, Alexandros, and mine has been a quest for definition.

The lexicon of “love” feels infinite. Even after a millennium, I continue to hear it used in distinct ways for distinct purposes. The word can be a lie, a manipulation, an exaggeration. Often, its use and meaning are dependent upon circumstance.

Love, to so many, is a relative term. And back then, it was for me, too.

Nerites, love, life itself—all novel. The Aphrodite who fell for Nerites had never worn precious stones or seen kingdoms burn. She knew nothing of kings or greed or conflict. I was ignorant enough to be satisfied by a good-looking, green-haired boy.

Now? He would bore me to tears.

I have been ruined by passion and ecstasy and sacrifice and the anguish that grinds your bones to dust. I’ve been bewildered by love, half-mad with a need that exceeds desire, as strong as any survival instinct.

I cannot resist my own impulses.

And while I do not regret what I have done in love’s name, I have paid the price in blood.

With retrospect comes perspective and knowledge. I feel a fondness for that girl on the beach with her sea nymph because she—I—was happy in the moment, blissfully unaware of another love that awaited.

A love that could never be described in relative terms, for it is incomparable.
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CYPRUS

THE CLASH BETWEEN fathers and sons arrived as promised, generations of gods and their monstrous allies in open war. The Titan army, led by Cronus, battled Zeus and his newly released siblings, on every terrain, in all conditions. A battle between such forces is like nothing a human can conceive: white lightning and green flames, seismic waves, mountains cleaving and erupting, islands coated in falling ash. Giants with one eye and hundreds of arms rose amid primordial forces of every omnipotence in a clamor of claws and fangs and fire, the world itself in open revolt.

The rage of broken families is a unique kind of anger.

I watched the rampaging and ransacking from Cyprus’s highest point, hair curling behind me in the fraught breeze, brazenly bearing witness. When the ground shook, the animals cowered, the birds hid in their trees, and the fish darted into the crevices of coral and rock. Even the flowers tucked behind their petals. And all the while my heart and mind asked each other the same question: Should the war come to this island, which side will you choose?

Honestly, I did not care who won.

Neither side had ever bothered about me.

The Graces shared none of my hesitation, pledging their full support to Zeus—not just because he was their patriarch, but because they genuinely believed in a new order. They were zealots and gathered updates from the front like they were sweet summer berries.

“You must align with Zeus,” Thalia pressed. “He has vision.”

I shrugged. “I do not know him.”

“Cronus would keep life as it is, whereas Zeus aspires for more!”

“More of what?” I asked, but nobody had an answer.

“He sent us to you,” replied Aglaia instead, “the moment he knew of your birth. He cares.”

Yes, yes. I’d heard this countless times. But why Zeus, a complete stranger, prioritized my pleasure and protection still made no sense. Nerites spoke often of my appearance. Could that be the cause of Zeus’s interest? Was Zeus saving me from hardship, or just saving me for later?

These were unsettling questions, to say the least.

Visits from Nerites became increasingly sporadic, and I worried for him, for us.

“Will you be called to fight?” I asked, for I wondered how long he could remain, like me, on the periphery of the turmoil.

“My family prefers I remain below the surface.”

“But your mother and father are Titans,” I pointed out.

“They call my father the ‘Old Man of the Sea’ for his wisdom. He has held discussions that will protect us, either way.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What does that mean?”

And Nerites told me how Nereus bartered the pick of his lovely virgin daughters to whichever side prevailed. Zeus’s brother Poseidon particularly admired the nymph Amphitrite.

I bristled. “And your sisters don’t mind being used in such a way?”

“They will do what is necessary to preserve our home.”

Nerites did not take kindly to any criticism of his kin, and his hypersensitivity irked me. Why should any of his sisters sacrifice themselves while their father and brother sat by unscathed? The injustice upset my stomach, and I stood.

“I must attend to my birds,” I announced. A lazy and obvious excuse.

Nerites hung his head. “My family belongs in the sea, Aphrodite,” he began, without looking up. “We will do anything to stay there, and we are united on this.”

I took a roundabout path home, one that brought me along the beach where the monk seals gave birth. I liked to sit and watch the mothers nursing their fluffy black pups. There were no babies that day, it was only the start of their breeding season, but I did sense a disturbance that gave me pause.

Just off the shore, two male seals fought—one I recognized by his scars, the other was new to this area. They dived and flipped, biting and slamming into each other. Barking aggressively as their mingled blood lifted into the white of the cresting waves.

Male monk seals, Nerites explained to me once, mated with all the females in their territory. When another, stronger male, came and replaced him, the females then belonged to the usurper. From birth to death, these poor creatures existed within an endless cycle of possession.

How had this knowledge not made me angrier before?

I picked up two large stones from the sand and rushed to the water’s edge, chucking the rocks at the fighting seals.

“I hope you both die!” I yelled.

Then I crumpled into the sand, arms around my knees, head lowered.

Alexandros, I was confounded, craving clarity. Involute thoughts spun inside my head while my emotions wrestled in tiresome conflict. I was irritated by the Graces’ loyalty to Zeus yet disgusted by Nerites’s self-centered neutrality. What did I expect from them; what did I expect from myself? I would never cut a deal like the sea nymphs, nor would I offer blind fealty to an unknown entity. But when this war had reached its conclusion, what might become of me?

Ah yes, the eternal struggle of “me.”

Who am I? What am I?

I challenged myself to an exercise, to describe myself with one certitude. I wouldn’t leave the beach until I had it.

I am Aphrodite. I live on the isle of Cyprus.

I love . . .

(Nerites? The Graces? What could I confirm with confidence?)

. . . the sea.

But these were almost platitudes, a shallow understanding. My hands lowered to my navel and pressed down. What about here? Aphrodite in her depths?

A fighter.

The response—not yet a realization—shocked me. I held up my arms, inspecting their softness, and shook my head.

And yet—

Within me, I sensed it. A force, a fierceness, awaiting its cause.

*   *   *

TEN YEARS OF watching and waiting, swimming and spreading flowers, making love to Nerites, listening to the Graces sing.

Ten years of blessed anonymity.

And then, one otherwise unremarkable day, it was done.

“It is over! Aphrodite, the war is over!”

In the garden outside our home, the Graces dropped their garlands. The shouts came from the beach, and we waited, frozen, as Nerites ran toward us, green hair falling into his face.

“Who won?” cried Thalia, face ashen.

“The usurper.” Nerites paused, hands resting on his knees as he bent forward and caught his breath. “Zeus.”

Screams ensued.

“Father, you have done it!”

“I will compose hymns of praise! A paean for the ages!”

The Graces raised their arms in gratitude. Tears streamed down Aglaia’s face. I thought of monk seals. Whom did we belong to now?

While the sisters clung to one another, giggling and sobbing, Nerites pulled me from their celebration.

“Zeus gave Poseidon the sea as his provenance. He will marry my sister Amphitrite. Our home is secure.”

He seemed relieved if not jubilant, and I could understand. There would be no more battles, no more uncertainty. But what he did not say told me so much.

Never, in an entire decade, had Nerites once worried for my place.

“And what of me?” I asked slowly, riding my rising temper.

He caught the change and held out a beseeching hand. “I do not mean to offend, Aphrodite, but you are so powerful.”

“Powerful.” I laughed.

“You will see,” he insisted under his breath, for the Graces had joined us.

“They will come for you soon,” said Thalia, her excitement palpable.

I recoiled. “Me?”

“We will accompany you, of course.”

“To where?”

I looked to Nerites in urgency, for any explanation, but he kept his lips pressed together in a tight line. Lips I had kissed thousands of times now silent, stymied, when I most needed his support.

“You will join the new gods, Aphrodite!” explained Euphrosyne. “On Mount Olympus.”

“What if I don’t want to leave?” I folded my arms across my chest.

Euphrosyne and Thalia exchanged glances.

“If I am as omnificent as you all seem to think, who is Zeus to tell me what to do?”

“He is the king of the gods now, and this has always been his plan.” Aglaia beseeched Nerites for help. “Tell her, Nerites. Tell her it would be foolish to anger him. Tell her it is an honor to be summoned.”

“Beautiful Aphrodite,” Nerites said gently, his hand at my elbow, leading me away from the mounting frustration. “Let us simply enjoy what time remains.”

But how could I continue as before with this looming threat? I shrugged off Nerites, telling him I preferred to be alone, and walked for a long time, to the rocky peaks along the northern coast. From there, as I caught my breath in the shade of a carob tree, I spied a whale’s spout of warm air blasting upward. The creature was impossibly long and slender, its ridged back ending in a small, hooked fin that cut through the sea, and it moved with a liberty I envied.

I, who had lived a life almost entirely unconfined, was not as free as I thought. Without access to a vessel and with limited information of the world beyond, I was fettered to this island prison hidden in the distraction of paradise.

But no—the island and I were both innocents. I would not lay blame with the prison or prisoner but with the captor.

“I will return,” I promised, to nobody, to everything. And when I came back, it would be of my own volition.

Yes, I would enjoy the days that remained, because this island had never been dull; it was perfect, and it was mine. But I could no longer abide my own naivete. I would prepare for my imminent departure by learning everything I could about Zeus and his allies.

No more swimming, no more bird-watching. Not until I made myself ready.

When I faced Olympus, I wouldn’t just be pretty.

*   *   *

THE GRACES’ COLLECTIVE attitude toward Nerites completely reversed, now that our sojourn on Cyprus neared its finish and Nerites brought valuable gossip from afar. In fact, they hung on his every word. Though I pretended disinterest, I listened attentively as he spoke of fantastical palaces, constructed at miraculous speeds, for Zeus’s court. I collected names, then interrogated the Graces later.

“Who is Hera? Who are Demeter and Hestia?”

“Zeus’s sisters.”

And from there, I learned of his brothers, Poseidon and Hades, and the children he had sired on multiple mothers.

Another monk seal.

Within this family were gods and goddesses of water and the dead, hearth fire and harvest, wisdom and war and healing. Real things, important ones. And I still did not understand what I had to offer. How could I compare or compete?

I wondered if Nerites would ask me to run away with him under the sea, but though he continued to thrust himself into me at night, with the solemn determination of a man who knows his time is fleeting, he never said those words.

Only “I was the first to say ‘I love you,’ ” muttered into my neck between grunts.

Nobody was going to abet my escape.

I was sitting atop the highest rock in the sea stack along the shore when a golden-helmeted man flew down, sending the sun’s rays refracting in every direction. He carried a strange staff along with my fate. When I hopped down and approached him, his eyes roamed up and down my body as he whistled.

“Despite everything I heard,” he said and smirked, “I was not prepared for you.”

I scowled.

“Brother!” exclaimed Thalia, rushing into his arms, with the other Graces in tow.

“Hermes!” cried Aglaia.

I recognized this name, one of the many scions of Zeus. I returned the same inspection he’d given me, taking in his high cheekbones and sharp chin, his dark brown curls. Hermes was thin, like a sapling, and not much taller than me. There would be no returning whistle; I wasn’t impressed.

“Aphrodite,” began Hermes, “Zeus has commanded I express to you his most ardent admiration. He is so pleased with your development.”

“He does not know me.”

“He knows enough to be excited.”

How? I wondered, my stomach rolling over. Were the Graces reporting about me? What information might they have relayed?

“Anyway,” continued Hermes, “you should be falling over yourself in gratitude that you dodged all that dreadful battle business and—”

“Why?” I interrupted. “Why was I kept apart?”

He chuckled. “You think Zeus would’ve risked the Titans scooping you up? Besides, you are a treat, my girl, a promise for good behavior.” Hermes’s mouth twisted in cruel mirth. “Think of it this way: How do you get young ones to eat their dinner? You promise them dessert.”

I despised him. It was a new sensation for me.

“You are needed at home, Aphrodite.”

But I was not going to make this easy for him. “Cyprus is my home.”

Hermes sighed. “It is very pretty, very quaint. Very blue. But you are expected at court. It’s time to assume your throne.”
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