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Introduction: Beneath the Crown of Heaven
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High above the cloud-wrapped summits of the mortal world, where the air shone with the brilliance of divine fire and the palaces of the deathless gods rose from the heights of Olympus, two daughters were born beneath the authority of Hera, Queen of Heaven. Hebe and Eileithyia belonged to the same immortal household, yet the powers bestowed upon them led toward opposite mysteries. Hebe carried the radiance of youth, the freshness of the unopened flower, and the renewing force that restored vigour to those who drank from the vessels she bore. Eileithyia governed the perilous threshold of childbirth, standing near mortal women as they laboured to bring hidden life into the light. One sister embodied the promise of beginnings without yet understanding their cost, while the other witnessed that cost in blood, pain, courage, and trembling hope. Between them rested the full mystery of life’s arrival, from the first cry of the newborn to the strength that allowed the heart to rise renewed after hardship.

Their mother ruled Olympus with a golden crown and an unyielding sense of order. Hera understood the dignity of queenship, the sanctity of marriage, and the laws that held divine families together, but she also knew the wounds caused by betrayal and the loneliness of guarding a throne among gods who often placed desire above loyalty. She expected her daughters to uphold the honour of her house, fulfilling the duties assigned to them without allowing personal longing to disturb the balance of heaven. To Hera, responsibility was not a garment to be removed when it became heavy; it was a sacred bond woven into the very nature of divinity. Hebe and Eileithyia therefore grew within a palace where beauty concealed tension, feasts unfolded beneath unspoken rivalries, and every immortal role carried obligations that reached far beyond individual desire.

Hebe moved through the halls of Olympus with a golden vessel resting in her hands. At the feasts of the gods, she poured nectar into gleaming cups and offered ambrosia to those gathered around the celestial tables. Her presence brought freshness to the immortal court, and her touch seemed to hold back weariness, restoring brightness to divine eyes and strength to tireless limbs. The Olympians welcomed what she gave, yet few paused to wonder what stirred within the heart of the young goddess who served them. They saw youth upon her face and believed that youth must be content, for how could one who possessed eternal beauty desire anything more? They did not understand that changelessness could resemble a prison when every path had already been chosen. Hebe watched the gods pursue glory, love, vengeance, wisdom, war, craft, prophecy, and kingship, while her own place remained beside their cups, preserving the vitality with which they followed their destinies.

Although she belonged among the immortals, Hebe sometimes looked beyond Olympus toward the mortal lands below. She observed human lives passing swiftly beneath the turning sun, each one shaped by choices that could not be undone. Mortals stumbled, learned, grieved, aged, and changed, yet their brief existence possessed a freedom that unsettled her. A mortal maiden could leave her childhood behind and become someone her family had never imagined. A queen could lose a kingdom and discover courage in exile. A warrior could lay down a weapon and seek peace. Human beings could not remain untouched by time, but through time they became more than they had once been. Hebe began to wonder whether youth was truly a perfect state or merely the doorway before experience entered. The gift she represented seemed incomplete when separated from growth, and the eternal sameness praised by the gods slowly became a question she could no longer silence.

Far from the music of the Olympian banquets, Eileithyia walked among mortal dwellings. Her temples received offerings from women who prayed for safe delivery, yet her deepest worship took place in hidden rooms where lamps burned through the night and families waited outside closed doors. She heard cries that never reached the feasting halls of heaven. She saw mothers grip the hands of attendants as waves of pain moved through them, and she knew how narrow the passage could become between birth and death. Her power could ease the opening of the womb, hasten the arrival of a child, or delay the moment until suffering stretched beyond endurance. This authority made her revered, but it did not leave her untouched. Each birth revealed that creation was neither simple nor gentle. New life entered the world through the labour of another body, and joy often stood only a breath away from grief.

Eileithyia carried these experiences back to Olympus, though the splendour of the divine palace offered no language for what she had witnessed. The gods spoke proudly of heroes being born and prophecies being fulfilled, but they rarely considered the women whose bodies became the gates through which those destinies entered the world. They celebrated sons destined for battle, kingship, or fame, while the names of exhausted mothers faded from their songs. Eileithyia remembered them. She remembered every prayer whispered before dawn, every frightened breath, and every silence that followed when a hoped-for cry did not come. Her wisdom grew not from scrolls or councils but from remaining present at the edge of human endurance. She understood that a beginning could be holy without being beautiful, and that love sometimes appeared first as the willingness to suffer for a life one had not yet seen.

Despite their different duties, the sisters were bound by more than blood. Each had been asked to serve a mystery greater than herself, and each felt the hidden weight of being known only through that service. Hebe was praised for the youth she bestowed but was seldom regarded as a goddess capable of choosing her own future. Eileithyia was summoned whenever life struggled to emerge, yet few considered the burden of deciding when the sacred gate should open. Hebe longed to step beyond the role that kept her forever beneath the expectations of others, while Eileithyia feared what might happen if she allowed personal compassion to challenge divine command. Their paths seemed divided, but both were moving toward the same awakening: power could not become wisdom until it was consciously claimed.

The tension between obedience and conscience deepened beneath the gaze of their mother. Hera had endured humiliation within her marriage and defended her dignity with a fierceness that could bless or destroy. She loved her daughters, but her love was entwined with expectation, for she believed their loyalty strengthened the authority of her throne. Hebe’s desire for freedom appeared to threaten the order Hera had fought to preserve. Eileithyia’s sympathy for mortal suffering risked placing compassion above allegiance. Neither daughter wished to wound the Queen of Heaven, yet neither could remain unchanged merely to protect the certainty of the past. Their transformation would require them to see Hera not only as a commanding goddess but as a mother shaped by her own injuries, fears, and unfulfilled desires.

As Hebe sought a destiny chosen through her own will, she would discover that true youth was not the absence of age. It was the sacred force that allowed life to renew itself after sorrow, failure, and exhaustion. Her journey would lead her away from passive obedience and toward a deeper understanding of the gift she carried. She would learn that beginnings held meaning only when they opened into growth, and that beauty without self-knowledge could never become freedom. The golden cup in her hands would cease to be a symbol of servitude and become a question offered to every soul: what strength might return when one finally chose to live according to an inner truth?

Eileithyia’s transformation would unfold within the cries of the birth chamber. She would be forced to confront the difference between carrying out a command and honouring the sacred nature of her power. The ability to delay or release birth could become an instrument of punishment when controlled by anger, rivalry, or pride. To remain worthy of her divine gift, she would need to recognise that compassion was not weakness and obedience was not always virtue. Her wisdom would emerge through accepting that she could not remove every pain from the mortal world, but she could refuse to let suffering become a weapon in the struggles of the gods.

The story of Hebe and Eileithyia is therefore not merely the tale of two daughters growing beyond the shadow of a powerful mother. It is the meeting of renewal and creation, innocence and experience, freedom and responsibility. Hebe must discover how to honour youth without remaining trapped within it, while Eileithyia must learn how to protect life without denying the darkness surrounding its arrival. Each sister carries a truth the other needs. Hebe reminds Eileithyia that hope can return after the most difficult passage, and Eileithyia teaches Hebe that no genuine beginning comes without sacrifice, uncertainty, and change.

Together they stand beneath the crown of heaven, not as reflections of Hera’s will, but as goddesses moving toward sovereignty over their own gifts. Their bond will be tested by divine authority, mortal suffering, hidden rebellion, and the demands of destiny. Through every trial, they will learn that transformation does not require the rejection of one’s origins. It asks for the courage to inherit what is sacred, release what has become confining, and shape the remainder into a life governed by wisdom. The gates before them are already opening, and beyond those gates wait the destinies they must choose for themselves.
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Chapter 1: Beneath the Golden Throne
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Morning entered the palace of Hera through doors tall enough for storm clouds to pass beneath them, pouring across the polished floors until every vein in the marble shone like a river trapped beneath ice. The Queen of Heaven sat upon her throne before the first summons of the day had sounded, her crown rising in slender points above hair dark as rain-wet earth, while peacocks moved among the columns with their jeweled tails folded behind them. Below the dais, two young goddesses waited in silence. Hebe held a wide silver basin filled with water gathered from a spring untouched by mortal lips, and Eileithyia carried the white linen veil she wore whenever she descended to the chambers of women in labour. They had stood there many mornings beneath their mother’s gaze, yet no dawn ever felt careless in Hera’s presence. She saw the loosened clasp on Hebe’s shoulder before Hebe felt it slipping, noticed the faint brown stain upon the hem of Eileithyia’s robe before the folds had settled, and heard the unsaid thought in each daughter’s breathing as surely as other gods heard thunder rolling across the lower slopes. Hera extended one hand toward Hebe, and the girl approached without being called, kneeling to offer the basin while her mother dipped her fingers into the cold water and touched them to her brow. “The gods gather at midday,” Hera said, watching the rings spread across the basin. “Zeus has returned from the north, Poseidon has risen from the sea, and Demeter comes from the fields. The cups must never stand empty.” Hebe bowed her head, though her fingers tightened around the silver rim, and answered that the tables would be ready before the first guest crossed the threshold. Hera then turned to Eileithyia, whose face bore the quiet pallor of one who had not slept, and asked where she had been through the night. “In Phocis,” Eileithyia replied, keeping her voice steady beneath the pressure of her mother’s attention. “A woman called for me before the moon reached its height.” Hera’s eyes lowered to the stain upon the robe, and for a moment the hall seemed to contract around the three of them. “Did the child live?” she asked. Eileithyia answered that he had drawn breath at dawn. Hera did not ask what had become of the mother.

Hebe carried the basin away through a corridor lined with images of queens, brides, and women lifting infants toward the heavens, every painted face turned toward an unseen future beyond the frame. Her sandals made no sound upon the floor, but Eileithyia’s steps followed more slowly, as though the earth still clung to her ankles. At the turning where the corridor divided, Hebe stopped beside a column carved with pomegranate branches and looked at the darkened edge of her sister’s garment. “You should change before she sees it again,” she murmured, reaching toward the cloth, though Eileithyia drew it out of reach with a slight movement. “She has seen it,” Eileithyia said, and continued toward her chamber without lifting her eyes. Hebe followed, balancing the basin against her hip, irritated by the closed expression that so often came over her sister after returning from the mortal world. “Then tell me what happened,” she said. “You always come back looking as though you have walked beneath the earth, and when I ask, you close every door.” Eileithyia paused before a pair of cedar doors marked with the image of two open hands. The weariness in her face made her appear older than any immortal should have looked, though no line marked her brow and no silver threaded her hair. “A boy was born,” she replied. “That is what happened.” Hebe waited, but Eileithyia pushed open the doors and stepped inside. The chamber beyond smelled of myrrh, wool, and the iron tang that still clung to her skin. On a low table lay offerings brought from a hundred mortal households: little clay figures of infants, locks of hair tied with faded thread, bracelets once worn by women who had prayed to survive their labour, and tiny sandals made for children whose feet had never touched the ground. Eileithyia removed her veil and set it among them, then began unfastening the stained robe. Hebe placed the basin near the bed and dipped a cloth into the water, wringing it between her hands before offering it to her sister. “You could tell Mother you cannot go whenever they call,” she said. “Artemis refuses half the petitions laid upon her altars, and Apollo does not answer every song sung in his name.” Eileithyia took the cloth, pressing it to the inside of her wrist where a narrow line of dried blood crossed the pale skin. “A hunter can loose another arrow,” she answered. “A singer can begin another hymn. A woman in labour cannot leave her body and return when a goddess is less tired.”

Beyond the open shutters, Olympus rose in terraces of white stone and flowering gardens, each palace set apart by courtyards, fountains, and groves sacred to the god who dwelt there. From Hephaestus’s distant forge came the muted striking of hammers, while a wind carrying the scent of laurel moved down from Apollo’s house and stirred the bronze chimes suspended beneath the eaves. Hebe stood at the window and watched a flock of white birds descend through the clouds toward the mortal valleys. From such a height, the lands below seemed still, arranged in green and brown patterns around threads of water, and nothing of pain could be heard. “When I look down,” she said, “I cannot understand why anyone would wish to remain there. Then I see them dancing at their festivals, leaving their houses before sunrise, choosing husbands their fathers hate, cutting their hair, crossing seas, building temples where none stood before, and I think perhaps they possess something we do not.” Eileithyia washed her hands in the basin, and the clear water clouded around her fingers. “They possess endings,” she said. “That is why they hurry.” Hebe turned from the window, displeased by the answer because it placed another wall where she had hoped for an opening. “You speak as though everything beneath the clouds is grief.” Eileithyia lifted her hands and watched the water drip from her fingertips. “Last night the woman bit through a strip of leather so she would not wake her other children with her cries. Her husband waited in the courtyard and promised a white ewe if both mother and child survived. He kept saying he would give anything, though there are things even gods cannot bargain away.” Hebe’s expression changed, but before she could ask more, a peacock’s harsh cry sounded from the courtyard, followed by the approach of attendants carrying folded garments for the feast. Eileithyia dried her hands and straightened, the softness vanishing from her face as swiftly as breath from a mirror. “You must prepare the nectar,” she said. “I must sleep before another prayer reaches the altar.” Yet when Hebe left the chamber, she looked back and saw Eileithyia still standing above the basin, staring into water darkened by what she had brought home.

The storerooms beneath Hera’s hall were cool even beneath the undying brilliance of Olympus, their walls cut deep into the mountain and lined with vessels sealed by wax bearing the thunderbolt of Zeus. Hebe descended with a ring of bronze keys and two attendants at her heels, passing jars of honey gathered from Hymettus, baskets of grain that never spoiled, amphorae of wine fragrant with islands, and narrow crystal flasks in which nectar glowed with its own amber light. No mortal vineyard had produced it, and no rain had nourished its source. It flowed where the roots of heaven touched the upper air, and its fragrance changed according to the one who approached: to Hebe it smelled of green figs split open beneath summer sun, cold water after running, and the first hyacinths rising through earth. She unlocked the iron gate protecting the flasks and lifted one into her arms. Warmth moved through the crystal, travelling into her palms and along her wrists, quickening her blood with a freshness she did not need. She had carried nectar since she was tall enough to hold the smallest jug, had watched it brighten the eyes of weary gods returning from war, council, storm, and wandering, and had been praised for the steadiness of her hands as though steadiness were the highest virtue the daughter of Hera could possess. The attendants gathered ambrosia from shallow alabaster dishes, its pale surface gleaming like frost, while Hebe inspected each cup that would be placed upon the tables. She rejected one for a hairline crack invisible to the others and another because a thumbprint marked its rim, hearing her mother’s corrections before they could be spoken. When the younger attendant dropped a spoon and flinched at the sound, Hebe knelt to retrieve it before fear could make the girl clumsier. “Do not tremble,” she said, placing it back in the attendant’s hand. “My mother has not yet learned to hear metal fall through three floors of stone.” The girl smiled uncertainly, but Hebe did not. Hera had once heard a single clasp strike the floor from across a crowded chamber and had looked directly toward her daughter as if summoned by disobedience itself.

By midday, the great hall had awakened into splendour. Garlands of ivy and white roses hung between the columns, braziers burned without smoke, and celestial musicians tuned lyres beneath a painted ceiling where constellations moved through a night that never brightened into dawn. Hestia’s flame burned at the centre of the chamber, calm and upright despite every passing current of air. Hera had taken her place beside Zeus upon the raised platform, her throne fashioned from gold, ivory, and dark wood brought from forests no mortal axe had touched. Zeus leaned back with the ease of one who expected the world to remain beneath him, a faint scent of rain lingering in his hair, while Hera sat straight-backed, one hand resting upon the carved head of a lioness. The gods entered according to rank and inclination rather than punctuality. Athena came first, grey-eyed and composed, setting her spear beside her chair; Apollo followed with sunlight on his shoulders and Artemis with pine needles caught in the hem of her robe; Ares arrived laughing over some remembered violence, Aphrodite beside him in a cloud of perfume, while Hephaestus crossed the floor with measured steps and took the seat nearest the hearth. Hermes appeared only after everyone had noticed his absence, slipping into place with an expression of innocence that deceived no one. Poseidon entered last, sea foam drying upon his beard, and the floor seemed to tilt toward him as though remembering tides. Hebe moved among them with the first ewer balanced upon her palm, filling each cup to the exact height preferred by its owner. Apollo liked the nectar pale and mixed with clear water; Ares drank it undiluted; Athena barely touched hers until debate sharpened; Aphrodite pressed pomegranate seeds into the liquid and watched them float. Hebe knew these habits as intimately as she knew the paths through her mother’s gardens, yet none of the gods knew how she preferred to drink because no one had ever poured for her.

Conversation rose around the tables, mingling with the music and the ringing of cups. Zeus spoke of storms released above Thrace, Poseidon complained that a king had built harbour walls without proper sacrifice, and Demeter described a field where every stalk had blackened after a ruler broke an oath made over seed grain. Hera listened, intervening whenever the talk drifted toward matters she considered beneath the dignity of the gathering, while Hebe passed behind the thrones and watched her parents without appearing to do so. Her father’s hand moved freely when he spoke, claiming the air before him, while her mother’s smallest gesture altered the behaviour of everyone near her. At one point Ares reached for a platter before Hera had taken her share, and the slight lift of her brow made him withdraw his arm. When Hermes began recounting how he had disguised himself as a shepherd to mislead three bandits, Hera silenced him by asking whether he had returned the cattle he stole during the deception. Laughter passed around the hall, and Hebe smiled because others did, though her attention had shifted toward the open western doors. Beyond them, clouds drifted below the terrace like bright islands, separating and closing over glimpses of earth. She saw a flash of blue sea, a mountain ridge, and smoke rising from a distant settlement. The sight vanished when Athena raised her cup. Hebe stepped forward to refill it, and the goddess studied her over the rim. “Your hand is restless today,” Athena observed. Hebe looked down and saw a tremor moving through the nectar in the ewer, so slight that no drop had spilled. “The vessel is heavier than it appears,” she replied. Athena’s mouth curved, though whether in amusement or recognition Hebe could not tell. “Most vessels are,” she said, and returned her attention to the argument between Zeus and Poseidon.

Eileithyia slept in a room whose curtains had been drawn against the radiance of Olympus, but mortal prayer crossed stone, cloud, and distance without need of a door. It came first as a pressure behind her ribs, then as a thread tightening around her wrist, pulling until the pulse beneath her skin matched another heartbeat far below. She opened her eyes to darkness scented with myrrh and heard a woman call her name from the island of Euboea. The voice did not arrive as ordinary sound. It moved through bone and blood, carrying the roughness of a throat worn raw by crying, the fear of those gathered beside a bed, and the uneven breathing of an unborn child. Eileithyia sat up before she was fully awake. Her clean robe lay folded upon a chest, but there was no time to braid her hair or summon attendants. She wrapped herself in linen, fastened the veil beneath her chin, and crossed the chamber while the prayer tightened. At the threshold she found Iris waiting, rainbow light clinging to the messenger’s wings. “Hera asks for you in the great hall,” Iris said, inclining her head toward the sound of distant music. “She has noticed your empty place.” Eileithyia gripped the doorframe as another wave of pain travelled through the mortal woman and entered her own body as a cold ache. “Tell my mother I have been called elsewhere.” Iris’s bright expression dimmed. “She said the daughters of the Queen of Heaven should be seen beside her throne when all Olympus gathers.” Eileithyia stepped past her into the corridor, already feeling the path downward open before her. “Then she may look at the place where I should have stood and remember why I am absent.” Iris did not try to stop her. She watched as Eileithyia descended the eastern stairs, crossed the courtyard, and vanished at the edge of the clouds, leaving only a brief disturbance in the light.

The journey from Olympus to Euboea carried Eileithyia through air scented with rain and smoke. The divine road unfolded beneath her feet as long as she kept her thoughts fixed upon the woman who had called, forming pale steps where no mortal eye could see them. Above, the mountain remained brilliant and remote; below, the island rose from the dark sea under an afternoon sky heavy with storm. She passed over fishing boats drawn toward shore, goats huddled beneath rock ledges, and olive groves bending beneath wind. The prayer guided her inland to a house built upon a low hill, its courtyard crowded with relatives who spoke in hushed voices and turned whenever the woman inside cried out. A clay image of Eileithyia stood beside the door, garlanded with wool and fresh leaves. Someone had poured oil over its head until the little face gleamed. The goddess paused before her own likeness, troubled by the crude hands that had shaped it with such hope, then crossed the threshold without being seen. The air inside was hot from braziers and crowded bodies. An old midwife knelt beside a low bed, her sleeves rolled to the elbows, while two younger women supported the labouring mother. The woman’s name was Melantho, spoken again and again by her frightened husband from the corridor. Sweat soaked the dark hair at her temples, and her fingers clutched a braided cord suspended from the ceiling. At the foot of the bed, a bowl of water had turned pink. Eileithyia moved nearer and placed one hand upon Melantho’s abdomen. Beneath skin and muscle, the child strained against a passage that would not open fully, its head turned, one shoulder caught. The goddess closed her eyes and entered the hidden rhythm of the body, where every contraction gathered like a wave against stone. She could ease the knot, but not without increasing the blood already flowing. She could delay the birth, but the child’s heartbeat had begun to falter. For one suspended instant, both lives rested beneath her palm, and the power to open the gate felt less like glory than a blade placed in an unwilling hand.

In the great hall, Hebe continued pouring nectar while the empty seat beside Hera became a presence no one mentioned. It stood between Hephaestus and Artemis, draped with a white cloth marked by the emblem of open hands. Hera looked toward it only once, but Hebe saw the movement and knew that her mother’s displeasure had settled into stillness. Zeus had begun describing a dispute among kings in Thessaly, tracing rivers and borders with spilled wine upon the table, when a servant whispered into Hera’s ear. The queen’s fingers tightened upon the arm of her throne. “Your sister has left Olympus,” she said as Hebe approached to refill her cup. The words were quiet enough that only those nearest heard them, but Ares stopped speaking and Artemis turned her face toward the dais. Hebe kept the ewer steady. “A prayer must have reached her,” she answered. Hera looked at the rising nectar rather than at her daughter. “Prayers are endless. A goddess who runs at every cry will soon be ruled by those who kneel to her.” Zeus glanced between them, his attention briefly caught, though he said nothing. Hebe set the ewer upright before the cup overflowed. “Perhaps some cries cannot wait until the feast is finished.” Hera’s gaze lifted, and the hall seemed to grow colder despite Hestia’s flame. “Your task is to serve,” she said. “Do not confuse nearness to the throne with permission to question it.” Hebe lowered her head, aware of Athena’s silence, Artemis’s watchfulness, and Hermes pretending to study the pattern on his cup. She moved away before anger loosened her grip, circling the table toward Poseidon, who held out his vessel without looking at her. The nectar struck the bottom and swirled. For the first time, Hebe imagined allowing the ewer to tilt too far, letting the shining liquid pour across the table, over the maps drawn in wine, down the steps of the dais, and into the cracks of the floor where no god could drink it. The thought startled her with its sweetness, and she straightened the vessel so abruptly that Poseidon raised one sea-dark eyebrow.

Melantho’s body tightened beneath Eileithyia’s hand, and a cry tore through the room as the midwife ordered the attendants to lift her higher. Outside, thunder rolled over the island, shaking dust from the rafters. The goddess saw the pathways before her not as visions but as brief changes in the air: in one, the child remained caught until its heartbeat ceased; in another, the passage opened violently and Melantho’s blood could not be stopped; in a third, both survived, though the narrow route toward it shifted whenever fear broke the labouring woman’s breath. Eileithyia knelt beside the bed and touched Melantho’s temple. Mortal eyes could not see her clearly, yet the woman turned toward the coolness of the divine hand. “Stay,” Melantho whispered, uncertain whether she spoke to the goddess, the midwife, or her own departing strength. Eileithyia leaned close enough that her veil brushed the damp pillow. “I am here,” she answered, placing the words within the rhythm of the woman’s pulse. Melantho’s grip loosened upon the cord. The old midwife looked suddenly toward the empty space beside the bed, sensing a change she could not name, then pressed both palms against the mother’s knees. “When the pain returns, do not flee from it,” she said. “Give it your whole voice.” Another contraction gathered, rising from the base of the body with ruthless force. Eileithyia moved her hand lower and drew the hidden gate open by a finger’s breadth. Blood welled. Melantho screamed, the sound filling every corner of the house, while the child shifted but did not turn. Eileithyia felt the small shoulder grind against bone. She reached through flesh without piercing it, touching the infant with the invisible edge of her power, and guided the trapped limb inward. The motion required only a moment, yet within that moment she felt the fragility of the neck, the unfinished softness of the skull, and the desperate fluttering heart. When the child moved, Melantho sagged with a groan that sounded almost like relief, but the midwife’s face remained grave. “Again,” the old woman commanded. “It must be now.”

High above the storm, the Olympian feast grew louder. Ares had challenged Apollo’s account of a battle, and the two gods spoke across each other while Aphrodite laughed and Hermes added details that belonged to neither version. Hebe moved through their noise like a pale flame, carrying one ewer until it emptied and another was placed in her hands. Nectar splashed against gold, silver, crystal, and carved stone, restoring strength no one at the table lacked for long. She watched Ares drink after boasting of warriors whose names he had forgotten, saw Aphrodite touch the surface with one finger and leave the cup unfinished, observed her father drain his vessel while calling for more. The gods did not age; wounds closed, weariness lifted, beauty returned after grief or rage, and the substance Hebe poured renewed what time could not take from them. Yet they demanded it as though immortality itself depended upon her circling the hall. The same faces had surrounded the same table through years no mortal historian could number. Ares still struck the arm of his chair when excited, Apollo still corrected every singer, Poseidon still spoke of rivers as thieves stealing water from his sea, and Zeus still looked toward every open doorway when a beautiful stranger passed. Even their quarrels seemed carved into the room. Hebe felt suddenly that she could walk this route forever, filling the cup of each god in its proper order while constellations wheeled above the painted ceiling and generations vanished beneath the clouds. Her face would remain smooth, her limbs quick, her hands obedient. No grey would touch her hair, no season would mark her body, and no one would notice that the girl carrying the ewer had become weary because weariness itself would be washed away by the fragrance rising from the nectar.

She reached Artemis, who placed one hand over her cup before Hebe could pour. “Not for me,” the huntress said, looking toward the open doors where the afternoon had darkened over the lower world. Hebe hesitated. “My mother will see that it remains empty.” Artemis’s eyes, clear and cold as moonlit water, rested upon her face. “Then let her see.” The answer held no challenge because Artemis had never needed to announce her freedom; it lived in the bow at her shoulder, the untamed woods beneath her feet, and the absence of any throne whose approval governed her. Hebe lowered the ewer. “You may leave whenever you choose,” she said quietly. “No one asks why the forest matters more than the hall.” Artemis glanced toward Hera before replying. “They have asked. I ceased answering.” A hunting hound lying beneath her chair raised its head and pressed its muzzle against her knee. “A path does not open because those behind you grant permission,” she continued. “It opens because you place your foot upon it.” Hebe’s heart quickened, but Hera called her name before she could respond. She returned to the dais, where the queen held a cup still half full. “The ambrosia,” Hera said. “Hephaestus has not been served.” Hebe turned and saw her brother waiting near the hearth, his broad hands blackened from the forge despite the feast. Shame warmed her face. She had passed him twice without noticing. Hephaestus did not reproach her when she brought the dish, only took a small portion and said, “Even gold bends when heated long enough.” Hera heard him and regarded her son with narrowed eyes, but he had already begun speaking to Hestia about a new hinge for the palace doors.

On Euboea, rain struck the roof in sudden sheets as Melantho bore down with the last of her strength. The cord hanging from the ceiling creaked in her hands, and the women beside her shouted encouragement that dissolved beneath the raw sound rising from her throat. Eileithyia kept the gate open while the midwife reached for the emerging head. Dark hair appeared, vanished, and appeared again. The child’s heartbeat stuttered. Eileithyia widened the passage, and pain moved through Melantho so fiercely that her back arched from the bed. “Now,” the goddess whispered, though her voice was swallowed by thunder. The mother pushed, the midwife pulled with careful hands, and the infant slid free in a rush of blood and water. For an instant the room fell silent. The baby lay limp across the old woman’s palms, its skin shadowed, the cord looped around one ankle. Melantho tried to lift her head, but exhaustion forced it back. “Why does he not cry?” she asked, each word barely shaped. The midwife bent over the child, clearing its mouth with her finger, rubbing the narrow chest, striking the soles of its feet. Eileithyia placed two fingers above the tiny heart and felt a faint, irregular flutter. She could open the gate of birth, but breath belonged to another mystery, one shared by air, blood, chance, and the will that drew life inward. She covered the child’s chest with her palm and called softly into the darkness where it hovered. The infant shuddered. A thin cry broke from its throat, weak at first, then rising with startled fury. Relief swept through the chamber so abruptly that one attendant began laughing while another sank to her knees. The midwife wrapped the child in wool and laid him beside Melantho, whose trembling hand moved over his wet hair. Yet Eileithyia did not rise. Blood continued spreading beneath the mother, too swift and bright. The old woman saw it at the same moment and thrust the child into an attendant’s arms. “Bring more cloth,” she ordered. “Heat the iron. Do not stand there praying when your hands are needed.”

Eileithyia pressed both hands against Melantho’s abdomen, seeking the place where the body had failed to close. The womb remained slack after its labour, its vessels open like severed streams. She gathered her power and commanded the flesh to tighten, but mortal bodies were not clay beneath divine fingers, and every gift had boundaries even gods resented. Melantho’s face had gone grey around the mouth. Her husband entered despite the women shouting for him to leave, took one look at the blood, and stopped as though struck. The baby cried from the attendant’s arms, but Melantho seemed no longer to hear him. “You promised a ewe,” the midwife snapped at the husband while pressing folded linen between the mother’s thighs. “Promise your own blood if it keeps you from fainting.” He stumbled to the bedside and grasped his wife’s hand, calling her by the name he used in tenderness rather than ceremony. Eileithyia felt the woman drifting from the chamber, not upward or downward but away from the body that had become too painful to inhabit. She leaned over her, her own loose hair falling from beneath the veil. “Do not go yet,” she said, and this time Melantho heard. Her eyelids fluttered. “I am tired,” she whispered. The goddess held her gaze while the midwife placed a heated stone low upon her belly and forced bitter herbs between her lips. “Your son is loud,” Eileithyia told her. “He will wake the whole island if you leave him unanswered.” A faint movement passed across Melantho’s face, almost a smile. Her body contracted beneath the goddess’s hands. The flow slowed, surged once more, then lessened. Eileithyia did not release the pressure. She remained kneeling as the storm moved eastward and the rain softened, holding the mortal woman within the borders of her own flesh until the pulse at her throat strengthened from a fading thread into a fragile rhythm.

By the time the feast ended, the light above Olympus had turned the colour of beaten copper. The gods departed according to their natures: Poseidon in a rush of salt wind, Artemis without farewell, Hermes through a doorway no one had seen him enter, and Demeter with a handful of grain folded into her robe. Apollo lingered to correct the musicians, while Ares and Aphrodite vanished together among the western colonnades. Servants carried away platters that seemed untouched despite hours of eating, gathered fallen petals, and wiped nectar from the table where careless hands had spilled it. Hebe stood beside the central hearth with empty vessels around her feet, her shoulders aching though the ache would vanish before night. Hera remained upon the dais, speaking quietly with Zeus, and every few moments her gaze travelled toward the entrance. When Zeus finally rose, he touched Hebe’s hair as he passed, saying, “The nectar was well mixed today,” with the distracted approval one might give a well-trained servant. She looked after him as thunder gathered around his departing steps, wondering whether he remembered that she was his daughter before he remembered the cup. Hera waited until the hall had cleared, then descended from the throne. Without the distance of the dais, she seemed no less commanding; authority moved with her, rearranging the space around every step. “Where did Eileithyia go?” she asked. Hebe began collecting the cups, though attendants waited nearby to do it. “Iris said Euboea.” Hera lifted one of the vessels and inspected its rim. “She was told to attend the feast.” Hebe placed two cups upon a tray. “A woman was in labour.” Hera’s expression did not change. “Women are always in labour somewhere. Children have entered the world without the gods standing beside every bed.” Hebe thought of her sister’s stained robe, the basin darkening around her hands, and the weariness she had carried into sleep. “Then perhaps Eileithyia should be allowed to decide which calls require her.” Hera set the cup down with precise care. “You speak boldly when your father has left the room.”

The attendants withdrew without being dismissed, sensing the change in the air. Hebe remained by the hearth, surrounded by the remains of divine abundance, while Hera approached until only the tray stood between them. “I speak the same words whether he is here or not,” Hebe said, though her courage faltered beneath her mother’s eyes. Hera looked at the cups in her daughter’s hands, then at the open doors beyond which the horizon burned red above a darkening world. “You have spent too much time watching mortals,” she said. “Their restlessness enters the mind like fever. They mistake choice for freedom because they do not live long enough to see the chains their choices forge.” Hebe lowered the tray onto the table. “At least their lives can change.” The words escaped before caution could soften them. Hera’s face became very still. “And what change do you imagine has been denied you?” she asked. Hebe heard the question as a gate opening over an abyss. She could have spoken of the endless circuits around the table, of the cups raised without gratitude, of the way every god praised her youth while treating her as though youth meant incompleteness. She could have asked why Athena commanded armies, Artemis crossed mountains, Aphrodite overturned kingdoms, and even discordant Eris entered halls uninvited, while Hebe required permission to step beyond her mother’s portico. Instead she looked toward Hera’s throne, which rose above them in the fading light, and said, “I do not know yet.” Hera studied her for a long moment. “Then do not despise the place you hold before you understand what lies beyond it. A role among the gods is not a child’s garment to be discarded when another catches the eye.” Hebe touched the handle of the nearest ewer, feeling the warmth of the last nectar within it. “I am always a child when you speak to me.” Something flickered across Hera’s face, not softness but an older wound disturbed beneath armour. Before she could answer, wind rushed through the hall and extinguished three braziers.

Eileithyia stood in the doorway, rain darkening her robe from shoulder to hem. Mud streaked her bare feet, her veil hung loose, and blood had dried beneath her fingernails despite the water that had fallen upon them. The sight of her ended the quarrel without resolving it. Hera turned from Hebe and looked at her elder daughter as though receiving an envoy from a hostile kingdom. “You were summoned,” she said. Eileithyia crossed the hall slowly. Each step seemed to require thought, and Hebe saw that she carried a small object cupped in one palm. “I heard another summons,” Eileithyia replied. Her voice was hoarse. Hera’s gaze moved over the stained robe. “Was the child born?” Eileithyia opened her hand. A tiny clay bead lay upon it, shaped like an eye and threaded onto red wool. “A son,” she said. “His mother tied this around her wrist before labour began. She gave it to me when she could lift her hand.” Hera did not look at the bead. “You reveal yourself too freely. Mortals grow demanding when gods reward desperation with intimacy.” Eileithyia’s fingers closed around the charm. “She nearly died.” The queen’s expression hardened with impatience rather than surprise. “But she did not.” Hebe felt her sister’s exhaustion sharpen. “No,” Eileithyia said. “She did not.” Hera moved toward the dais, and the fading light gathered upon her crown. “Then your duty is complete. Change your robe and return. There are matters concerning Argos that require counsel.” Eileithyia remained where she was. “I have been awake since yesterday.” Hera placed one hand upon the arm of her throne and turned. “Immortals do not weaken from a single sleepless night.” Eileithyia looked down at the blood beneath her nails. “No. We merely remember it.”

The silence following those words spread through the hall until even the servants waiting beyond the doors ceased moving. Hebe watched Hera ascend the steps, each fold of her robe falling perfectly despite the wind. The queen seated herself beneath the carved canopy and regarded both daughters from above. “Come here,” she commanded. Hebe and Eileithyia approached together, stopping at the foot of the dais where they had stood that morning. The same peacocks wandered between the columns, but evening had transformed their colours into dark pools of blue and green. Hera rested her hands upon the throne and spoke with the controlled force she used before councils, armies, and rival gods. “You were born into a house that cannot afford carelessness. Every gesture made by a daughter of mine becomes a sign interpreted by Olympus and the mortal world below. Hebe, when you carry nectar, you do not merely fill cups. You preserve the order of the feast, honour the rank of those gathered, and stand as the visible grace of this household. Eileithyia, when you answer prayers, you guard the passage by which cities receive heirs, families continue, and prophecies find bodies. Neither task is small because neither places a weapon in your hand.” Hebe felt her mother’s words settle around her like chains fashioned to resemble ornaments. Beside her, Eileithyia swayed almost imperceptibly but did not lower her head. Hera’s voice softened, becoming more dangerous for its quietness. “You will not allow mortal urgency to govern divine conduct, and you will not mistake dissatisfaction for destiny. The throne above you was not raised through impulse. It endures because those beneath it know their place.”

Eileithyia lifted her face. The last daylight caught in her eyes, revealing not defiance but the memory of the room she had left behind. “When Melantho began to bleed,” she said, “her husband promised everything he owned to any god who would save her. The midwife pressed linen into the wound until her arms shook. The child cried while his mother slipped away, and none of them knew whether the next breath would remain inside her. There was no order in that room, Mother. There was only the body opening and the blood refusing to stop.” Hera’s fingers tightened upon the throne. “Do not bring the disorder of mortal chambers into my hall.” Eileithyia closed her hand around the little bead until the clay edge marked her palm. “It follows me.” Hebe turned toward her sister, startled by the nakedness of the confession. Eileithyia had always returned silent, washing herself before anyone saw what clung to her, yet now her voice filled the space beneath the throne. “I hear them after the prayers end,” she continued. “The women who live, the women who do not, the children who arrive too soon, the children who never draw breath. They call my name when they are afraid, and sometimes they curse it when I cannot give them what they ask. I stand at the gate, but I do not choose what waits on the other side.” Hera descended one step, bringing her closer without surrendering height. “No god chooses every consequence of power.” For the first time, something like recognition moved behind her severity, but it vanished before either daughter could be certain it had appeared. “You will learn to carry what belongs to your office,” she said. “You will not let it consume the rest of you.”

Hebe looked from her sister’s blood-marked hand to the cup still held in her own. She had forgotten she was carrying it, an empty vessel taken from the feast, polished so brightly that the curve reflected her face in miniature. The girl in the reflection seemed serene, untouched by all that had passed beneath the clouds, her skin luminous and her hair still bound in the careful style chosen that morning. No stain marked her robe. No mortal had clutched her wrist while standing between life and death. Her labour left nothing upon her except the faint fragrance of nectar. A sudden shame moved through her, followed by anger at the shame itself. She had not chosen the cup any more than Eileithyia had chosen the cries that reached her sleep. “And what belongs to my office?” Hebe asked. Hera turned toward her. “You know your duties.” Hebe raised the empty cup, not in offering but as though seeing it for the first time. “I know the route around the table. I know which god drinks first, who prefers crystal, who leaves the ambrosia untouched, who calls for more before the vessel reaches his lips. I know how to stand behind your throne without blocking the light and how to smile when someone praises my hands. Is that an office, or only a place where you have kept me?” The boldness of the question caused Eileithyia to draw breath, but Hebe could not retrieve it. Hera rose from the throne. The peacocks scattered from the dais, their claws clicking across marble. “Kept you?” the queen repeated. “You speak as though you were imprisoned among the highest gods beneath a roof no storm can break.” Hebe met her gaze, though every instinct trained since childhood urged her to look down. “A roof need not break to prevent someone from seeing the sky.”

Hera came down the remaining steps until she stood directly before Hebe. The queen’s presence carried the scent of lilies, rain, and incense burned at a thousand altars. Up close, the perfection of her face did not conceal the force that had survived betrayals, rivalries, births, wars, and the long humiliation of loving a king who scattered vows like leaves. She reached for the cup in Hebe’s hand, but Hebe held it a moment longer before releasing it. Hera turned the vessel slowly, examining its flawless surface. “You believe freedom is waiting beyond these halls because you have never had to defend a realm against those who would divide it,” she said. “You see your sister descend and imagine that movement is liberty. You see Artemis in the forest, Athena in council, Aphrodite choosing whom she favours, and you think every path but yours is open. Yet each of them is bound to what she is. The hunt follows Artemis even when she rests. War finds Athena when she seeks peace. Desire enters every chamber Aphrodite crosses. Divinity is not escape from nature.” Hebe watched her mother’s thumb pass over the engraved rim. “Then perhaps I do not know my nature.” Hera’s gaze lifted. “You are youth.” The answer came without hesitation, complete in her mother’s mind. Hebe felt something within her recoil from its certainty. “Youth becomes something,” she said. “A bud opens. A child grows. Morning passes into day. What am I meant to become if I must remain the beginning forever?” Hera’s composure faltered so slightly that only her daughters saw it. She looked toward Eileithyia, perhaps expecting support, but the goddess of birth stood silent, rainwater dripping from her robe onto the marble.

A servant entered carrying a lamp and stopped at the sight of the three goddesses gathered beneath the throne. Hera dismissed her with a glance, though the deepening shadows had begun to fill the hall. Hestia’s flame remained at the centre, casting a steady glow over abandoned tables and empty chairs. Eileithyia moved toward it and held her hands above the warmth, the little clay eye still enclosed in one palm. Hebe joined her, leaving Hera beside the dais with the cup. For several breaths no one spoke. The sisters stood shoulder to shoulder before the hearth, one smelling of nectar and roses, the other of rain, smoke, and mortal blood. Hera watched them from behind, and whatever she saw in their joined silhouettes caused her voice to lose some of its iron. “When I carried each of you,” she said, “Olympus watched my body as though it belonged to the throne. Every god waited to judge what I would bring forth. A son was measured against Zeus before he could stand. A daughter was praised when she pleased the eye and questioned when she possessed a will. Do not imagine I know nothing of being assigned a shape by others.” Hebe turned, surprised by the opening, but Hera had already closed it. She placed the empty cup upon the table and straightened her crown. “You will both attend me at dawn. Eileithyia, you will rest tonight unless a life depends upon your presence. Hebe, the storerooms will be inspected before the next feast. Neither of you will speak to Zeus of this conversation until I have done so.” The command restored distance between them. Without waiting for agreement, Hera crossed the hall and disappeared through the doors behind the throne, attendants emerging from the shadows to follow her.

The sisters remained beside Hestia’s fire after the sound of their mother’s steps had faded. Darkness never fully claimed Olympus, but night softened its brilliance, turning the marble blue and setting the stars above the open roof. Hebe sat upon the lowest step of the dais, an act that would have drawn correction had Hera been present, and loosened the clasp at her shoulder. Eileithyia lowered herself beside her with a weariness that made the movement almost mortal. For a while they listened to servants clearing the distant corridors and to the faint rhythm of Hephaestus’s forge beneath the mountain. Hebe looked at her sister’s closed fist. “What did the woman say when she gave you the charm?” she asked. Eileithyia opened her hand. The clay bead had left a red crescent in the skin. “She said it had belonged to her mother, who wore it through seven births. She wanted me to take it because the eye had watched enough suffering.” Hebe touched the woollen thread with one finger. “Will you keep it?” Eileithyia nodded. “Until I understand why she survived when another did not.” Hebe leaned back against the step above, gazing at the underside of the throne. From there, the carved lions, clouds, and pomegranate branches appeared distorted, their beauty hidden beneath weight and shadow. “Mother says we must carry what belongs to our offices,” she murmured. Eileithyia rested her head against the edge of the dais. “Mother believes anything can be carried if one refuses to bend.” Hebe glanced toward her. “Can it?” Eileithyia’s eyes remained on the fire. “The women who refuse to bend are the ones who break first.”

A breeze entered through the western doors, bringing the scent of damp earth from the world below. Hebe rose and walked onto the terrace, where the clouds had parted after the storm. Far beneath them, scattered lamps marked villages, farmhouses, ships, and isolated shrines. Somewhere among those small points of light, Melantho lay with her newborn beside her and bloodied cloths heaped upon the floor. Elsewhere another woman had begun to labour, another family waited outside a closed room, another prayer formed upon frightened lips. Eileithyia joined her at the balustrade, wrapping both hands around the cold stone. For once Hebe did not ask whether another call had reached her. They looked down together, their faces touched by starlight, while the palaces of the gods shone behind them with unchanging splendour. “What was it like when he breathed?” Hebe asked. Eileithyia considered the question without turning. “For a moment there was nothing,” she said. “Then he cried as though the world had offended him by being cold.” A small smile appeared at the corner of her mouth, vanishing almost at once. Hebe imagined the first breath entering a body that had never known air, the shock of light, the rough hands, the severing of the cord, the beginning of hunger. “And the mother?” she asked. “She opened her eyes when he cried.” Eileithyia looked toward the distant darkness where Euboea lay beyond sight. “She was not the same woman who had entered that room.” Hebe touched her own face, smooth and familiar beneath her fingers. “Will she recover?” Eileithyia answered that she might, though the uncertainty remained between them.

Behind the sisters, the empty hall preserved the shape of the feast. Cups waited to be washed, cushions bore the impressions of immortal bodies, and the throne cast a long shadow across the floor. Hebe turned to look at it from the terrace. By day, seated beneath Hera, it had seemed like the centre of Olympus, but from beyond the doors it appeared smaller, framed by columns and darkness. “Have you ever wanted to refuse them?” she asked. Eileithyia knew without asking whom she meant. “The women?” Hebe nodded. Eileithyia’s fingers moved over the clay charm. “Sometimes, before I descend, I wish I could become deaf. Then I reach the doorway and see them waiting for someone they believe can help, and the wish leaves me.” Hebe looked down at her empty hands. “When I stand beside the tables, I wish someone would forget to lift a cup. I imagine the feast ending without me, the gods discovering that their strength remains, and no one calling my name.” Eileithyia studied her sister’s face. “Where would you go?” The question opened a space wider than any corridor in Hera’s palace. Hebe looked toward the dark line of the sea, the forests beyond it, the islands scattered like stones, and the roads winding between cities whose inhabitants would wake older when morning came. “I do not know,” she said, and this time the words did not feel like failure. “Somewhere I have not already stood.”

A prayer brushed Eileithyia’s senses, distant and uncertain, then faded before becoming a summons. Her body tensed, and Hebe saw it. “Another?” she asked. Eileithyia waited, listening through the night. “Not yet.” They remained upon the terrace until the stars shifted and dew formed along the balustrade. At last Hebe retrieved a cloak from inside and placed it around her sister’s shoulders. Eileithyia accepted it without protest, drawing the fabric close over the stains. Together they crossed the hall beneath the gaze of painted queens and the silent beasts carved into Hera’s throne. When they reached the corridor where their paths divided, Eileithyia stopped. “You asked what the first breath was like,” she said. “It was not gentle. His whole body fought for it.” Hebe held her gaze, hearing more in the answer than her sister had spoken, though neither gave it a name. Eileithyia turned toward her chamber, carrying the mortal charm and the scent of storm with her. Hebe watched until the cedar doors closed, then continued alone toward the storerooms because she knew sleep would not come.

The lower chambers were dark when she entered, but the flasks of nectar glowed behind the iron gate, casting amber bars across the floor. Hebe unlocked it and stepped among the shelves. Warmth surrounded her, rich with the fragrance of fruit, rain, and spring growth. She chose the smallest vessel and carried it to a stone table, where a single cup waited from the morning’s preparations. No law forbade her from drinking, yet she had always taken nectar only when it was formally offered, after the elder gods had been served and Hera had given a nod. Now no one stood nearby to grant permission. Hebe broke the wax seal, poured a narrow stream, and watched the liquid gather light inside the cup. Her reflection appeared upon its surface, young and flawless, exactly as it had appeared years before and would appear through years without number. She lifted the vessel but paused before it touched her lips. From far below came no sound, yet she imagined the cry of Melantho’s child tearing through the storm, his body fighting for the breath that marked his arrival. Hebe set the cup down untasted. She did not know whether the refusal was rebellion, curiosity, or merely exhaustion, but the untouched nectar seemed suddenly more alive than anything poured at the feast. It trembled in the dim chamber while the mountain stood silent around her.

Above, Hera’s throne waited for morning, immovable beneath its canopy, and Eileithyia slept with the clay eye beside her bed until another mortal voice found the path to her dreams. Hebe remained among the glowing vessels, listening to the quiet that followed the gods’ abundance. She placed both palms upon the cold stone table and looked through the bars of the open gate toward the stairway leading upward. The palace offered no wind in those buried rooms, yet a loose strand of hair moved against her cheek as though some distant door had opened. She left the cup where it stood, carried neither nectar nor ambrosia with her, and climbed toward the sleeping halls with empty hands. At the top of the stairs, dawn had not yet begun, but the eastern clouds were paling along their edges, preparing to reveal a world in which children would be born, mothers would bleed, gods would feast, and the daughters of Hera would once again take their places beneath the golden throne.
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