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For Andrew,

A wonderful man.


‘Perseus, renowned among all men’

Homer, Iliad 14.320

‘son of Danae, who stripped away the head of fair-cheeked Medusa’

Pindar, Pythian 12.16-17

‘son of Zeus, the mightiest Greek of his day . . .

gained glory which was held in everlasting remembrance from campaigns waged in foreign lands’

Diodorus Siculus, Library of History 3.52, 4.40
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Part 1

Danae


CHAPTER 1

Danae had a spring in her step as she made the steep ascent to the temple. She smiled as the wind pulled at her skirts, leading her on up the well-worn path that snaked its way along the rocky hillside. She could hear her handmaid Korinna panting behind her, and felt the sweat beginning to gather on her brow, but she pushed on. They were almost at the top.

‘Not far now,’ Danae declared, turning to her handmaid, but her grin dropped a little as she saw Korinna struggling with the heavy wine jar. ‘Let me take that,’ she offered, feeling suddenly guilty about the unrelenting pace she had set.

‘Don’t worry, mistress. We’re almost there now, as you say.’

Nevertheless Danae dropped back and they carried the jar between them the rest of the way, each taking one of the clay handles. It might have been difficult, negotiating that weight between two sets of slender arms, but Korinna had been with her long enough that they knew how to move together. Just as when her handmaid dressed her in the morning, or fixed her hair in elaborate coils, or when the two of them set the loom with its colourful woollen threads, their bodies flowed around one another, each hand knowing where it was needed.

As the slope finally levelled out and the temple came into view, the two girls stopped to catch their breath. Though she had seen them many times before, those stone walls never failed to impress Danae. Each boulder was perfectly set, curving between its neighbours to create a great circle rising out from the plateau. It was no larger than her own home – smaller, probably – and yet there was an immovable solidity to those rocks that made the building loom beyond its stature. This was a place for gods, not men.

That feeling was undercut somewhat by the very mortal-looking attendant who appeared through the doorway. She and Korinna set the wine jar down on the gravel as the man stepped towards them, the morning light illuminating his pockmarked cheeks and balding head.

‘Ah, Lady Danae,’ he called, clasping his hands together as he strode towards them. ‘You are welcome once again to the temple of the divine twins, Paion Apollo and Lady Artemis.’ He glanced down at the jar. ‘Another offering for the Lord Apollo?’

‘Yes,’ she gasped, still breathless from the climb. ‘My father asks that Lord Apollo return a favourable answer in the question of his marriage. He asks that the shining god should reveal which bride shall provide him with a son, so that he may bring further glory to the illustrious city of Argos and pleasing gifts to the god who has been his patron in this matter.’ She reeled off the words she had spoken each morning for the last two weeks, then took a lungful of air.

‘Very well,’ said the attendant with a gracious nod. ‘We shall see that the libation is poured. May the shining god smile upon the king’s request.’ And with that he stooped to lift the cumbersome wine jar and carried it as ceremoniously as he could back through the doorway of the temple. Danae’s gaze followed him under the stone lintel, trying to see into the centre of that mysterious building. She saw the flicker of fire, shadowy figures crossing its light, and then the door was closed.

She smiled. Let the priests keep their secrets. She had not hurried all the way up Larissa Hill to peer at altars and trade formalities with dusty old attendants. She hitched her skirts and strode straight past the temple, leaving Korinna behind as her eager feet almost sprang into a run, charging across the plateau, stones crunching under her sandals until . . . There it was.

Danae stopped herself, raised an arm against the sharp morning sun, and looked out on the object of her daily pilgrimage. There in the distance lay the great glistening blue, stretching out to meet the sky. In all her eighteen years Danae had never left Argos. She could only imagine the worlds that existed beyond the sea, the vibrant people who inhabited them, the great adventures that might be happening right now on some distant shore. Her uncle told her such stories, when the hearth fire burned low and she and her cousins were huddled around him, drinking his words like honey wine. Stories of monsters and shipwrecks, of foreign kingdoms and great heroes. But even he rarely travelled. ‘I have all I need right here,’ he would say, gathering Danae and his daughters into his thick chest.

She loved those evenings, and the worlds he conjured with his deep, full voice. But sometimes she wished she could do more than listen. The view from Larissa Hill was the closest she came to stepping on those distant shores, to feeling their sand beneath her feet. It was worth the daily climb to stand here and take in the bay, to feel herself so close to the unbounded blue that connected her to a whole world beyond, to be buffeted by a wind that had shaken foreign trees and whipped unknown tides. She let the feeling of it soak through her.

‘Should we not return now, mistress?’ came Korinna’s soft voice beside her.

Danae’s heart sank. She could say no, and insist that they stay another few minutes, another hour, but it would only make her father anxious. She didn’t want to risk putting him into an ill temper. He had been on edge these last weeks, awaiting the response from the oracle, and she knew that if she pushed him too far she might lose the freedoms she savoured. Taking one last lungful of the hilltop air, she tore her eyes away from the azure sea and began her reluctant descent with Korinna at her side.

They made their way through the city, attracting gazes and nods from the fishermen come to sell their morning catch, potters shaping their clay or bringing cups from the kiln, dyers filling the street with mismatched aromas as they stirred their great vats – earthy, sweet, then suddenly nose-pinchingly sharp. Between the workshops and wagons, the stalls and stables, people gossiped and haggled, each trying to be heard above the others. As Danae tried to linger beside some of them, curious to hear something beyond the usual palace talk, Korinna drew her veil over her head and quickened her pace. But Danae knew they had no reason to fear. No one in Argos would dare harm the daughter of Akrisios, nor one of his slaves. So she smiled politely at those they passed, and followed the path that was cleared for them.

As they turned on to the main street, another path was being cleared further ahead. A wedding procession, from the torches held aloft and the bridal hymn that filled the air. She could see the timid bride, clutching her veil to hide her blushing face, stepping carefully over the cobbles to avoid spoiling her fine saffron dress. Danae felt for her in her nervousness, and yet beneath that there was a twinge of envy.

Argos had no shortage of men hoping to marry Akrisios’ only daughter. But as each one presented himself, her father found a reason to reject them. They were too fat, too thin, too poor, too wealthy, too foolish, too clever. Danae knew the real reason for his reluctance to let her marry. He already had one rival in her uncle Proitos, and could not abide another.

Then a month ago, after years of trampled hope, Danae thought her time had come. A young man, barely older than she was, had come to stay in the palace with his father, a wealthy merchant from Krete. Such a thing was hardly unusual – a little wine and hospitality here and there was necessary for bringing new ships into Nauplia, and new luxuries into her father’s hands. But this guest was different. Danae had been brought to dine with the man, and with his son. And as soon as she entered the Hearth Hall she had felt the weight of their collective gaze – heavier by far than that of polite curiosity.

The boy had been quite unremarkable, with dark eyes and doughy cheeks. But even to be in the company of a boy her own age sent a warm tingle down her neck, and she felt her cheeks burn hot even though the fire was low. As she watched him over her cup, and as he watched her, and as their fathers spoke of wedding gifts and dowries, she found herself imagining the life they might share. There was a shyness in his glance that she found endearing, a curve in his lip that came and went as she caught him looking. Not a word had passed between them and yet she told herself that he was kind and decent. She had to believe it, if this was finally to be her chance to wed.

It had been going so well. The boy’s father was wealthy but foreign. He had no stake to claim on the mainland, no power or loyalties to rival her father’s. And the boy could hardly be a threat, young and unassuming as he was. He was the perfect candidate, she thought. And her father seemed to believe it too, nodding his black head as the merchant spoke of gold and silver, saffron and ivory. His heavy brows, always so closely knit, began to lift with each sip of wine, each deal arranged.

And then came the word she had heard her father speak so many times before.

‘Impossible.’

His beard began to quiver and he leant back on his chair, face wrinkled with disdain. The merchant looked perplexed, glancing from Akrisios to his own silent son, and though his honeyed voice continued to flow, Danae’s father had already set himself like a stone, arms crossed over his chest.

She hadn’t caught what had passed between them. Some talk of inheritance, she thought, trying to recall the last moments in her ear’s memory. But it was hardly worth the effort. She knew from her father’s face that it was done. The boy would leave, like all the others before him, and she would have to close up her hope once again.

That had been the hardest one yet, Danae thought. It was cruel of her father to let her meet the boy. Not many had got that far. More often by the time Danae learned there had been a suitor at the Golden House they had already been sent away, and she would have to learn the details from gossip that spread through the palace like flies over ripe fruit.

Not two weeks after the boy had left, her father sent his men on a journey to far Delphi, to ask Apollo which girl he should marry to be sure of begetting a son. Perhaps it was a coincidence, though in the most sunken part of her heart Danae knew it was not. Her father had turned his eye to new prospects. Why pursue a marriage for her, when his own might yield so much reward, and bring so little risk? Yes, soon he would have an heir – a true, male heir – to put him ahead of his brother and secure the future of Argos for his own line. And what thought should he give to her future then? Even as she enjoyed her trips to the temple, bringing the pleasing wine for Apollo, she knew that she might be coaxing the very decision that would make her own life inconsequential.

Danae’s throat was tight as she and Korinna watched the procession go by, but still she added her voice to the wedding hymn as it swelled and faded. Making a silent prayer for the bride’s happiness, she watched as the veiled head disappeared among the crowd. Another girl gone to start her life, she thought, swallowing the bitterness on her tongue.


CHAPTER 2

The sun had reached its highest point by the time they returned to the Golden House. So called for the bright ochre of its walls, it had been built by her grandfather as a home befitting the King of Argos. Now two kings shared its cramped halls.

The great doors hung wide open, so perhaps her father and uncle had been giving audiences this morning. The thought slowed Danae’s steps. It always left her father in a prickly mood, when he had been forced to lend space to his brother’s words beside his own. Her grandfather had thought himself blessed to have twin sons and made both his heirs, to rule Argos with double strength. But he had not lived long enough to see the reality of it. She was glad, at least, that she had not been forced to spend her morning in the close hall, watching as the two kings clashed their judgements like shields, each pushing against the other until one was forced to relent. It was childish, really. Like boys matching the strength of their arms, biceps shaking as they tried to keep their faces smooth. And she could not blame her father alone. They were each as stubborn as the other.

A sour mood was all the more reason not to keep her father waiting, so Danae carried on past the guards with Korinna at her heels, through the atrium, across the small courtyard, and pushed against the heavy door of the Hearth Hall.

Just as she had predicted, there he was. Her father half arose from his throne as she entered, but sank back as he saw who stood in the doorway.

‘It’s you,’ he sighed, without bothering to hide his disappointment. She smiled sweetly as if she hadn’t noticed. Disappointing her father was nothing new to Danae.

‘I thought you would like to know that your offering has been accepted by the temple. May the shining god bring you the answer that you desire.’ She nodded dutifully, still standing in the doorway.

‘We may as well have poured it down the well,’ her father grunted, sinking further into his throne. ‘Surely Apollo has moved the Pythia’s lips to speak by now? Why have my men not returned?’ he asked the hall at large, taking an impatient swig from his cup.

‘Mind your words, brother,’ came the steady voice of her uncle, seated on his own throne on the opposite side of the hall. ‘We do not want the gods to think that we begrudge them their offerings.’ He gave Danae a warm smile before continuing. ‘Delphi is five days’ travel at least. They will return in good time.’

It seemed her father didn’t have any more to say, so instead he glowered at his brother over the rim of his cup, the hearth fire crackling between them. It was Proitos who broke the silence.

‘Sit with us, Danae,’ her uncle said, waving to an empty stool beside his three daughters. ‘Your feet must ache after your journey to the temple.’

In truth she was not tired. She would happily climb the hill again given a cause, but she knew she would have to wait until tomorrow for her next glimpse of the beckoning blue. Though her father was becoming more irritable by the day, Danae secretly hoped that the Delphi mission would not return too soon. Each day that they delayed meant another trip to the temple.

Despite the stuffiness of the Hearth Hall, she was grateful for her uncle’s invitation. She dismissed Korinna, who was still hovering behind her, and took up the empty stool with a broad grin.

‘Come, Danae,’ said Proitos jovially, wringing his great hands together. ‘We have spent all morning in this suffocating hall. You must regale us with your tales of the outside. Is the city busy today?’

‘As busy as always.’ She smiled, shuffling her stool a little closer to her cousins. ‘We saw a wedding procession.’

‘Oh,’ sighed Iphinoe. ‘How wonderful. Was the bride beautiful?’

‘Of course she was,’ Lysippe interjected. ‘What bride isn’t?’

‘When will you find husbands for us?’ asked Iphianassa, who was seated closest to her father.

‘When I think there are any worthy of you,’ said Uncle Proitos, pulling Iphianassa towards him and kissing the top of her dark head. Like his twin brother, Danae’s uncle had begotten no sons, and yet he did not seem to resent the fact. He doted on his three daughters as if they were the greatest gifts the gods could have bestowed. Though it made her smile to see his love for them, and theirs for him, she felt a familiar pinch in her chest.

‘A marriage is not something to be rushed,’ continued her uncle. ‘Your mother and I have found great happiness in ours, and that is what I want for each of you,’ he said, looking from one daughter to the next, and finally to Danae herself. ‘Good things come in good time. And let us hope that time has come for our Lord Akrisios,’ he said, raising his voice and his cup to his brother across the hall. Danae’s father merely grunted in response and returned to his wine.

She frequently wondered how two brothers could be so different. Her grandmother used to say that they had quarrelled even when they were in the womb, and although Danae knew she was joking it didn’t seem improbable. Where her uncle was warm, her father was distant. Where Proitos was joyful, Akrisios was bitter. The one was patient, the other rash. And yet as she studied her father over the light of the hearth, silver hairs shining amid the black, with thick brows sunk deep over his sharp eyes, she knew that she was being unfair. He was not always so morose. He was just anxious to receive his answer from the Pythia. In all his long years he had failed to produce a son, and a king without heirs was vulnerable. Danae’s mother had died when she was too young to remember her, and though her father had remarried twice, both wives had been barren. Now he hoped Apollo would help him avoid another wasted marriage.

‘It has been a long morning,’ declared Uncle Proitos, keeping his tone upbeat despite her father’s sullenness. ‘Shall we take some refreshment? I have a fancy for figs.’

The fruit was brought – cheese and bread too – but Akrisios took none of it. Her father had eaten little these past weeks, Danae observed, since he had sent his men to the oracle. His gaze flicked continually between the fire and the closed door of the hall, as if it might have opened while he looked away. Though Proitos continued in his light tone the smoky air was thick with anticipation, radiating from her father like the crackle of a storm.

Suddenly there was the creak of wood. Danae’s head snapped round almost as quickly as her father’s, quick enough to see bright sunlight spill across the floor as the great door yawned inward.

‘Lord Akrisios.’

Her father was on his feet at once. Danae recognised his chief emissary, Aristides, as he stepped into the sun-filled chamber. He glanced around the room, and his eyes seemed to stop on Danae for a moment before returning to her father.

‘Well? What answer did the Pythia give?’ Her father took a step forward, filled with eager energy. All was silent except for his voice, ringing around the painted walls, but Danae could feel the held breaths and pricked ears. Even Proitos sat forward on his throne.

‘Should we not offer Aristides a cup of wine first, brother? It is a long journey from Delphi.’ Proitos waved to one of his attendants, but Akrisios held up a hand.

‘I have waited long enough,’ he snapped. ‘Tell me. What did the oracle say?’

Aristides looked uncertain, his eyes passing once more over the inhabitants of the hall.

‘Might we speak privately, my lord?’ he asked quietly. The tremor in his voice made Danae uneasy.

‘What is it?’ demanded her father. ‘Do the gods mean me ill? Tell me all that the Pythia said.’

Aristides held her father’s gaze.

‘The oracle foretold that you will never beget a son.’

Danae watched her father’s face drop, as if the world had been sunk with those words. This was the answer he had feared.

‘The gods continue to spite me,’ he growled. He stepped back and fell into his throne, staring at the flames in the hearth. ‘And that was all she said? There was no more?’

Aristides opened his mouth but hesitated.

‘That was not all,’ said her father eagerly, seeing the unspoken words on Aristides’ lips. He leaned forward, eyes bright with renewed hope. ‘Come. You must tell me what she said. What other prophecy did Apollo put upon her tongue? How am I to secure my kingdom?’

Aristides’ eyes flicked from her father’s to Danae’s own, and the tortured apology she saw in them made her stomach twist.

‘The Pythia foretold that your daughter Danae would give birth to a son, and that he would be your death.’

There was an instant chill, as if Aristides’ words had thrown a shroud over the hall. Danae’s heart thumped in her chest as she felt the faces of her uncle and her cousins turn towards her. Across the hearth fire, her father’s eyes were like two pieces of charcoal, fixing her to her stool. She opened her mouth but it hung numb. What could she say against the words of a god?
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