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			Jennifer Saint grew up reading Greek mythology and was always drawn to the untold stories hidden within the myths. She read Classical Studies at King’s College London where she is now a Visiting Research Fellow in the Classics department. After thirteen years as a high school English teacher, she wrote Ariadne which was shortlisted for Waterstones Book of the Year in 2021 and was a Waterstones Book of the Month, as well as being a Sunday Times bestseller. Her second novel, Elektra, and third novel, Atalanta, were number one Sunday Times bestsellers. Her latest mesmerising mythological retelling is titled Hera.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Praise for Hera:

			 

			‘In Hera, Jennifer Saint has portrayed her protagonist, not as the jealous and vengeful wife of legend but as a fierce resistor of authority, who is driven by a desire to regain her lost equality in a world defined by cruelty and destruction. Saint has a knack of making even the immortals relatable and she brings this most dysfunctional of families into vivid life in her thrilling depiction of a much misunderstood Goddess.’

			Elizabeth Fremantle, author of Disobedient

			 

			‘I didn’t think I could love Jennifer Saint’s books more . . . and then she wrote Hera. Hera is an exceptional achievement - Jennifer Saint immerses us into a vibrant, magical world, with a wonderfully compelling heroine, yet also examines so many profound and complex ideas around the mythology, wearing her deep knowledge of the subject so lightly. Hera is an incredibly gripping tale of passion, power and retribution. It is also one of the most original, thought-provoking meditations on ancient mythology I have ever encountered.’

			Elodie Harper, author of The Temple of Fortuna

			 

			‘Hera is a sweeping, epic story of Greek mythology’s most complex goddess. Jennifer Saint weaves her own original threads into the ancient tales, resulting in a story that is subtle, nuanced, and utterly gorgeous.’

			Sarah Underwood, author of Lies We Sing to the Sea

			 

			‘This is a very special novel . . . With echoes of Miller’s Circe, Hera is an epic novel that follows the queen of the gods through her battle against the Titans, her marriage, and her quest for vengeance. The goddess is transformed from a bad-tempered wife to a compelling character readers can root for, even when she is being wicked. With an unforgettable cast of characters (Gaia, Hestia, Demeter and so many more), Hera tells us the story of the Greek gods and their unending quest for power, their ambition, their passion and retribution and, finally, their relationship with mortals.’

			Costanza Casati, author of Clytemnestra

			 

			‘Hera is Jennifer Saint’s best book yet, and every bit as fierce, powerful and captivating as the Queen of the Gods herself. For too long Hera has been relegated to the sidelines of mythology, serving as the comic punchline, the ‘nagging wife’. In Hera, Saint rips the Queen of the Gods out from Zeus’ shadow, letting her blaze her own path through these famous myths. Saint does a masterful job of humanising Hera without detracting from her divine power, she is still a fearsome queen but through Saint’s expert storytelling we are able to understand and sympathise with Hera like never before. This is a must-read for fans of mythology!’

			Rosie Hewlett, author of Medea

			 

			‘A powerful, enlightening journey through the world of caregiving, unique in its capacity to both show its cost for those, mostly women, who provide it, and imagine alternatives to the way it is presently organized. Courageous in its detailed articulation of what caregiving actually entails, and the loss and suffering involved in this work, this is a book we all must read. For as Kenway convincingly argues, the crisis it reveals is something we will all experience, sooner or later in our lives.’

			Silvia Federici, author of Caliban and the Witch

			 

			‘Jennifer Saint’s Hera is the essential mythological book of the decade. With lush descriptions, beautiful worldbuilding and powerful prose Jennifer Saint tells the necessary story of the most vilified goddess who must navigate the world of Olympus both as its Queen but also as a woman constantly betrayed reclaiming her power. A devastating, brilliant story which is a must read for any mythology and fantasy lover, I will be handing this book to everyone I know. Breath-taking work as always from Jennifer Saint, an absolute triumph!’

			Nikita Gill, author of The Girl and The Goddess

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			By Jennifer Saint and available from Wildfire
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			ATALANTA
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			HERA

			 

			The enthralling tale of a powerful Greek goddess maligned in both myth and ancient history, as told by Sunday Times bestselling author Jennifer Saint.

			 

			When Hera, immortal goddess and daughter of the ancient Titan Cronus, helps her brother Zeus to overthrow their tyrannical father, she dreams of ruling at his side. 

			 

			As they establish their reign on Mount Olympus, Hera suspects that Zeus might be just as ruthless and cruel as the father they betrayed.

			 

			She was always born to rule, but must she lose herself in perpetuating this cycle of violence and cruelty? Or can she find a way to forge a better world?

			 

			Often portrayed as the jealous wife or the wicked stepmother, this retelling captures the many sides of Hera, vengeful when she needs to be but also compassionate and most importantly, an all-powerful queen to the gods.

		

	
		
			

			 

			For Mum and Dad, much better parents 

			than are often found in Greek mythology

		

	
		
			

			 

			‘I sing of golden-­throned Hera whom Rhea bare. Queen of the immortals is she . . . the glorious one whom all the blessed throughout high Olympus reverence and honour even as Zeus who delights in thunder.’

			Excerpt from the Homeric Hymn XII to Hera, translated by Hugh G. Evelyn-­White, 1914

		

	
		
			A simplified (but still complicated!) divine family tree

			Note: the family relationships in Greek mythology vary depending on the version of the myth being told. No attempt has been made here to create a comprehensive family tree – only deities relevant to this novel are included, to avoid it becoming too unwieldy to be of any help. Some gods are born of parthenogenesis (a goddess conceiving a child entirely on her own with no male input at all) and many are the offspring of sibling marriages.
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			Prologue

			The earth streams with molten gold. It flows in every direction, around the scattered rocks, gleaming in the light of the fires that rage all around. Ichor, the blood of the immortals, seeping into the soil.

			Smoke hangs heavy in the air, obscuring the stars. Thunder rumbles in the distance, and the horizon flashes with lightning. It dances across the sky, leaping between the clouds, a glare that dazzles, white and blinding, and is gone, only to reappear somewhere else a moment later.

			Hera glances up at it, narrowing her eyes to chart its progress as she steps across the ravaged battleground.

			The falling dusk and swirling ash make it hard to see. The ground is churned up, great gashes in the earth where boulders have been heaved and trees torn up by their roots. Some of the mounds she skirts are these shattered rocks and mangled trunks, but some of them are not. Some are golden-­stained, sprawled, staring glassy-­eyed up to the heavens. Every now and then, one might stir painfully as she passes, let out a whimper of agony so that she raises her spear. She is swift and merciless, leaving silence in her wake.

			Lightning sears the sky directly above her, its livid glow rendering every detail of the carnage in stark clarity for the space of a heartbeat before it dies away into darkness again. She listens, trying to distinguish the shrieking of the winds from another scream, one of anguish and rage. The earth is scarred and brutalised, but it is quiet at last. The fighting is in the heavens now.

			The euphoric rush of victory still tingles through her body, but she senses something else too. As she walks on, her gold-­spattered tunic damp against her skin, she feels the soft melancholy that hangs on the mist and drizzle. It rises from the vast craters; the wounds carved deep into the ground. It is the sorrow of Gaia that she feels. Gaia, the first of them all. The goddess of the earth, who bears the pain of this violation.

			Hera glances around her, making sure that nothing else is still moving. Satisfied, she kneels, and rests her palms on the gold-­stained mud. Her touch is gentle and reverent, her eyes closed, as she prays. One goddess to another; a holy moment of gratitude to the mother who had birthed them all: the Titans who lie bleeding and the warriors who fought at Hera’s side.

			There has been so much suffering.

			Hera opens her eyes and looks to the heavens, where the thunder is reaching its crescendo. It growls from the furthest edge of the horizon, the rage building as it echoes across the mountaintops, loud enough to split the rocks apart and send them tumbling down the steep slopes. Lightning shears the skies over and over, hurled by Zeus to bring down the last Titan still standing.

			Her brothers and sisters are up there with him, fighting side by side. Hera’s battle-­mates on the ground were not gods; they were Gaia’s monsters. Creatures of nightmare nurtured in the deepest caverns of Gaia’s womb, broken free to aid in this war against the Titans. Before Gaia had sent them, the two sides were evenly matched. Cronus and his five brothers had ruled the heavens since they overthrew their own father, Ouranos. Hera, Zeus and the other four children of Cronus had the advantage of youth – they were full of fiery rebellion, eager to seize the world. But the six Titans were experienced, they were crafty and they were long-­enduring. And so, years of war have passed in spasms of frantic, boiling chaos punctuated by desperate councils where the gods proffered the same tactics over and over, and Hera saw her own frustration at the unending stalemate mirrored in Zeus’ eyes.

			And then the three Hecatoncheires lumbered forth from the earth, sprouting fifty heads from each thick neck and a hundred arms bulging with muscle. The three Cyclopes followed, each with one vast eye in the centre of their craggy forehead. The gods turned their perfect faces away from them in distaste. But to Hera, their strength was beautiful.

			Now Hera’s monstrous warriors come forth again, clanking bronze chains as they walk, their silhouettes massive against the incandescent sky. They spread out across the battlefield and begin to bind the defeated Titans, who have fallen to Hera’s blade or been crushed by the monsters at her side. Not that they can truly die; she knows that. The same golden blood runs in her own veins, and ichor is strong enough to sustain her through any injury, however grievous. It will sustain them too, just enough to keep them alive in this broken, battered state. It is the closest to death that an immortal can ever come. They are beyond resisting, unable to move or make a sound, drained and beaten to almost nothing.

			The ground shudders. This is the end. Cronus, their father, who battles now against Zeus in the mountains, cannot stand against them alone. His allies are shackled at Hera’s feet, his children united against him, and even as his howl of fury rings out across the vast sky, she knows he is already beaten.

			The age of the Titans has collapsed.

			The rule of the Olympians begins.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			‘Come, blessed Goddess, fam’d almighty queen,

			with aspect kind, rejoicing and serene.’

			The Hymns of Orpheus XV: Juno [Hera],

			translated by Thomas Taylor, 1792

		

	
		
			1

			After the war is over, Gaia’s earth heals. In the years that follow, the plains where Hera cut down the Titans become meadows, and flowers grow in wild profusion where their blood soaked into the soil. The raw edges of the craters soften into gentle, grassy slopes. Hera strolls over them, and she remembers, This is where I led my monsters, this is where I plunged my spear into my enemies’ flesh, and the sunlight warms her skin. When she comes across pools that once glistened with golden blood, she smiles at her unchanged reflection in the clear water. Birds fly across skies that were once fractured with Zeus’ lightning, skies that now stretch blue and cloudless to the horizon.

			In the war, time was measured in skirmishes and strategy. Now, Hera charts its passing by the trees that grow where the battlefields were; thin saplings becoming forests of broad-­crowned oaks and towering pines.

			It’s from such a forest that she emerges now, slipping out from between the wide trunks into the afternoon sunshine, her cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkling. She shakes out her hair, plucking a leaf from the dark waves tumbling down her back. Her skin is still warm and tingling as she hurries towards the mountain that rises up from the landscape, higher than any around it. She pictures the river-­god she leaves behind her in their secluded glade; in her mind’s eye, she sees him bathing under his foaming waterfall, his thick chest gleaming in the spray, droplets glistening on his strong arms. She casts a longing glance back. These hazy days of peace afford a freedom that Hera never knew before. But today, she has somewhere she needs to be, and she moves briskly on.

			When Cronus ruled, Hera was hidden away and raised in the darkness of the house of Oceanus beneath the waters. She can remember what it was like, hearing the great river above her, its distant thunder surging over the rocks, trickling down through the mud, tingeing the air she breathed with the scent of damp earth. Now she is free, and every joy is hers to discover. She is a goddess revelling in the infancy of the world. A warrior who fought side by side with giants. A girl delighting in birdsong. Reigning in the heavens alongside her siblings; laughing in the woods with her lovers. A sister, curled up by the fire, exchanging confidences, her face open and warm in the glow of the cosy flames.

			She eyes the distant mountain. She can traverse great distances and never tire, but she decides to take the form of her preferred bird, the hawk, to get there now. Her body ripples in transformation, and she takes to the air, the ground dropping away. Since the war, no god has seen Gaia, but she has rewarded them with more and more bounteous life, and all of it is laid out beneath Hera now: silver schools of fish in the waters, bears and lions to prowl the forests, creatures that creep and slither and scamper, furred and feathered and scaled. On the plains, horses run wild, kicking up dust behind them, and Hera sees her brother Poseidon, darting between them, swinging himself on to their backs, seemingly just for the joy of galloping. He’s on his way to Mount Olympus too, the seat of the victorious gods, the mountain home that has given them their name. Up the steep slopes, past the ragged pines whose branches are stripped by the wind that whistles through the peaks, beyond the rough boulders, where the fresh tang of scattered snow is sharp in the air and the clouds wreathe around bare rock; from here, they can watch the world beneath them. The palace they have built is a feast for the eyes: shining white marble and gleaming gold columns so cold and smooth they could be carved from ice, every line and corner straight and sharp and flawless. It’s nothing like the rugged perfection of Gaia’s creation, Hera sometimes thinks. Its glory comes not from the wild and beautiful chaos of the earth below, but from order, and that’s more pleasing to her than anything else. After the tumult of war, they lift themselves now beyond the grasp of any possible usurper.

			 

			No one can challenge us, Zeus had said when it was all over. Hera thought no one would dare.

			The victorious Olympians chained their father and four of his Titan brothers in the deepest bowels of the earth, a pit called Tartarus from which they can never escape. They will live out eternity in its darkness, sunk so deep that all their power and ferocity can’t shake even a pebble on the surface. Only one of Cronus’ allies, his nephew, Atlas, was spared the pit. He stands at the western edge of the world, the crushing weight of the heavens resting on his shoulders. His bowed, weary stance serves as a reminder to the other Titans – the Titans who didn’t fight, who now live free under Olympian rule – that they were right not to join the battle. A warning to them in case they ever doubt it; in case their allegiance to the Olympians should ever waver.

			Hera keeps a close eye on these peaceful Titans. When Zeus consigned the five brothers to the pit, their skills went with them. Hyperion, who had commanded the sun, will never see its light again. It’s his children who perform his role now. Hera oversees, makes sure they never deviate. And sure enough, each morning, Eos appears, Hyperion’s daughter, Titaness of the dawn. The horses tethered to her chariot whicker softly, and Hera looks for the glitter of their wide, dark eyes reflecting the light of the morning star as they emerge from the banks of Oceanus and begin their climb through the dim air. Far above, Eos’ sister, Selene, withdraws slowly, the great silver orb of the moon gliding away with her as Eos makes her ascent to the heavens, strewing radiant sparks of fire through the dying night. Her rosy fingers trail through the sky, the bottom edges of the clouds blooming with pink feathery streaks of light where she touches them. Eos will give way to her brother, Helios, whose horses will charge forth, a crown of rays flashing atop his head, his gaudy procession through the skies relentless and unstoppable. But for a moment, the world is held still on the cusp of a new day and Eos, mother of stars and winds, laughs as her sons wreathe around her, their caresses lifting her hair and fluttering across her face in a scatter of gentle kisses. It unfolds the same way each time: regular, predictable, ordered. The days stack up, and no one cares to count how many. What matters to Hera is that each one happens as it should.

			 

			The sky behind the palace is white, merging with the shining stone. Wisps of cloud flutter past the graceful columns as Hera ascends the final stretch of the mountain. She has taken her goddess form again, preferring to climb. She likes to feel the rough surface of the rock beneath her smooth feet, the bracing shock of snow between her perfect, immortal toes. Sometimes a snake will dart from its hiding place, coil around her ankles and be gone again, and she’ll laugh out loud, relishing the sensation of its sleek power against her skin.

			A bird swoops past, its wingspan wide enough to blot out the sunlight for a moment. An eagle; hardy enough to brave this bleak, rocky elevation. Hera likes its hooked beak, its sharp claws and the vast sweep of its wings, though she loves smaller birds better, the ones that rest on her palm, their heartbeats thrilling against her thumb.

			The eagle is Zeus’ choice, and of course he is here with it now, on the wide marble steps that lead up to the gates of Olympus. It dives towards him, landing on his outstretched arm. It ruffles its wings, tucking them at its side as it dips its head into his palm. Zeus smiles at the bird as it stretches its throat back and swallows his gift. Something crushed and bloody, still warm.

			When he sees Hera, his face brightens. ‘Where have you been?’ he asks her. The bird’s long black claws sink into his forearm, but of course they cannot puncture his skin.

			‘Nowhere in particular.’

			He gestures to her to walk with him, and the eagle, affronted, takes to the skies again.

			Zeus’ appearance still takes Hera by surprise sometimes. Part of her expects to see the boy-­god she knew on Crete, before the war. When it was only the two of them, hungry to claim their birthright. On Olympus, he has assumed a more regal dignity. A thicker beard, an air of authority. His words don’t tumble out so quickly anymore. But she still sees his delight in her presence, just the same as the first time they met and each of them realised they weren’t alone.

			On the other side of the gates, the courtyard shimmers in the soft light of the sun. A haze hangs in the sky beyond, cloaking the other mountaintops in the distance. Hera would lean over the low wall, letting the cold breeze lift her hair – there is almost nothing she likes better than to survey the world from up here – but there are nymphs draped across the benches, giggling together, and she stands up straighter.

			‘Isn’t there something they should be doing?’ she asks, and Zeus shrugs.

			‘There will be.’

			It’s frustratingly vague as an answer, and a challenge is already forming on her lips as she whips her head around towards him, but the words die in her throat when she sees his eyes are already locked on her, warm with amusement.

			‘Is this what you do all day, check up on all the Titans and the nymphs, make sure everyone is usefully occupied?’ he asks. ‘Is there no better use of your time?’

			She doesn’t think there is anyone in the world who speaks to her as directly as Zeus does. Nobody else would dare.

			‘Don’t you think it’s important to know how your subjects spend their time?’ she counters. ‘And that they’re kept busy?’

			‘In case they use their freedom like we did?’ he asks, and it takes her by surprise. To make even a joking reference to an imagined rebellion – it feels shocking, profane even. ‘These girls,’ he goes on, and he shakes his head, smiling. ‘There’s no cause for worry.’

			There are a dozen retorts she could make, but he’s probably right about the nymphs. Hera watches them chatting breathlessly to one another, winding their hair around their fingers, their voices high and thin as they lean inwards, flutters of their conversation drifting across the perfumed air. They don’t look as though they’re intent on toppling any regime. They’re not like Zeus and Hera were.

			‘Perhaps I shouldn’t, then,’ she says. ‘Worry, that is.’

			He takes her arm, easy and confident. ‘Of course not.’

			He doesn’t give any indication that he knows where she’s been, or what else she might do on her wanderings. There’s no teasing insinuation about her riverside trysts – today’s or any other – no raised eyebrow, no jokes like the ones he makes with his brothers about his own dalliances.

			She’s glad. She likes to have secrets. Maybe she grew used to that in the old days, perhaps it’s a habit she can’t shake – the desire to hold something close to her heart and keep it just for herself, not for anyone else.

			They pass through the columns, into the megaron. Four golden pillars in the centre hold up the ceiling. Hera’s eyes are drawn immediately to the seven golden thrones that line the far wall; they are new and startling, the sight of them sending a little thrill through her body. Poseidon is here already, ahead of her. The hearth burns bright as always, crimson flames casting dancing shadows on to stone. Hestia glances up from her low seat beside it and smiles at Hera as she enters. A flurry of voices and a clatter of steps announce the arrival of Demeter and Hades. Now the six siblings are together, and only Aphrodite is still to come.

			‘Where is she?’ Zeus sounds annoyed.

			‘You know she does as she pleases.’ Hera slides on to the bench next to Hestia.

			‘She’ll be here,’ Hestia assures him.

			There’s a tension in his shoulders. Demeter and Hades chatter on blithely, and Poseidon scowls into the fire. It’s only Hera who recognises Zeus’ mood, and she can’t resist provoking him.

			‘Do you think she’ll miss it, though?’ she asks, her eyes round with innocence. ‘Because that would mean . . .’

			His eyes darken, but at that very moment, Aphrodite sweeps in. Hera smiles sweetly. Nothing will puncture her good spirits today.

			Zeus clears his throat and the gods fall silent. He gestures to the new thrones. ‘Sit,’ he says. ‘The Titans will be on their way.’

			He takes the centre throne. Hera sits at his right. Poseidon sits on the other side, Hades next to him and Aphrodite at the end. Demeter takes the throne beside Hera, and Hestia the last. For a moment, they are silent and still. The gold feels cool where it touches Hera’s skin – the hand she rests on its side, the backs of her arms and the shoulder left bare by her draped dress.

			Then one of the nymphs from the courtyard, her face serious now, opens the arched doors and ushers in the Titans.

			The gods of the old world stand face to face with the new. Helios stands among them, crowned with golden rays; there is silver-­horned Selene, and Eos clad in a rosy gown. Oceanus and Tethys, risen from the depths of their vast river, their robes trimmed with coral and pearl. Styx of the underground river that branches from theirs. Klymene, the mother of the beleaguered Atlas, her sweet face shadowed. Her husband languishes in Tartarus with Cronus; her son strains under the weight of the sky. But she is still here, in the Olympian palace.

			‘Styx,’ Zeus says, and the Titaness steps forward. ‘You were the first of the Titans to come to me in the war and swear your loyalty to us instead of to Cronus and his brothers.’

			Her gaze is steady, her dark eyes fixed on his.

			‘You preside over the river that flows from the upper world to the lower,’ he goes on. ‘In gratitude for what you did for us, we will honour your stream now. Its waters will be the waters that all gods will swear oaths on from now on; oaths that will be as unbreakable as your word.’

			He takes her hand, and looks out across the watching Titans. ‘We are all descendants of Gaia.’ His voice rolls across the silent hall like distant thunder. ‘A family, coming together in peace now the suffering of war is over. We welcome you here on Mount Olympus.’

			No Titan betrays their thoughts. Every immortal face in the room is smooth, devoid of expression.

			‘But,’ Zeus goes on, ‘we must make sure that the mistakes of the past are never repeated.’ His thunderbolt is tucked into his belt; the slender, pronged weapon that the Cyclopes forged for him, that could crumble the mountain beneath their feet if he wished. ‘The rule of the Titans that came before us was cruel. Ouranos, the sky-­Titan, subdued Gaia in marriage and imprisoned her children. The world was crushed beneath his weight, stifled by his tyranny. It was only when Gaia gave her youngest son, Cronus, the sickle he would use to slice his father apart and scatter the pieces to the winds that the world would know freedom.’

			For Hera, his words conjure the drifting fragments of the vanquished Titan; diffuse and weakened, floating on the breeze, an echo of the powerful king he once was.

			‘The castration of Ouranos gave us Aphrodite.’ Zeus nods towards the goddess on her throne, and she smiles, lifting the solemnity in the room for a brief but dazzling moment. ‘His blood mingled with the seawater, and she was born from the foaming waves. But Aphrodite’s loyalty was never to Cronus. She would join with us against him.’ He nods emphatically. His thunderbolt is a warning to anyone who would not fall in line, but Aphrodite is an enticement. Her beauty, her allure, calls to everyone in the room far more seductively than Zeus’ lecture.

			Still, he recites their history, one they all know intimately. ‘After Cronus toppled Ouranos, he married Rhea, his sister. But in fear that his own son might do to him what he did to his father, he plucked each infant she bore him from her arms and swallowed them whole. Hestia, Demeter, Poseidon and Hades. Only Hera and I were saved, spirited away by Gaia – Hera to the halls of Oceanus and me to Crete, to be raised by Metis.’

			Hera catches the eye of the Titaness of whom he speaks. Metis looks back at her, the same grey eyes that Hera remembers from when she came to Crete to join her brother. Zeus spoke of Styx as though she was their first Titan ally, but before her there were Oceanus and Tethys, who had taken in Hera, and Metis, who hid Zeus away in the foothills of Mount Dicte. It was Metis who trained the two of them together for war. Metis who prepared the emetic herbs that she would use to trick Cronus later, so that he would bring his swallowed children back up. Hera wonders why it is only Styx that Zeus honours here today; perhaps he holds some other reward in store for Metis.

			In this airy hall, where the gold shimmers in the firelight, where the gods are strong and young and glorious, the old savagery seems so very long ago – an age of darkness they have banished forever.

			‘No Titans will rule again.’ Zeus echoes her thoughts. ‘We will never return to those days. Every one of you will swear today, just as Styx once did, that your allegiance is to us. The oath you swear will bind not just you, but your children as well, even those not yet born.’

			There is no dissent. Hera doesn’t know what each Titan thinks as they step forward, one by one. It doesn’t matter, so long as they pour the water from the jug held by Styx, and swear upon its silvery stream that they will serve the Olympians. The peace they have won will be eternal.

			When it’s done, the Titans depart and the atmosphere lightens. The Olympians descend from their thrones and sit instead on low benches, cushioned with shaggy furs, and sip sweet nectar from polished horns. Hera breathes in its fragrance. The honeyed spices rising from the thick, amber liquid are rich and intoxicating. Outside the palace, the sun sinks low behind the mountain, the sky alight with the same fiery shades as the nectar that she swirls one way then the other, watching it gleam as it catches the torchlight.

			The gods are convivial, congratulatory as they talk and feast. Serving-­nymphs bring platters of roasted meat, honey, cheese and figs, followed by the sweet ambrosia that is the privilege only of the gods. Demeter is animated, expressive, gesturing with her hands in the air to sketch out the shape of growing plants, and when she shakes back her hair, it ripples down her back and Hera thinks of leaves swaying in the breeze. Her sister smells of the earth after rain, fresh and vital and invigorating.

			‘And how was your watch today?’ Hestia murmurs to Hera. ‘Is the world still in order, like always?’ She leans in close, the scent of smoke, a crackle of embers, a comforting sense of home and safety emanating from her.

			‘Everything is the same,’ Hera answers, and she feels a fierce gladness at her own words. A satisfaction as she looks around the table. Aphrodite curves her lips at some private thought. The aroma of rose petals rises from the smooth, bare skin of her arms and neck. She has them crushed in golden oil, rubbed into her flesh when she stands up from her fragrant bath, and it always drifts behind her, a seductive trail in the air.

			Hera notices the dust clinging to Poseidon’s forearms where his elbows rest on the table, his fingers interlinked beneath his chin. His eyes are dark and surly as ever, but tonight they seem fixed on Hestia, who keeps her face determinedly turned towards Hera.

			‘And you?’ Hera asks, flicking her gaze to their brother and back, a pointed gesture for Hestia and no one else. She wants to know what’s going on, why Poseidon stares so.

			Hestia shakes her head a fraction, rolls her eyes. ‘The same . . . for now.’ Perhaps she has no explanation either. She’s looking at Zeus and Hades now, the two of them deep in their own conversation. Every now and again, Zeus’ booming laughter rolls around the hall, an echo of thunder.

			The conversation turns, as it always does, to their victory over the Titans. They never tire of bringing out the same ­stories, each of them eager to speak of their own bravery and decisive action at each moment of peril. Hera enjoys it just as much as the rest of them. She appreciates it all the better – the magnificent hall, the attentive nymphs, their seat in the clouds – when she remembers a time before these luxuries.

			 

			When Hera ascends to her chamber later, it is in a haze of contentment. Their seven thrones work. The continuation of the world proves that it works. Power shared between them, not one tyrant growing ever more solitary and ferocious.

			Hera sleeps. The nectar and ambrosia she consumed replenish the ichor in her veins, strengthening her. In repose, any trace of wary watchfulness drops away from her. Her face is unchanged since she grew to womanhood. Aeons of war and an infinitude of peace have left no lines, no mark on her immortal flesh.
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			Demeter prefers to spend her time roaming rather than staying too long on her throne in the airy megaron of their palace. Zeus, Poseidon and Hades sprawl there more often than not, while Hestia prefers the cosy warmth of the hearth. Hera divides her time equally between the outside world and her royal seat. But when Hera wanders, she doesn’t forget how they won this freedom, and how closely they must guard it. She is ready for any sign of dissension, for the Titans to stray from their allotted tasks. They never do.

			Other immortals swell their ranks; another tier of deities born. Zeus is busy consolidating their alliances. The ­Titaness Mnemosyne gives him nine daughters, and he calls them Muses. They aren’t charged with responsibility to keep the sun in the sky or the rivers flowing; they are blessed with beautiful voices that they lift together in song. What they sing of most often is the victory of the Olympians. The battle of gods and Titans will never be forgotten, Hera realises. The old rule of Cronus is hazy now, his cruelties left far behind in the past. But the Muses will keep the celebration of the gods alive. Hera thrills a little when she hears her own name in their songs.

			She notes when more are born; when Zeus invites the ­Titaness Themis to counsel him – Themis, whose clear sight and foreknowledge of the future must have given her an inkling of what the outcome would be – and with her come her daughters, the graceful Horae who tend to the earth, and the three Fates. The task of the Fates will be to allot the lifespans of the mortals Zeus and Prometheus are bent on creating. Hera hears the two of them discussing it whenever she comes back to the palace, and she wonders at their vanity. It is Gaia who brings forth creation; it is goddesses and Titanesses who give birth. Zeus and Prometheus shaping dolls from clay is not how life is made. Cronus had attempted it before them, and his mortals had been too feeble to survive long in the world. She thinks that Zeus should be satisfied with his divine offspring, and leave Cronus’ failed experiments in the past with the rest of his rule.

			Even their sister Demeter bears him a daughter, an infant called Kore. Hera wonders at this liaison more than any of the others. The gods do as they please, act on their whims and follow their desires, but somehow she is still surprised when Demeter swells and ripens like the fruit trees she nurtures, and attributes it to Zeus.

			Hera is relieved when Demeter whisks the child away to an island and speaks no more about her. It would complicate things, Hera thinks – it could disrupt the order they’ve established. She doesn’t know what a child of Demeter and Zeus might grow up to be, what claim she might want to lay, and she can’t help but bridle at the prospect. Hera knew Zeus before any of the rest of them did.

			That it was Hera and Zeus who first formed an alliance against Cronus goes unspoken, but acknowledged. The victory belongs to them most of all. Hera doesn’t want this superseded by anyone else. So it is only when she realises that Demeter isn’t going to speak of what took place between her and Zeus, or mention her daughter, that Hera is content again.

			The family of gods grows ever larger, and Hera can see the advantage. They establish more loyalty, closer ties, and make it less likely that their rule will ever be threatened.

			 

			Zeus makes his mortals, and Hera finds them as unimpressive as she expected. They huddle together in small hamlets, easy enough to avoid. They’re afraid of the vast open spaces of the plains, the depths of the forests and the wild seas. They don’t dare to wander off alone, terrified of prowling creatures with sharp claws and fangs, for they lack any such defences. Without fur, they shiver, naked and pathetically ill-­equipped for the world into which Zeus has brought them.

			Hera ignores them, but Zeus is too pleased with his creation not to seek out her admiration. She finds herself faced with his expectant expression, trying to summon up an opinion.

			‘It’s a feat,’ she says at last. ‘To create life from nothing. Like Gaia herself.’

			He puffs up with pride. ‘That’s right.’

			But what a pale imitation of her creations these are, Hera thinks. ‘What are they for?’ she asks out loud.

			‘Cronus’ mortals worshipped him,’ Zeus says, his tone offhand. ‘It pleased him to have their devotion.’

			But Cronus’ mortals, unlike their creator, were more peaceful than these. Perhaps Zeus was not so careful; perhaps in his eagerness to press ahead, he didn’t take the time to get it right. These mortals seem peevish, fractious, easily inclined to argue with one another. They fight over their trinkets, their poor wooden shelters, the crops that Demeter so patiently encourages to grow near their settlements. They don’t spend their days in quiet gratitude like the mortals who had lived before.

			‘Why do you help them?’ Hera asks Demeter, her curiosity piqued.

			Demeter sighs. ‘Pity, I suppose. They can’t seem to manage alone.’

			Better Demeter’s interference than Aphrodite’s. The renewed existence of mortals has delighted no one else more; even Zeus is not so tickled as Aphrodite by the opportunity for entertainment they present.

			Hera can’t imagine what possible allure these grey, weary creatures have for the shining, resplendent goddess. Their skin is stretched thin over purple veins, their eyes watery and their limbs weak; they don’t present any sort of attraction that Hera can conceive of. They begin their lives mewling and tiny, even more hopelessly dependent than the full-­grown versions, and within the blink of an eye they are withered and wrinkled, their meagre existence snuffed out.

			‘If you concentrate,’ Aphrodite tells her, ‘if you pay attention, then their lifespans aren’t quite so fleeting as you think.’

			The Fates, at last occupied with something, are busy spinning and measuring and cutting the threads that determine just how fleeting these lifespans are. To Hera, it seems that no sooner have they spun a thread than they slice it, and another mortal slumps over into death.

			‘But what is there to hold your attention, even if you try?’

			Aphrodite smiles. ‘They have passions,’ she says. ‘Desires I can inflame, a little flicker I can stir into an inferno if I want.’

			‘Why do you want to, though?’ Hera pushes, but Aphrodite doesn’t answer. She’s infuriatingly languid, always giving the impression that she doesn’t care about anything beyond her pleasures: a scented bath, an attendant-­nymph’s fingers combing through her hair, a cup of sweet, honeyed nectar.

			‘It gives her a way to flex her power,’ Hestia murmurs to Hera later. ‘A way to play without consequence.’

			Hera isn’t the only immortal to be wary of Aphrodite. Her taste for pleasure is one she can spread to others, her influence so beguiling and irresistible that no one realises how strong she is until they’re already under her spell. Hera has wondered sometimes if Aphrodite is nearby when she’s found herself overcome by longing for a handsome god in the forest; has found herself looking from side to side, alert for the scent of roses just in case the goddess has followed her in mischief. Gods don’t like to lose control of themselves; they’re all a little suspicious of Aphrodite. From the moment she joined them – neither Titan nor Olympian, but something else – they could all feel it. They could sense the promise within her: I could tear the world down, burn it to ashes, and make you long for more.

			Gods recognise strength and they respect it. It’s why Aphrodite has the seventh throne, although she is no child of Cronus like Hera and her siblings. And it’s why Aphrodite veils her power, holds it back from them. It makes sense that she would enjoy the freedom that the creation of mortals lends her, to exercise it at her whim without risking divine revenge.

			‘And what do you think of them?’ Hera asks Hestia.

			Like Demeter, she looks sympathetic. ‘I’d like to give them fire,’ she says. ‘They’re so cold at night, so afraid of the dark.’

			‘They’d burn their villages to smoke,’ Hera says.

			‘Zeus forbids it, anyway,’ Hestia says, a tinge of regret in her voice.

			Poseidon appears to be as little enamoured of the mortals as Hera is, and Hades won’t be drawn to comment. She sees him sometimes, watching them, perhaps a shade of her sisters’ sympathy in his eyes, but she doesn’t really know.

			A pointless experiment, she decides, and maybe a sign that Zeus is restless. She thinks he’ll tire of this project soon and move on to something else, but instead he finds further diversion in his mortals.

			Specifically, in a king, or so he calls himself. When Zeus tells her about him, Hera can hardly believe even a mortal would pride himself on ruling over such scraps, but he does. He’s taken a wife, but when the wife’s father came to visit them, this king took offence at one thing or another, and murdered the man.

			‘They’re always fighting one another,’ she says. ‘Why do you care?’

			Zeus shrugs. ‘I like this one,’ he says. ‘He has ambition.’

			Hera makes a face. ‘I don’t even know how you tell them apart,’ she says, and Zeus laughs.

			‘You know nothing about them,’ he says. ‘If you watched them for a while—’

			‘Well, what of it?’ Hera interrupts. She doesn’t care to hear him rhapsodise again about his creations.

			‘They’ve chased him out of his village,’ Zeus says. ‘They curse him for his treatment of his father-­in-­law, for his lack of respect, both for his elder and the fact that the old man was a guest in his house.’

			‘And?’ asks Hera.

			‘I’ve decided to offer him sanctuary,’ Zeus announces. ‘Here, on Mount Olympus.’

			A mortal, in the home of the gods. If Hera thought the very creation of them was an act of foolish ego, this is beyond anything she could have foreseen.

			She swears to stay away while the mortal is there – it’s hardly an inconvenience. Mortal lives are over so quickly, she’ll barely notice the time until either Zeus tires of his new plaything or the man dies. But she can’t quite believe that Zeus will actually allow it to happen, that he would really bring a mortal to their palace. Besides, she doesn’t want to be the only god that doesn’t see it for herself, to listen to their stories later without having anything to offer. So, with a grudging fascination, she lingers.

			He’s hunched, wearing dirty, ragged skins around his body. Hera smooths down the soft fabric of her tunic, the flowing folds that move against her skin like water, golden threads glimmering in the sunlight. Weaving belongs to the gods; a skill as yet undreamt of by humans. She notices the grime rooted deep beneath his bare nails, his matted beard and the salt stink of him. Next to him, Zeus gleams with divine vitality; the comparison could not be more stark. Surely Zeus can’t feel any sense of pride in his creation Hera thinks. The gods have to dim their radiance for the benefit of the mortal; his eyes are too weak to withstand their glory, and he would burn to ashes if he looked upon them as they truly are.

			When an eagle soars over the palace, it is magnificent. Never mind that it is of the earth, to which it will one day return. It’s beautiful and harmonious, perfectly in its own element. This man – Ixion, as Zeus introduces him – struggles even to breathe up here. The air is too thin for his lungs; his chest heaves as he tries to speak around his shallow panting. He’s forbidden to consume the nectar and ambrosia on which the gods dine, so he eats a lumpen bread, dense and dark. She wonders what immortal hands have grudgingly made it for him. He flings himself upon it in disbelief, never having tasted such a thing. The crumbs fall from his mouth, mingling with the juices of the berries he’s been brought. Hera wonders if Zeus gathered the berries himself. She can almost picture it, so hearty is he about this strange joke; she can see him laughing in the woods, preparing for this unprecedented guest.

			At first, the mortal king is cowed by their presence, but he begins to relax as he realises he isn’t about to be struck by Zeus’ thunderbolt or hurled off the peak. He stares around at the golden pillars and the bright stone, all impossibilities in his limited experience. He knows browns and muddy greens, he knows toil and discomfort, he knows cold and hunger. When he sees the fire burning in the central hearth of the megaron, his mouth drops open and he can’t tear his eyes away. He’s hypnotised by the dancing flames, drawing nearer and jumping back in comical astonishment when he feels the heat on his skin.

			‘You said you would keep the secret of fire for the gods alone,’ Hera mutters to Zeus.

			‘What can he do with it?’ Zeus replies. ‘He doesn’t know how to conjure it himself; he’ll hardly have the words to describe it when he goes back.’

			She takes heart from this. At least Zeus intends for Ixion to go back.

			And when he does, overwhelmed by the majesty and miracle of the gods, he’ll live out the rest of his life never being able to recreate the wonders he saw on Mount Olympus. Is that part of the appeal for Zeus? After all, what good is it to deny these privileges to men if they don’t even know they exist?

			Part of her had feared that Zeus invited the king here in order to blend their worlds more closely. Instead, it seems that he wants to impress on the man how inferior he is, and how very powerful the gods are in comparison.

			But Ixion begins to lose his stuttering awe. She sees him begin to look more closely at the riches of their home. The necklaces that tumble from Aphrodite’s neck, polished amber and lapis, shining metals and delicate pink quartz – stones he has never seen before, wrought from divine craftsmanship that humans will not learn for centuries still to come. A rock-­crystal bowl, glowing in the firelight. His eyes turn covetous, resting on one treasure and then the next, and then his gaze creeps towards Hera herself.

			It feels like a creature scuttling across her skin. She looks at Aphrodite, indignant, and Aphrodite looks back – the realisation dawning on her at the same time as it does on Hera. This isn’t her work; she has cast no spell on Ixion. It wouldn’t even occur to her – to any of them – that a man could lift his eyes to a goddess.

			Aphrodite is caught between horror and delight, her eyes wide and her fingers pressed across her mouth as though to suppress a smile. If Hera wasn’t so profoundly insulted, she might laugh too, at the sheer, insane presumption of the man. But his gaze lingers on the outline of her breasts, and it makes her want to plunge into an ice-­cold pool to scrub off every trace of his stare.

			As she considers smashing Ixion’s skull on the marble tiles, Hades’ voice breaks into her thoughts. ‘Our guest must be tired,’ he says. His tone is soft and measured; his face unreadable. ‘It must be exhausting; the only mortal to have ever dined with the gods. I’ll take him to his chamber to rest.’

			Zeus looks as though he might object, but then he waves an arm in dismissal. He hasn’t noticed Ixion’s impiety. ‘You’re right,’ he says. ‘Let him sleep, so he can marvel again tomorrow with a clear head.’

			The mortal king has the good sense to do as he is bidden. He follows Hades meekly enough, and he lies down in a bed softer than anything he’s known before, in a room beyond all imagining. But this is a man who has lived his life taking what he wants. He clawed his way to power through violence and greed, leaving weeping women in his wake. He sees Zeus, Poseidon and Hades, and understands their strength: the way they stand head and shoulders above him, the breadth of their chests and the power in their strides. But when he looks at Hestia, Demeter, Aphrodite and Hera, he trembles with excitement. Ixion knows what to do with women; he knows how to stifle their screams and force them down beneath him. In the house of the gods, his mind runs wild with visions of Hera. He sees her haughty, lovely face contorted, his forearm pressed against her throat. He thinks of her smooth, divine flesh laid bare, and the flicker of contempt in her eyes giving way to panic.

			In the megaron, the gods talk about it too. Zeus is unconvinced at first. Hera was against him from the start, determined to think the worst of any mortal. Her anger is just a product of her displeasure. But the other gods chime in, agreeing that Ixion’s desires could not have been plainer. What kind of man would even dare to look a goddess in the face at all they argue. Aphrodite tells Zeus what she felt, the waves of lust that rolled from the king. Not the kind she instils, not the heady intoxication and wash of desire in which she revels, but a darker longing: to break and conquer and ravage. Hestia comments with disgust on the sheen of sweat across his forehead and the way he ran his tongue across his lips. Demeter says nothing, only puckering her lips with distaste. Poseidon smirks and stays silent, and Zeus ponders.

			‘You liked him for his ambition,’ Hera says. ‘But you need to remind him of his place.’ In the dirt, among the other humans, is what she means.

			Something is dawning on Zeus’ face. A realisation, a recognition. ‘I wonder,’ he muses, ‘just how far he would go.’

			And he smiles.

			 

			The cloud-­nymph Nephele is summoned. ‘You can make illusions,’ Zeus says. ‘You can shape a vision from clouds, and anyone who sees it would believe it is real.’

			Her face is cast down, demure and sweet. ‘I hope I am so skilled.’

			He claps a hand to her shoulder, his hand lingering on the bare skin at her neck. ‘Make Hera.’

			Her head darts up at this. ‘Hera? But – I could never dream of replicating her beauty—’ She stumbles over her words, casting an anxious look in Hera’s direction.

			‘Try.’

			Hera gives a slight nod. She doesn’t like this plan, doesn’t see the need for it. But she thinks that perhaps it will convince Zeus of what she’s always said about the mortals. It might end his interest in them altogether, and they can carry on as before.

			Nephele is gifted; Hera remembers that from her earliest days. This nymph is a daughter of Oceanus and Tethys, and she lived in Oceanus’ halls beneath the river when Hera did. Nephele had the freedom to come and go as she pleased; she was not trapped below the thick mud and rushing waters. She could ascend to the upper world, where the dark smoke of night met the rosy light of dawn, where Eos still harnesses her chariot every sunrise, and there, at the edge of the earth, she practised her creations. Drawing water into the air, gathering it together and setting it afloat in the skies in whatever shape was her whim. That was how she began. But then Iris, charmed by her sculptures, would come to help. The ­winged goddess offered to lend her the colours from her rainbow, and Nephele would mix and blend the shades, letting them bleed into her cloud-­shapes so that they took on a startlingly realistic aspect.

			In the time since, Nephele’s gift has become an impressive accomplishment. She practises it for her own delight and that of her sisters. Now she has the chance to please the Olympians, and she takes it.

			The result is beyond anything Nephele has created before. Hera is fascinated by the cloud image of herself. The same smooth arch of her forehead, delicate eyelids fluttering closed over her eyes – round and full and dark, fringed with sweeping lashes like those of the famed cattle of Helios – her lips plump and perfect. Nephele’s work does not displease her.

			Nor does it displease Zeus. He eyes the false Hera with appreciation. ‘Superb,’ he says.

			‘It’s very convincing.’ Hera folds her arms across her chest. Impressed as she is by Nephele’s sculpture, she can’t feign any enthusiasm for its intended use.

			Zeus glances at her. ‘It’s a shadow compared to you.’ He hesitates. ‘But it will fool the mortal well enough.’

			She swallows. ‘It will.’

			Abruptly, he takes her hand in both of his. His gaze is sincere. ‘I would never let him touch you,’ he says.

			She snorts. ‘He couldn’t come close.’

			‘And I’ll make him suffer for even thinking that he might.’

			She pulls her hands free of his. She can’t abide any more delay. ‘The sooner it’s done, the sooner that mortal is gone from our palace. Let’s get this over with.’

			They leave the sleeping phantom in Hera’s chamber and they wait.

			It doesn’t take long for Ixion to rise from his own bed, stupefied with fantasies, intent on his purpose. Sweat dampens his hairline, froth gathers at the corners of his mouth, and he creeps across the marble tiles to where Hera sleeps. He thinks of nothing but his own desire; his mind is incoherent, dazzled by the impossibility of everything around him. He has convinced himself that he is here because he deserves to have what the gods enjoy.

			He slips into Hera’s chamber, her holy sanctuary. Silver moonlight spills through the window; the breeze is cool against his damp skin. The air is fragrant with the scent of lotus blossoms. The peace feels sacred. A thrill shudders through him; this is a violation greater than any other.

			And then he strikes. The phantom twists in his grip. She isn’t the warm flesh he was expecting, but he thinks perhaps this is what a goddess feels like. He feels a surge of power, an incredible rush that he can subdue her, that she gives way so easily, that she almost seems to dissolve as he tears at her dress and forces his way into her, light exploding behind his eyes as he gasps and judders to a stop.

			And then she is gone, vanished into vapour, and he is lying foolish and alone on an empty bed.

			From the corridor, the gods draw closer. When he rolls over and looks up at them, he knows there is no escape.

			 

			The fire that so intrigued Ixion becomes his torment. Zeus binds him to a great wheel, sets it aflame and sends it spinning into the heavens.

			Still, Hera won’t let it lie. ‘What if any of the other mortals are as greedy as him?’ she asks. ‘What if they, too, lack fear? What if they try to ascend to our palace again?’

			Zeus looks discomfited. ‘These men are bolder than the ones who came before, it’s true.’ He thinks for a moment. ‘We must have misjudged, in the making of them. In case any are as rotten as Ixion was, we’ll get rid of them. A flood, maybe.’

			For the other gods, there was a certain amount of entertainment in Ixion’s downfall, but Hera found no enjoyment in watching him in her chamber. The cloud-­phantom wore her face, and it made her uneasy to see those filthy mortal fingers splayed across it to silence her cries. She could almost feel his hot breath in her ear; his greasy skin on her own. She found she couldn’t laugh it off so easily as the others.

			But Zeus keeps his word. He summons a great wave from the ocean and it washes the mortals away in a tide of divine vengeance. When the waters retreat, the earth comes back green and vibrant and renewed. Everything goes back to how it was before. She hopes Zeus has lost his enthusiasm, that he won’t try again.

			She could live forever like this, in a world that never has to change.
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			It’s an impossible hope, although she doesn’t know it yet. The earth is changing all the time; Gaia breathes and the world shifts, imperceptible but unstoppable. Far faster, her fellow gods look for the next diversion, moving in whichever direction desire sways them.

			Swooping down from the twilit skies, hawk-­clad, Hera sees Metis hurrying from a forest. Shortly after, Zeus saunters from the same gap in the trees. Hera narrows her eyes.

			The next morning, a divine council of gods gather in the megaron, and Hera watches Metis closely. The Titaness says less than usual, and Zeus doesn’t look to her for advice as he talks. Afterwards, Hera detains her in a bright-­frescoed corridor, the two of them alone while, in the throne room, the gods laugh and drink together.

			‘I saw you and Zeus earlier,’ Hera says.

			Alarm flashes into Metis’ eyes, but she’s quick to gather her composure again. ‘What of it?’ she asks.

			‘Was there something . . .?’ Hera hesitates. She doesn’t know how to give voice to what she’s thinking.

			‘What?’ says Metis.

			‘Zeus can do as he wishes,’ Hera says. ‘You as well. It’s just – you were his nurse.’

			She can’t discern any reaction. Metis keeps her gaze cool and steady. ‘Zeus is no longer a boy. He’s a king.’

			Everything is different now, Hera concedes, from those days spent in the shade of Mount Dicte. When Zeus would perch on a rock in the sun-­dappled light beneath the trees, the goat whose milk had nourished him in the absence of their mother always at his side. Nothing else is the same, so why not this change too?

			‘So you are lovers, then?’

			Metis is silent, gathering her thoughts. She always used to do this, the young Hera watching her, spellbound, waiting. ‘When Gaia asked me to take him in, I saw that he could be great – greater than his father,’ she says. ‘I sensed the power in him. And I trusted Gaia. She wanted an end to the savagery of Cronus. I saw the prospect of a better world in Zeus.’

			It isn’t even close to being an answer, not as far as Hera can divine. But then, Metis has the most powerful intellect of any immortal in the realm, and Hera knows she’s keeping whatever has passed between her and Zeus hidden for a reason. She’s talking about kings and dynasties, about power and ruling. Not about love, or even just desire.

			And there is something hunted in her expression, something more disconcerting to Hera than the idea that, of all of Zeus’ possible conquests, he would turn to their childhood mentor as his next.

			Hestia appears at the end of the corridor. ‘Hera?’

			If there was a moment when she could have pressed Metis further, it is shattered. The Titaness nods to Hestia. ‘You have things to discuss,’ she says. ‘I’ll leave you both to it.’ And she strides away.

			‘Did I interrupt?’ Hestia asks.

			Hera shakes her head. ‘Never mind. What is it?’

			Hestia glances up and down the empty corridor, making sure they aren’t overheard. Her face is serious. ‘Poseidon.’

			Hera wrinkles her nose. ‘He wants you in his bed?’ she guesses.

			‘Worse,’ says Hestia. ‘He seeks a wife.’

			‘A wife? You?’

			Hestia shudders. ‘Imagine it.’

			‘But why does he want a wife at all?’ Hera can’t understand it.

			‘He looks to Cronus.’ The name seems to stick in Hestia’s throat, a flash of panic in her eyes, as though saying it could conjure his presence. It startles Hera, to see her sister’s fear. She knows that Hestia isn’t weak, even if her calm and quiet nature might give the impression she wouldn’t fight back. ‘Think about it, Hera. Our mother was Cronus’ sister. Cronus married her to consolidate his power – so that he wouldn’t just be the son of the king, but married to the king’s daughter too. Poseidon thinks it would be the same if he marries me.’

			‘But we all rule together.’

			Hestia holds her gaze. ‘For how much longer?’

			Hera shakes her head. ‘You think Poseidon would take a lesson from Cronus? Cronus, who we put under the earth?’

			‘I watch them. From the fireside, I listen to what they’re saying. I hear the words behind what they say out loud. And you should be careful, Hera.’

			‘Of Poseidon? When you refuse him, you think he’ll come to me?’

			‘I’m thinking of Zeus.’

			The idea is absurd. She won’t think of it.

			If Zeus were to look to any of them, surely it would be Demeter, who has already borne him a daughter. Or he could choose Metis, with whom he could form a bridge with the old world. It would create a more formal alliance of Olympians and Titans, one that would bind Titan loyalties ever closer to the new gods.

			Not Hera: his sister, his first co-­conspirator, his equal.

			‘I know him better than you,’ Hera says. ‘The old ways are dead. We buried them with Cronus.’

			‘I’ll tell Poseidon no,’ Hestia says, and there is a ring of authority in her voice.

			Hera knows Poseidon is no match for her sister. Like the flame she tends, she is comforting and warm, but she is power­ful too.

			‘You should heed what I’ve said,’ says Hestia. ‘Think about what your answer will be.’

			 

			After such unsettling conversations, Hera is eager to get away from Mount Olympus. She finds a distant pool, and bathes in crystal waters. The water is cold, bracing, a welcome contrast to the sun that beats down on its glittering surface. She surrenders herself to its buoyant embrace, letting herself drift. A bird lands on the bank, darting its sleek little head into the damp earth, searching for food. It pauses for a moment, casting a beady yellow eye towards the goddess, then resumes its hunt. Its wings are folded back along its body, its sleek feathers blue-­grey, darkening at the tip of its tail. A cuckoo. It finds what it’s looking for, puffing up its chest and tipping back its head to gulp down its prey. Then it turns back towards her, its curious gaze intent upon her for a few moments more before it ruffles its wings and flies away. In a pleasant state of dreaminess, Hera waits for more.
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