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This is what they said of him, later, when the stories had hardened into the shape stories take: that he was the strongest man who ever lived. That he killed a lion with his hands. That he descended into the underworld and came back. That a goddess hated him from before his birth and that the hatred made him what he was.

They were not wrong. They were just telling the outside of it.

He was born in Thebes, in a house that still smelled of the man who had not fathered him. Amphitryon, who was a good man and knew it, who had come home from war to find his wife already carrying what the god had left. He did not rage. He made his peace with it — or the shape of peace, which is what men make when the real thing is not available. Alcmene, his wife, who had known one night what it was to be chosen by something vast, and had woken the next morning and made breakfast and continued.

Their son came into the world alongside his brother — Iphicles, who was Amphitryon's, fully mortal, fully human, the other version of the same beginning. Two boys in one cradle. The ordinary one and the one who was not ordinary, and no way to tell them apart in the dark.

Hera knew which was which.

She had always known. She watched from the beginning — not with simple hatred, though hatred was part of it, though she would not deny that. She watched with something more like the attention of a woman who has been governed by a law she did not consent to, and who watches the consequence of that law moving through the world on two mortal legs, in a cradle in Thebes, in the house of the man who was not his father. Zeus had descended again. Had made another of his exceptions. And the consequence had been born and named and was sleeping in the ordinary dark.

She sent the snakes.

Not from simple cruelty. From the need to know what the thing was. What the divine blood in mortal bones actually produced, when the night closed around it and the fear came and there was nothing in the cradle but two boys and what was coiling toward them.

She would remember what she saw for a long time.

On Olympus, Zeus felt his son below through the blood connection the way you feel a sound you cannot hear — present, registered, somewhere in the body before the mind catches it. He did not go down. He watched. This was the agreement he made with himself each morning, and each morning the ground was still there when he checked it. Do not intervene. The intervention is the damage. The boy has to become what the blood aimed toward on his own or not at all.

He watched Alcmene sleep through what happened in the cradle. He watched Iphicles wake and scream. He watched his son — eight months old, eight months of mortal air in mortal lungs — reach out in the dark and find what was coiling toward him, and grip.

He did not intervene.

The ground was still there when he checked it.

This is the life that followed from that grip:

A childhood in which he broke things by accident, in which the full weight of the divine strength arrived slowly in the mortal frame, in which his brother Iphicles grew beside him and showed him daily what the same origin produced without the blood — what an ordinary man was, what an ordinary man could bear, what an ordinary man was enough for. He loved his brother. He knew what his brother showed him. He held both things.

A madness sent by Hera at the height of his happiness, when he had a wife he loved and children he was making a life for. He killed them. He came back to himself with blood on his hands and did not understand, for a long moment, whose it was. Then he understood. He did not rage. He went still. He went to the oracle and received a name — formerly Alcides, now Hercules, the glory of Hera — and received his sentence: twelve labors in service to a frightened small man who had been given power over him, and who used the power the way frightened small men use power.

He did the labors. Each one took something from him. Each one built something in its place. The thing that was built was not the thing that was taken, and the exchange was not fair, and he knew it was not fair, and he held that too.

A lion killed with his hands. A hydra. A year following a hind across mountains before choosing not to harm it. The underworld, the three-headed dog, the descent and the return. At the edge of the world he set two pillars and put his name on them and turned back.

Prometheus freed by his hand. Atlas holding the sky while Hercules rested under it, and the thing he learned about what it felt like to hold what could not be held.

The end of the mortal life — not in battle, not by a monster's hand. By a shirt his wife sent him out of love and mistaken knowledge. The pyre on Mount Oeta. What burned away and what did not.

This is the book about the person inside all of that.

Not the hero. The person who was required to be the hero and found out, labor by labor, what the requirement cost, and paid it, and did not look away from what it had cost, and held it.

That is the quality the stories do not carry. The still holding. The thing found in the going through.

This book is about where it came from.

When it begins, it is night in Thebes. In a cradle in the house of Amphitryon, two boys are sleeping. One of them is about to wake screaming. The other is about to reach into the dark and grip.

Everything else follows from the grip.

Chapter I — The Snakes in the Cradle

––––––––
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THE LAMP IN THE HALLWAY had been burning since the second hour past midnight. Alcmene had not been the one to light it — that was Phaedra, the oldest of the household women, who had a habit of moving through the house at night checking things, testing the air the way old people do when sleep has become unreliable and the body substitutes vigilance. The lamp threw a long wedge of light under the bedroom door. Alcmene lay watching it from the bed and did not sleep.

Amphitryon slept beside her. He slept the way soldiers sleep — completely, without apparent struggle, as if sleep were a discipline he had mastered along with the others. She listened to his breathing and was grateful for it. Twelve years of marriage and she was still grateful for the specific sound of him breathing in the dark. This was not nothing. She had decided early that it was not nothing, and she had been right.

The boys were in the room across the hall. They slept in a single cradle of cedarwood that Amphitryon had built himself in the month before they were born, working in the courtyard in the afternoons with his tools laid out in order and his face closed with the particular concentration he brought to physical work. She had watched him from the doorway sometimes. He had not looked up. He had known she was there.

She was thinking about them now — not with anxiety, just with the low steady attention she had developed in the months since they were born, a kind of monitoring that did not require her to be awake but that pulled her out of sleep when something changed. They had not made a sound. The house was quiet. The lamp burned in the hallway and Amphitryon breathed beside her and everything was as it should be.

She was thinking about Iphicles, specifically. He had been restless at the evening feeding — pulling away, turning his head, working himself toward some distress he couldn't name. She had walked him for an hour in the courtyard while Amphitryon held the other one, and Iphicles had finally gone limp against her shoulder with the abruptness of infants, asleep between one breath and the next, the distress apparently forgotten. She had stood in the courtyard longer than she needed to, feeling his weight, the specific warmth of him. The olive tree in the corner. The stars above the wall.

She did not think about the other one in the same way. This was a thing she had noticed in herself and examined without flinching, because she was a woman who believed in examining what was true. She loved him. She was certain she loved him. But the quality of the attention was different — when she held Iphicles she felt the ordinary clutch of it, the vulnerability of loving something so small and so given entirely to your care. When she held the other one — Alcides, though they would not call him that forever, though the name would change in ways she could not yet know — she felt something that was not quite the same thing. Not less. Different. A kind of watchfulness that ran alongside the love. An awareness that she was holding something she had not entirely made.

She had told no one this. It was hers.

Amphitryon had built the cradle large — large enough for two, though twins were not what anyone had expected. He had dovetailed the corners with a precision that was unnecessary for a cradle and that he performed anyway because he could not do physical work without precision. The cedar still smelled of itself. The two boys lay in it on their backs with their arms thrown up in the posture of infants, which is the posture of total surrender to gravity, complete trust that the surface beneath will hold.

Iphicles had his father's brow. This was a thing Alcmene had noticed in the first hour after their birth, when the midwife had laid them both against her chest and she had looked at them in the dimness, and found that she could find Amphitryon in one face and not the other. She had not said this aloud. She had simply known it and continued.

The other one looked, if he looked like anyone, like no one she had ever seen. Not divine — she had no image of divine to compare him to. Just — not assembled from the faces she knew. His own face entirely. This happened with some children and did not mean anything, the midwife had said, and Alcmene had nodded and agreed that it did not mean anything.

The quality of the night changed sometime in the third hour.

Alcmene felt it before she understood it — a shift in the texture of the air, the way the silence thickened slightly, the way the lamp in the hallway seemed to draw its light inward without actually dimming. She was not a superstitious woman. She did not traffic in omens. She lay still and felt the change and waited to understand what it was.

Amphitryon went on breathing beside her.

The sound that came from the boys' room was not a sound she could name. Not a cry — the boys were not crying. Something else. A dry movement. A rhythm that did not belong to the house.

She was out of the bed before she had decided to move.

The hallway was cold. The lamp threw its light and she moved through it and pushed open the door to the boys' room and stopped.

The snakes were in the cradle.

Two of them. Large — larger than any she had seen in a garden or along a road, though she would not be able to say later precisely how large, because what she remembered was not their size but their movement, the way they moved through the cedar-smelling dark with a slow terrible purpose. Their scales caught the light from the hallway. Their tongues. The smell of them — a dry mineral smell, like rock in summer, like something that had not been alive in the ordinary sense.

She did not scream. She took this in, standing in the doorway, and her body went cold from the feet upward and she did not scream.

Iphicles was screaming. He had pressed himself into the far corner of the cradle and his face was the red swollen face of total terror, his voice going up and up. A real sound, a human sound, the correct sound for what was in the cradle with him. Alcmene would remember this and would not hold it against him, ever, not once, though she knew the story that would be told about this night would hold it against him without meaning to, the way stories do — by contrast, by the simple fact of the comparison.

The other one was not screaming.

He was in the center of the cradle and the snakes were moving toward him and he was awake — she could see that he was awake, his eyes were open, he had been awake before she came in or had woken when the snakes came, she would never know which. He was watching them. Not with an infant's unfocused gaze but with something that was organized, directed, present. She did not know that an eight-month-old child could look like that. She did not know that yet.

The larger snake reached him first.

She took a step forward and stopped.

What happened was this: the snake moved to him and he moved to the snake, and the movement was not a flinch, not a recoil, not any motion of withdrawal. He reached for it the way you might reach for something that had come close enough to take, and his hand closed around it behind the head, the way she had seen handlers do at the market, and the grip —

She stopped.

The grip held.

The snake's body convulsed from head to tail. It coiled around his arm with the instinct of its kind and the coil tightened and he watched it tighten and his face did not change. His face was the face of a child doing something that required his full attention, required all of it, and was receiving all of it. Not afraid. She looked at his face and there was no fear in it. There was something else — the thing that lives on the other side of fear when fear has been moved through and found to be passable. She did not have a name for this. She would never have a name for it. She would spend the rest of her life watching for it in his face and finding it again and again in circumstances that should not have allowed it.

The second snake reached his other hand.

He took that one too.

Amphitryon came through the door behind her. She heard him — the sound of him waking and knowing something was wrong in the single moment between sleep and standing that soldiers have — and he came through and stopped beside her and she heard the air go out of him.

"Alcmene."

"I see it," she said.

They stood together in the doorway. Iphicles was still screaming. The boy in the center of the cradle held both snakes and the snakes fought him and he held them.

Amphitryon moved first. He crossed the room and took Iphicles up and pressed the child against his chest and Iphicles gripped his tunic and went on crying into the cloth. Amphitryon's hand on the back of the small head. He stood there holding his son and looked at the other child and the snakes, and Alcmene saw something move through his face that she could not entirely read — not fear, past fear, something that had a quality of reckoning in it.

The snakes had stopped fighting.

She saw this at the same moment Amphitryon did. The larger one had gone still first, then the second. They hung from the small hands with the limpness of dead things. She crossed the room and looked into the cradle and the boy looked back at her, holding the dead snakes, his face returning from wherever it had been — returning to ordinary infancy, returning to the face that was no one's face, her son's face — and she reached in and lifted him out and held him against her and felt his heart going fast and steadily, mortal and rapid, the heart of a living child.

She was shaking. She had not been shaking before. Her body had waited until it was over and now it shook with the thoroughness of reaction, and she held him and shook and he lay against her shoulder and was quiet.

"Set them down," Amphitryon said.

She looked at him.

"The snakes," he said. "He should put them down."

She looked at her son's hands. The dead snakes still in his grip. She took hold of his small fingers and worked them open, gently, one by one, and laid the bodies on the floor of the cradle. They lay without movement. Fully dead. She looked at them and then at her son's hands, undamaged.

Iphicles had stopped crying. He was pressed into Amphitryon's chest with his face turned toward his brother, watching from that distance with eyes that had gone red and swollen from the crying, and what was in his expression was something beyond fear now — a recognition, Alcmene would think later, of a kind that was too young for him to hold, that he would spend years catching up to.

Dawn came. The household woke around them — Phaedra first, then the others, finding the family already awake and gathered in the courtyard with the particular tight silence that follows something that has not yet been given words. The snakes had been removed. Amphitryon had taken them out in the early dark and returned with clean hands and said nothing about where he had put them.

Phaedra looked at the family and knew something had happened and did not ask.

Alcmene fed both boys in the morning light. She sat in the courtyard with the sun just clearing the east wall, one at each breast, and felt the ordinary necessity of this — bodies requiring, bodies being answered. Iphicles fed with the desperate focus of a child who had been frightened and not yet recovered. The other one fed with his eyes open, watching the edge of the roof where the light was.

Amphitryon sat across the courtyard and watched.

When the boys were satisfied and set down on the blanket in the sun, he said: "We should go to Tiresias."

"Yes," she said.

"Or Delphi."

"Tiresias first. He's closer."

A silence. The boys on the blanket. Iphicles discovering his own hand with the focus of a child for whom the world is still primarily astonishing. The other one lying still, looking at the sky with an expression that she could not parse, that she was not sure was an expression in the usual sense — more like a quality of stillness that organized itself around his face rather than originating from within it.

"He killed them," Amphitryon said. "They were large snakes."

"Yes."

"He's eight months old."

"Yes."

She looked at her husband. He was looking at the boys — looking at both of them, though she knew his attention was concentrated on the one who was not his. He had known this morning was coming, she thought. Not this specifically. But something. Something that would make undeniable the thing he had been carrying since he came home from the war and found what he found. He had been a good father across these eight months with the careful deliberateness of a man who has decided something and is executing the decision. What he had decided — she thought it was this: that the blood did not matter. That the child in front of him was the child in front of him, and that the rest was between her and whatever had come to her in the dark, and had nothing to do with how he would treat the boy.

She had loved him more for this than for anything.

"What do we tell Tiresias?" Amphitryon asked.

"The truth," she said. "We tell him what happened and we ask him what it means."

"We know what it means."

She looked at him.

"It means he's what we knew he was," Amphitryon said. His voice carried no particular feeling. He was reporting. "It means it shows."

She looked at her son on the blanket, at the sky he was watching. "We still go," she said. "Knowing what something means is not the same as knowing what it requires."

Amphitryon nodded. This was the kind of distinction she made that he trusted even when he could not quite follow it. He had married a woman who made such distinctions and he had learned that they were reliable.

"All right," he said. "Tiresias."

On Olympus, Zeus had felt it through the blood the way you feel a sound you cannot hear — a vibration, a register below the ordinary. He had been awake. He was often awake at this hour, in the way of the very old and the sleepless, standing at the edge of his sight and looking down at the world his governance covered, checking the way he checked every morning that the ground was still there beneath him.

He had felt his son.

He had felt the specific quality of what his son did — not the act itself, not the snakes, but the interior thing, the quality of holding. He recognized it. He had felt it once himself, very long ago, in the moment of assuming governance, when the full weight of what he was responsible for had come to him in a single understood instant. He had held it. He had found that holding was possible. He had never spoken of it to anyone.

His son had found it at eight months old in a cradle in Thebes, in the dark, with what Hera had sent.

He had not intervened. He had felt the shape of the night assembling itself — the shift that preceded the snakes, the particular attention that Hera's workings carried, identifiable to him after all these centuries as her scent was identifiable — and he had stood at his height and watched and not descended.

This was the promise he kept with himself: do not intervene. Every intervention was a new distortion. The boy had to become what he was on his own — the divine in the mortal frame had to find itself through mortal experience, had to discover its own capacities through encounter, through resistance, through exactly the kind of thing that had been in the cradle tonight. Intervening would have taken that from him. Would have told him, at eight months, that he was the kind of thing that needed rescue.

He was not the kind of thing that needed rescue. Zeus had known this. He had watched the night prove it.

The ground was still there when he checked it.

He stood at his height and felt the first warmth of the sun crossing from east to west below him, the light moving across Greece in its daily passage, reaching Thebes, reaching a courtyard where a woman sat with two boys in the new light. He did not go down. He watched from his distance with the feeling of a man watching something far away that he has a complicated relationship to — not pride exactly, not the clean uncomplicated thing that pride is supposed to be. Something that knew itself to be mixed. That knew the cost of what it was watching had been paid by people who had not chosen to pay it.

He held that too. He had learned to hold the things that did not resolve.

Hera had watched.

She would not say she had not expected it. She would say — she said to herself in the silence of her own understanding — that she had needed to see what form it took. The divine blood in mortal bones was not a theoretical concern, not an abstraction she could address in the abstract. It was a specific child in a specific cradle in a city she had governed interest in for centuries, and she had needed to know what it was.

She had sent the snakes because the snakes were the kind of truth that could not be argued with. Not poison, not a weapon that would kill outright — she was not trying to kill the child, whatever would be said about this later by people who did not understand what she had been asking. She had been asking a question. The snakes were the question. And the child had answered it.

He had gone still.

This was not what she had expected. She was honest enough to say it — she had expected fear, had expected the divine blood to express itself as force or heat or some animal power that overwhelmed without understanding. She had seen Zeus's children express themselves that way, over the centuries, the divine descending into mortal form and emerging as something overwhelming and not particularly interesting. The strength without the stillness. The power without the interior to hold it.

This child had gone still.

He had looked at the snake and he had been present for it and he had gripped. And the grip had come from somewhere that was not panic, not reflex, not the unconscious expression of divine power. It had come from somewhere she did not have a name for. She, who had governed the marriage of heaven and earth for longer than most things had existed, who had watched every kind of mortal and divine unfold through every kind of circumstance — she did not have a name for what she had seen in his face.

This was information. She filed it.

She had sent the snakes knowing what she would find or not find. She had found something she had not anticipated. She did not know yet what it meant for the rest of it — for the life she could see laid out in front of him like a road, the labors she already understood were coming, the shape that his life would have to take. She did not know yet what the still holding would mean across that road.

She would watch.

She had, she realized, just given herself a reason to watch that was different from the reasons she had come in with. She had come in with her grievance — real, legitimate, the grievance of a divine governance degraded by the exceptions Zeus made for his appetites. She had come in with her answer — the snakes, the test, the end of it one way or another.

She had come out with a question.

This was unexpected. She held it the way she held all the things that governance required her to hold — plain, without flinching, without the architecture of justification. She looked at what she had seen and she held it.

In a courtyard in Thebes, a woman sat with two boys in the morning sun. One of them was watching the sky. He was watching it with the quality she had seen in the cradle — the stillness, the full presence, the sense of attending completely to what was in front of him.

He was eight months old. He had just killed two snakes with his hands.

He was watching the sky.

Hera watched him watch it. And did not, for the first time, know entirely what she wanted to happen next.

Chapter II — The Boy With the Strength

––––––––
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THE CATTLE ON MOUNT Cithaeron did not care what he was.

This was the thing he came to understand in the first weeks on the mountain, in the particular way that you understand something when your body teaches it to you rather than your mind — slowly, through repetition, through the accumulation of mornings that were all the same morning. The cattle moved where they moved. They required water and grass and the occasional correction of their direction. They did not look at him with the specific quality of attention that people in Thebes had begun to look at him with since the night of the snakes. They did not adjust their behavior in his presence. They were indifferent in the way that mountains are indifferent, in the way that weather is indifferent, and he found, to his surprise, that he was grateful for it.

He was sixteen. He had been sent to the mountain by his father — Amphitryon, who was his father in the way that mattered, in the way of presence and teaching and the daily work of raising — after the thing with Linus, which had happened in the spring and which no one in the household spoke of directly but which had changed the quality of the air in every room.

He had been on the mountain for three months. He had learned the cattle. He had learned the mountain. He had learned, slowly and with difficulty, something about himself that he had not known how to learn in the city, surrounded by people who knew what he was — or thought they knew, which was worse, because what they thought they knew was not the whole of it and the partial knowing distorted everything.

On the mountain there was only what was in front of him. He had begun, tentatively, to find this adequate.

The music lessons had begun when he was seven.

Amphitryon had arranged them — had sought out Linus specifically, who was the finest teacher in Thebes and who had agreed to take the boy because Amphitryon had asked and because Linus was curious. He had heard the stories about the child, as everyone in Thebes had heard them. He was curious what the divine blood in a mortal child produced when brought into contact with something that required fineness rather than force.

The answer, it turned out, was longing.

This was not what Linus had expected. He had expected difficulty, clumsiness, the large hands fumbling at strings, the impatience of a body built for other things. He had expected to spend his lessons managing frustration — the child's frustration, his own. What he found instead, in the first lesson in his courtyard with the lyre between them, was a child who listened with a quality of attention that Linus had encountered perhaps three times in thirty years of teaching. Total. Organized. The way the child listened to music was the way he had perhaps listened to the snakes in the cradle — Linus did not know the story of the snakes in the cradle, but he would have recognized the quality if he had.

The boy could not play. His hands were too strong — he broke two strings in the first lesson, pressing too hard, the force coming through without his intending it. Linus restrung the lyre and showed him again and he broke them again, this time with the expression of someone who already knew what he had done and had been unable to prevent it, which was a different expression from the first time, which was the expression of someone surprised by himself.

"Less," Linus said.

The boy looked at him.

"You're not holding the snake this time. Less."

A pause. Then something shifted in the child's face — a reorganization, a deliberate reduction of himself, a pulling back of the force to some interior place where it could wait. He put his hands on the strings again.

The string held.

It was thin sound, too cautious, nothing behind it. But it held. Linus nodded. "More than that," he said. "But less than you want to."

The boy worked at this for an hour. The lesson of the lyre, Linus understood, was going to be the same lesson every time in a different form: less than you want to, more than nothing, find the place between. It was a lesson he gave all his students, but with the others it was about passion and technique. With this one it was about something more fundamental. It was about learning that he existed in a world that was not built to his scale, and that the world's not being built to his scale was not the world's failure.

By the end of the first year he played adequately. By the end of the second he played well. Linus told Amphitryon this with some surprise — he had expected adequate to be the ceiling, had expected the large hands and the force that lived in them to prevent anything finer. What he had not accounted for was the longing. The boy wanted this. Not in the way students usually want accomplishment — not for the pride of it, not for the praise. He wanted the music itself. He would sit in Linus's courtyard after the lesson was done and listen to Linus play with the look on his face of a person standing outside a house they cannot enter, watching the light in the windows.

"You could play like that," Linus told him once.

"No," the boy said. Not self-pity. A statement.

"Why not?"

He looked at his hands. He didn't answer. Linus looked at the hands too — wide, the knuckles already enlarged at thirteen, the hands of a man twice his age. He understood what the boy meant and did not argue.

Iphicles was better at the lyre.

This was simply true and both of them knew it. Iphicles had ordinary hands and ordinary strength and a genuine musicality that expressed itself without obstruction — the music came through him the way it is supposed to come through, without the problem of a body that was too much for it. He played with ease. He played with pleasure. He sat in Linus's courtyard and the sound he made was the sound of someone for whom the instrument and the player were appropriately matched.

His brother listened when Iphicles played. This was not simple. It was not simple to watch your twin brother do with ease the thing you had been working at for years and that you could do adequately but not like that, not with that quality of unobstructed flow. He listened anyway. He was honest enough with himself to recognize that what Iphicles played was better. He was not dishonest enough to pretend he didn't hear the difference.

Iphicles knew he heard it. They did not speak of this directly. They were brothers in the way of twins who have shared every formative experience and developed, through that sharing, a language of indirection — the thing said through the thing not said, the understanding that ran below the conversation like water below rock. Iphicles did not diminish what he played when his brother was listening. He did not perform false difficulty. He played as he played, and his brother listened, and afterward they sat together in the ordinary way of brothers, talking about other things.

This was, perhaps, the finest thing about Iphicles. He did not manage his brother. He did not make himself smaller so that his brother would seem larger. He was simply himself, fully and without apology, and in being fully himself he gave his brother the gift of a standard that was honest — a measure of what the thing could be when it moved without obstruction. His brother needed this. He needed to know what unobstructed looked like. He was going to spend his whole life being the thing that moved through obstruction, through resistance, through the impossible thing — he needed to know what the other mode looked like, so he understood what he was not, so he could choose the thing he was with full knowledge of what was being chosen.

Neither of them could have said this. They were thirteen. But it was in the air between them.

Linus struck him in April, in the lesson before the rains came.

The exact circumstances would be disputed afterward, which was the way of things when the aftermath was too large to contain the specific ordinary smallness of what caused it. What happened was: the boy had been working on a passage that was beyond him — technically beyond him, a complexity of fingering that required a lightness his hands could not sustain through the full sequence. He had been working at it for an hour. He had broken it apart and worked the pieces and put them back together and it remained beyond him, remained just past the edge of what he could make his hands do, and the frustration had been building in the way that his frustrations built — slowly, subterraneously, not visible on the surface but present in the quality of his stillness, in the way the stillness became tighter, more effortful.

Linus was impatient that day for reasons that had nothing to do with the boy. He had received a letter in the morning. He had been short with two students before this one and he was aware that he was being short and he was not, on that day, able to compensate adequately for the awareness.

"Again," he said, when the passage failed for the sixth time.

The boy played it again. It failed in the same place — the fourth bar, where the right hand required a stretch that asked too much and got force instead of reach.

Linus struck him on the shoulder with the flat of his hand. A teaching strike — the kind used to direct attention, to indicate the site of the error. He had done it with other students. It was not a blow of violence. It was the blow of a teacher indicating, with his body, the location of the mistake.

He understood immediately that he had made a serious error.

Not because of what the boy did. Because of what the boy did not do. The boy did not move. The blow landed — Linus felt the impact in his own hand, felt the shoulder not give at all, felt the collision of his force with something that absorbed it entirely without registering it — and the boy was still. He turned and looked at Linus with an expression that Linus would spend the rest of his life trying to describe to people who had not seen it and could not quite believe the description.

There was no anger in it.

That was what Linus would say when he told the story later, to people who assumed the anger, who filled in the anger as the obvious response. There was no anger. There was something else — the quality he had seen in the boy's playing when the playing was at its best, the quality of full presence, of complete attention directed at something, but directed at him now, at what he had just done, and it was the quality of someone deciding something. Very quickly, very quietly, deciding something.

Then it was over. The decision was made and the boy looked away.

"I should go home," the boy said.

"Yes," Linus said.

The boy set the lyre down on the bench with the care he always used with instruments, with the care that had become habitual because the alternative to care was breaking. He picked up his cloak. He left.

Linus sat in his empty courtyard and understood that he had just done something whose consequences he could not calculate. He had struck a child who had been sent to him to be taught. He had struck a child who was not ordinary. He had struck a child who had decided something in a moment of stillness, and Linus did not know what had been decided, and he thought it was possible that the child did not entirely know either, and this was the thing that frightened him most.

What happened in the road between Linus's house and Amphitryon's house, no one saw.

The boy came home and told his mother that Linus had struck him. Alcmene looked at him — at his face, at his hands, at the quality of stillness he was carrying — and she understood before he said anything else what had happened, or some version of it, enough of it. She asked no questions. She sent a servant to Linus's house.

The servant found Linus dead.

The official account — the account given to the authorities, which in Thebes meant the council of elders who handled such matters, which meant men who had heard the story of the snakes in the cradle and who were not, therefore, entirely surprised to be having this conversation — was that Linus had been struck with the lyre. The instrument was broken. The injury was consistent with a single blow of great force, which meant it was inconsistent with anything a sixteen-year-old boy could ordinarily do, which meant the council had to account for the extraordinary, which they were not well-equipped to do.

They ruled it justifiable. The law permitted a student to defend himself against a teacher who struck him without cause. They stretched the law slightly in the application — the defense had been disproportionate, which was the careful word they used, which was a kind of masterwork of careful wording for men trying to account for the unjustifiable without saying anything that would require them to act on it. Disproportionate. As if proportion were the thing the situation had asked for.

The boy accepted the ruling without comment. He stood before the council and answered their questions briefly and accurately. He did not defend himself beyond what was required. He did not explain. The council looked at him — this boy who had killed his music teacher with a lyre and who was standing before them with the quality of a person who had done an irreversible thing and had not yet finished understanding what irreversibility felt like — and they gave him their ruling and sent him home.

Amphitryon sent him to the mountain three days later.

They did not have a conversation about Linus. They had, instead, the conversation about the cattle — the practical conversation, who would take him up, what supplies he would need, which areas of the mountain to avoid in the late summer when the path along the eastern ridge became unreliable. Amphitryon knew the mountain. He had fought near it years ago, in the war that had taken him away from Thebes and that had changed the terms of his marriage. He gave the practical information clearly and thoroughly, the way he gave all practical information.

At the end he said: "Come down when you're ready."

The boy looked at him. He understood that this was not about the cattle. He understood that his father was giving him something — time, space, the particular mercy of distance — and that the giving of it was itself a statement that did not require elaboration.

"Yes," he said.

"Take care of the cattle," Amphitryon said. "That's the work."

On the mountain, in the first weeks, he thought about Linus often.

Not with guilt — or not only with guilt. With something more complicated, something that had more dimensions to it than guilt could account for. He turned the thing over in his mind the way you turn a stone to look at what lives under it. He had been struck. He had struck back. The striking back had been fatal, which it should not have been, which it would not have been if he were what he sometimes was able to forget he was. But he was not able to forget it anymore. That was the specific thing the moment in Linus's courtyard had taken from him — the intermittent ability to forget. The snakes in the cradle had been something that happened to him before he had the capacity to understand it. This was something he had done. He had been present for it. He had made, in the moment of stillness when he was deciding, some decision that he could not now entirely reconstruct.

He had not wanted Linus dead. He was certain of this. He had wanted — what had he wanted? To establish something. To put a border around something. The blow had landed on him and something in him had responded and the response had gone through Linus before he had understood the full nature of what the response would be.

This was what the mountain taught him, in the days that followed, in the mornings with the cattle and the evenings alone and the nights under the sky that on the mountain was closer and more total than the sky in the city: that the strength lived in him at a level below decision. That it was not a tool he used. It was a condition of his existence, the way eyesight is a condition of existence — present, structural, not chosen. What was chosen was what he did with it. What was chosen, always, was how much of it he let through, how much he held back, how much he asked of the world and how much he withheld.

The lyre string breaking under his fingers. The snakes going still in his hands. Linus.

He was sixteen, on a mountain, in charge of cattle. He had killed his teacher. He would spend the rest of his life learning what it meant to be the thing he was in a world that was not built to his scale, and learning it would cost him and the people around him in ways he could not yet calculate.

He looked at the cattle in the morning light and they looked back at him with their large uninvested eyes.

He had work to do.

Iphicles came up the mountain once, in the second month.

He came alone, which meant he had told their mother he was going and she had decided to permit it, which meant she had spent some time deciding. He walked the path up from the city with a bundle of food from the household kitchen — bread, olives, dried figs, a small jar of oil — and found his brother sitting on a rock above the cattle-line looking at the valley below.

He sat down beside him.

They sat together for a while without speaking. The brothers had always been able to do this — the silence between them was not awkward, was not a failure of conversation, was its own form of conversation. Below them the valley was laid out in the afternoon light, the city at its center, the fields around it, the roads going out to other places. Their whole life, seen from above.

"The council said justifiable," Iphicles said.

"Yes."

"Do you think it was?"

A long pause. The wind on the mountain. The sound of cattle somewhere below.

"I think it was what happened," his brother said. "I'm not sure that's the same thing."

Iphicles thought about this. "He hit you first."

"He hit me the way you hit a wall to show someone where the crack is. He didn't think it would — he didn't know what would happen."

"Neither did you."

"No." Another pause. "That's the part I keep coming back to."

Iphicles looked at his brother's profile. He had their mother's brow, which was not Amphitryon's brow. He had, around the eyes, something that was entirely his own. "You came back to it because you couldn't have known, or because you should have?"

His brother was quiet for a long time. "Both," he said finally. "I should have known. I'm the one living in this body. I'm the one who has been in this body for sixteen years. If I don't know what it does when it responds to something, that's mine. That's my responsibility."

Iphicles did not argue with this. He had learned, over sixteen years
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