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​Chapter 1
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​What My Father Said 

I WANT TO TELL YOU what my father said about me, in front of the entire assembled hall, before I tell you anything else about this existence, because I think this account owes you that particular wound stated plainly, rather than slowly uncovered the way I understand other accounts in this series have sometimes preferred. I have heard my own myth told, more than once, as though I simply arrived violent, simply arrived difficult, requiring no particular explanation beyond the plain fact of what domain I happened to be given. I do not think that telling is honest. I think there is a specific, traceable reason I became whatever this account is about to show you I became, and I think it begins exactly here, in a single sentence spoken in front of a hall full of witnesses who mostly forgot it by the following morning, and which I have never once managed to forget at all.

***
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I WAS NOT CONSCIOUS for my own birth, the same way I understand none of us are, and I have had to piece together the shape of it from what I have been told since, by my mother and by others who were present at the time. I was born to Hera and Zeus, in the ordinary way, and I want to describe the specific contrast this account owes you, because I think it matters more here than in almost any other chapter I could give you.

Athena arrived differently. I have been told the story more times than I can easily count — she sprang fully formed from our father's own head, already armored, already wise, already exactly what everyone in that hall had apparently been hoping for. I remember, hearing this story told and retold across my own childhood, the specific way it was always delivered with a kind of wonder that no one ever once extended to the plainer fact of my own arrival. I arrived the ordinary way, a squalling infant requiring years to grow into whatever I was eventually going to become, and I want to be honest that I have wondered, across this entire existence, whether that single difference in how we each arrived was the actual seed of everything this account is about to show you.

"He's a healthy boy," I have been told my mother said, holding me for the first time, and I have been told my father's response to this was far less enthusiastic than the occasion seemed to warrant. I have been told he asked, almost immediately, whether I seemed likely to grow strong, as though strength alone were the only quality worth confirming in an infant only hours old, and I have decided, hearing this account since, that this single question was itself an early, unmistakable preview of everything that followed.

***
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I GREW QUICKLY, THE way I understand most gods do, and I want to describe the specific kind of child I actually was, because I think this account owes you a fuller portrait than the single, flattening idea most retellings have settled for.

I was eager. I want to state this plainly, because I think it is easy to assume, hearing the rest of what this chapter is about to tell you, that I arrived already hardened, already braced for disappointment. I did not. I was, by every honest account I have gathered since, a genuinely warm child, quick to laugh, physically gifted in ways that delighted the people around me, and I wanted, more than anything else in that early existence, my father's approval.

"Watch this," I remember telling him, more times than I can count, demonstrating some new physical feat — a longer throw, a faster sprint, a wrestling hold I'd worked out entirely on my own. I remember the specific hunger in myself, waiting for his reaction, and I remember, though I did not yet have the framework to name it clearly, a pattern already beginning to form in how consistently that hunger went unanswered.

"That's fine," I remember him saying, more than once, already turning his attention elsewhere before I'd finished demonstrating whatever I'd been so eager to show him.

I remember one particular afternoon, considerably younger than the one this chapter is mostly about, when I had spent an entire morning teaching myself to throw a spear with real accuracy, and I remember running to find him, certain that this specific skill, at least, would finally earn something more than his usual half-attention. I remember him watching perhaps two throws before something else caught his eye entirely — a passing minor dispute among two lesser gods, which he moved to resolve immediately, leaving me standing there with the spear still in hand, uncertain whether to continue throwing for an audience that had already left.

I do not think, at that age, I understood this as rejection. I think I simply understood it as something requiring a slightly larger demonstration the next time, a slightly more impressive feat, in order to actually catch the attention I was certain, at that age, I would eventually earn if I simply tried hard enough. I did not yet understand that the trying itself was going to become the entire shape of my existence, long after any reasonable person would have concluded that the audience I was trying so hard to reach had already decided, well in advance, not to be watching.

***
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I WANT TO TELL YOU about the specific afternoon this account has already promised you, because I think it deserves its own full account rather than a summary that hurries past it.

Athena had done something — I do not fully remember what, examined honestly, though I have been told since that it involved some clever, strategic solution to a dispute among a handful of minor gods, resolved without a single blow struck. I remember the hall gathering to hear my father praise her for it, and I remember standing at the edge of that same gathering, having just returned from besting three considerably older gods in a wrestling contest that I had, until that moment, believed would finally be the demonstration large enough to earn some comparable recognition.

"Athena," my father said, in front of the entire hall, "understands what actual strength requires. Strategy. Patience. The wisdom to resolve a conflict without ever needing to raise a hand."

I remember the specific pride in his voice, saying this, a pride I do not think I had ever once heard directed at anything I myself had accomplished. I remember waiting, in the silence that followed this, for some acknowledgment of what I had just accomplished myself, in an entirely different register — three considerably larger opponents, defeated cleanly, in full view of half the hall. I remember understanding, in the specific quality of that silence, that no such acknowledgment was coming.

"And what of Ares?" someone asked, I have been told — I do not remember who, and I have decided, across everything since, that I do not particularly want to know.

I remember my father's answer with a clarity I have never once managed to dull, across all the years since, however hard I have tried.

"Ares is useful," he said, "when there is fighting to be done. I do not think usefulness and love are the same thing, and I would rather be honest about that distinction than pretend otherwise for the sake of comfort. Of all my children, he is, if I am honest, the one I like least."

I remember a brief, uncomfortable murmur passing through the gathered hall at this, though I do not think it was quite outrage, and I do not think it lasted very long. I remember someone laughing, quickly stifled, and I remember understanding, hearing that laugh cut short, that at least one person in that hall had found something amusing in my father's plain, public dismissal, before apparently thinking better of letting the amusement show.

***
[image: ]


I WANT TO DESCRIBE what happened in me, hearing this, because I think this account owes you the actual shape of that moment rather than a simple statement of hurt standing in for it.

I do not remember weeping, or arguing, or doing anything that might have given the gathered hall further reason to discuss me. I remember, instead, a specific, immediate need to demonstrate something — anything — that might retroactively disprove what had just been said, in front of everyone who had just heard it said. I challenged the largest god present to a contest on the spot, I have been told, and won it decisively, and I remember believing, in the specific, hollow satisfaction that followed, that I had somehow answered my father's judgment, even though I understood, even in that same moment, that he had already turned his attention elsewhere and was not watching.

I remember the specific, absurd detail of it, examined honestly from this distance — I had just been told, by my own father, in front of considerable witnesses, that he liked me least of all his children, and my immediate response was to find someone larger than myself and prove I could still defeat him physically, as though physical defeat had ever once been the actual question either of us was asking. I understand now, looking back, that this response answered nothing at all. It simply gave me somewhere to put an emotion I did not yet have any other outlet for, and I did not understand, that first afternoon, that I was building something out of the habit — a pattern this account is about to show you repeating, in various forms, across its entire length, a slight met immediately with an overcorrected display aimed at an audience that was very often no longer watching by the time the display concluded.

***
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I WANT TO CLOSE THIS chapter with my mother, because I think she deserves her own place in it, rather than existing only as the parent standing opposite my father's disdain.

Hera found me later that same evening, and I remember her holding me the way she had, I am told, held me on the day I was born, without any of my father's visible reservation.

"I heard what he said," she told me, plainly.

"Everyone heard what he said."

"I know. I want you to hear something else, from me, directly, rather than let his words be the only thing you carry out of today." She considered her next words carefully, and I remember appreciating, even at that age, that she was not simply offering easy comfort. "I do not think he is right. I think he has decided, for reasons that have more to do with his own preferences than with anything true about you, that Athena's strength is the only kind worth loving. I do not agree with that. I love you plainly, and I do not think my love requires you to become someone else in order to earn it."

"Does that undo what he said?"

I remember her considering this question for a long moment before answering, and I remember appreciating, even then, that she did not simply say yes.

"No. I do not think it undoes it. I think what he said is going to sit inside you regardless of anything I tell you tonight, and I do not want to pretend my own love is powerful enough to erase it entirely. I want you to know only that it exists alongside his disdain, rather than being canceled by it, and that you are allowed to hold both of those things at once, for as long as you need to."

"Why does he prefer her?"

"I don't know that I have a complete answer for that. I think some part of it is simply that she arrived already finished, requiring nothing further of him, and I think your father has never much cared for the work of watching something grow slowly into what it's going to become. I think that says something true about him, rather than something true about you, though I understand if that distinction doesn't feel like much comfort tonight."

"It doesn't."

"I know. I'm not offering it as comfort. I'm offering it because I think it's accurate, and I'd rather give you something accurate than something that simply feels better and isn't." I remember this landing with real, complicated weight, understanding, even then, that she was not going to soften the truth simply because I was young and hurting.

I did not sleep well, that first night, turning my father's words over in the same specific, unproductive way this account is about to show you turning over so many other slights across its entire length — a hunger that was never once going to be satisfied by the method I had already decided, that same evening, to keep trying anyway.
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​Chapter 2

[image: ]


​Athena

I WANT TO TELL YOU about my sister honestly, before I tell you about the specific afternoon that changed the shape of our entire relationship, because I think this account owes her considerably more than the simple rivalry most retellings have reduced us to. I have heard our relationship told, more than once, as though we were simply opposites, fated from birth to compete for the same affection and never once managing genuine warmth between us. I do not think that telling is honest. I think there was real fondness first, and I think the account owes her the honesty of that fondness before it shows you what our father eventually made of the difference between us.

***
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WE WERE CLOSE, AS CHILDREN, in a way I do not think either of us expected, given how differently we had each arrived into this existence. I want to describe this closeness properly, because I think this chapter needs it established before anything else, or the rest of what I am about to tell you will read as simple, uncomplicated resentment, and I do not think that would be honest.

"You're doing it wrong," she told me once, watching me attempt some early feat of strength, and I remember the specific fondness in her correction rather than any real condescension. "You're using twice the effort a proper stance would require."

"I don't need a proper stance. I have the strength to make up for it."

"You do, until you meet someone with both." She said this with a small, genuine smile, and I remember laughing, understanding, even then, that she was not trying to diminish what I had, simply pointing out something true that might actually help me.

"Show me, then. The proper stance."

She did, patiently, correcting my footing twice before I finally understood what she meant, and I remember the specific pleasure of that afternoon — not simply learning something useful, but learning it from someone who genuinely wanted me to have it, rather than someone measuring my progress against some standard I wasn't yet allowed to know about.

"Why do you bother?" I asked her, once I'd finally gotten the stance right. "Teaching me things. You could simply let me struggle."

"I don't see much use in that. I don't think your struggling teaches me anything I actually want to know, and I'd rather have a brother who's genuinely good at what he does than one who's simply flailing at it because nobody bothered to correct him." I remember appreciating this answer more than I think I let her know at the time, and I remember real stretches of our shared childhood spent this way, her patience meeting my eagerness, neither of us yet burdened by whatever this account is about to show you our father eventually made of the difference between us.

***
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I WANT TO DESCRIBE the specific task that tested us both, because I think this account owes you the full shape of it, rather than a summary that skips toward the painful part too quickly.

A dispute had arisen among a handful of minor river gods, over water rights that had grown increasingly bitter across several seasons, threatening to spill into open conflict between them. Our father, I have been told, decided this dispute would serve as a useful test for both of us, sending Athena and myself separately to see what each of us might accomplish.

I went first, and I want to be honest about my own approach, because I think this account owes you the full accounting of it rather than a version that makes my failure feel more inevitable than it actually was. I gathered the disputing gods and proposed, plainly, that whichever of them could best me in a direct contest would be granted the water rights outright, certain that a clear, physical resolution would settle the matter more honestly than further argument ever could.

"That doesn't resolve anything," one of the river gods told me, understandably confused. "It simply decides who gets to keep disputing, backed now by your endorsement instead of settled on its own merits."

"It settles who has the strongest claim."

"Strength doesn't have anything to do with water rights. I don't think you've actually asked either of us what we're disputing about at all." I remember not having a ready response to this, and I remember the specific, mounting frustration of watching my proposed solution fail to actually address anything the dispute had originally been about.

"Then tell me what you're disputing about."

"I don't think either of us fully knows anymore, if I'm honest. I think we've simply been disputing it for so long that the disputing itself has become the point." I remember leaving that encounter with nothing resolved, and I remember the specific, unfamiliar sensation of having tried genuinely and produced nothing useful at all.

***
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ATHENA ARRIVED SOME days later, and I want to describe what she actually did, because I think the contrast matters more here than a simple statement of her success.

She spent, I have been told, real time simply listening to each of the disputing gods separately, before proposing anything at all. She discovered, in that listening, that the actual dispute was not truly about the water rights themselves, but about an older grievance none of the gods involved had ever directly named — a boundary marker moved generations earlier, which none of the current disputants had witnessed firsthand, but which each had inherited as an unexamined resentment passed down through their own predecessors.

"You're not actually fighting about the water," she told them, once she had gathered them together. "You're fighting about a boundary none of you were alive to see moved, and the water rights have simply become the place that old grievance finally found to express itself."

"How would a boundary marker matter, if none of us were even alive when it moved?"

"Because grievances don't require the original parties to remain alive in order to keep being felt. I think you've each inherited a wound none of you actually chose, and I think you've spent considerable time fighting about water simply because the water was the only version of that wound still available to argue about directly." I have been told the gathered gods fell into an uncomfortable silence at this, recognizing, apparently for the first time, the actual shape of what they had been arguing about for seasons.

She proposed a new boundary marker, mutually agreed upon, replacing the disputed original entirely, and the water rights resolved themselves naturally once the older grievance had finally been named and addressed directly. I have been told the dispute ended within a single afternoon, cleanly, with no further conflict required, and I have been told, further, that several of the disputing gods thanked her personally, something none of them had thought to offer me after my own attempt.
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I WANT TO DESCRIBE what happened once our father learned of both outcomes, because I think this account owes you that moment directly, rather than letting it remain implied.

"Athena," he said, in front of the gathered hall, once both accounts had been given, "understands what actual strength requires. Strategy. Patience. The wisdom to resolve a conflict without ever needing to raise a hand."

I remember standing at the edge of that same hall, having just watched my own approach fail plainly in comparison, understanding, with a clarity I had not yet had to face directly, that the difference between us was not simply a matter of preference. It was, in my father's own accounting, a matter of which of us actually understood strength correctly, and which of us had simply been given the cruder, less impressive version of the same gift.

"And what would you have had me do differently?" I asked him, unable to fully stop myself, though I understood, even asking it, that the question was likely to cost me more than it might gain.

"Listened, perhaps, the way your sister apparently did. I don't think the solution required any particular cleverness beyond that. I think it required patience, and I don't think patience has ever once been your particular strength."

"I don't think anyone's ever taught me to value it the way you clearly value it in her."

"Perhaps. I don't think that excuses the difference in outcome, whatever the reason for it." I remember this landing with a particular, cold finality, understanding that he was not interested in examining why the difference existed, only in confirming, plainly, that it did.

I do not think Athena intended any of this. This account owes her the same fairness it has already tried to extend to everyone else across this entire series. She had solved the actual problem she was given, thoroughly and well. I do not think she asked our father to use her success as a weapon against me, and I do not think she enjoyed watching him do it, once it happened — I remember catching her expression, in that same hall, and recognizing something that looked considerably more like discomfort than triumph.

***
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I WANT TO CLOSE THIS chapter with what actually happened in me, watching all of this unfold, because I think this account owes you the beginning of the pattern rather than its completion.

I did not resent Athena, not fully, not even in that moment. I want to state this plainly, because I think it matters for understanding everything this account is about to show you across its entire length. What I felt, standing in that hall, was something closer to a growing, corrosive conviction about my own domain specifically — that whatever I had been given to work with was simply the uglier, less loved half of the same coin my sister had been handed the finer side of. I did not yet resent the finer side. I resented, instead, a growing certainty that mine was never going to be recognized as anything other than the crude alternative, regardless of what I actually managed to accomplish with it.

I remember Athena finding me afterward, and I remember the specific discomfort in her own bearing, approaching me.

"I didn't ask him to say that," she told me, without any preamble.

"I know."

"I don't think what I did was actually better than what you tried. I think it simply happened to work, this particular time, with this particular dispute. I don't think that makes force wrong, the way he made it sound."

"I appreciate you saying that. I don't think it changes what he actually believes, though."

"No. I don't think it does." She said this honestly, without trying to soften it further, and I remember appreciating that she did not simply offer empty reassurance she couldn't actually back with anything real.

"Does it bother you? Being the one he prefers?"

"Sometimes. I don't think I've ever been allowed to fail at anything, examined honestly. I don't know that being preferred is quite as comfortable as it must look from where you're standing." I remember not fully understanding this admission, that particular evening, though I have decided, across everything since, that some part of me filed it away regardless, waiting for a day considerably further into this account when I would finally understand what she meant.

I began, that same evening, the specific practice this account has already told you I was going to build — small, at first, barely noticeable even to myself. I trained harder, not because I believed harder training would actually change my father's judgment, but because I no longer knew what else to do with the certainty that his judgment was never going to change regardless. I did not yet call this armor. I do not think I understood, that evening, that I was building anything at all. I understand now, looking back across everything this existence has cost me since, that this was the exact afternoon the first brick was laid.
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​Chapter 3
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​The Short King

I WANT TO TELL YOU about the specific, ongoing comedy of my own existence, because I think this account owes you the genuine humor of it before it asks you to take the darker parts of this chapter seriously.

***
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I HAVE SPENT, ACROSS the whole of this existence, a genuinely embarrassing amount of time convinced that people were silently measuring my stature and finding it wanting. I want to state this plainly, because I think the plain statement of it is funnier than any account I could give you of the specific behaviors it produced.

I want to describe one particular habit before any other, because I think it captures the specific absurdity of this anxiety better than anything else I could offer you. I had developed, across considerable practice, a way of walking through any doorway that involved straightening to my fullest possible height at the exact moment I crossed the threshold, certain this would leave whoever was watching with an improved impression of my stature. I want to be honest that this habit produced, more than once, the exact opposite of its intended effect — I struck my head on a lintel with real force on at least two occasions I can specifically recall, in front of exactly the kind of audience I had been trying to impress, and I remember the specific, mortifying silence that followed each time, considerably worse than anything a simple, ordinary entrance would have produced.

I remember, too, once quietly asking Hephaestus whether he might consider raising the height of a particular doorway at the training grounds, by some small, unnoticeable margin, and I remember his genuine confusion at the request.

"Why would I need to raise it? Nobody's complained about it."

"I simply thought it might be more comfortable, for everyone."

"For everyone, or for you specifically?" I remember not having a ready answer for this, and I remember him considering the request for a long moment before politely declining, apparently deciding the doorway was fine exactly as it stood.

I remember an entire morning once spent adjusting the angle of a particular mirror, convinced that the light in my own chambers was somehow making me appear shorter than I actually was. I want to be honest that no one had said anything to me that morning. No one had implied anything about my height at all. I had simply woken, examined my own reflection, and decided, without any actual evidence, that the mirror itself was somehow conspiring against me.

"You've been in there considerably longer than a person adjusting a mirror should need," Hermes told me, finding me still fussing with the angle of it that same afternoon.

"The light is wrong."

"The light has been the same for years. I don't think the light has changed. I think you've simply decided, this particular morning, to have a complicated relationship with it."

"I'm simply making certain the mirror is accurate."

"Accurate compared to what? You're the only person in the room. There's nothing to compare it against." I remember the specific indignity of being caught at this, and I remember, even in that indignity, appreciating that he did not seem to be mocking me so much as genuinely curious what had prompted it.

"I don't think you understand."

"I don't think I do, no. I'd genuinely like to, if you're willing to explain it to me properly, rather than simply continuing to adjust a mirror that hasn't actually changed since I've known you." I remember not having a ready answer for this, and I remember him waiting, patiently, for one anyway, an unusual kindness I did not fully appreciate until considerably later.

***
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A SECOND INSTANCE OF this same pattern is worth describing, because one example alone would not fully capture how genuinely absurd this particular anxiety became, across the whole of my existence.

A minor god, entirely without malice, once remarked that I seemed to be standing on slightly uneven ground, during an otherwise unremarkable conversation about nothing in particular. I want to be honest that this comment had nothing whatsoever to do with my height. It was a simple, practical observation about the terrain we happened to be standing on.

I remember reacting as though he had directly accused me of being short, immediately and unnecessarily correcting my stance, standing taller, and steering the entire remainder of our conversation toward an unprompted account of my own considerable physical accomplishments, none of which he had asked to hear.

"I wasn't commenting on
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