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Introduction: The Woman Beneath the Endless Tears
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Before Niobe became the weeping stone of Mount Sipylus, she was a daughter of kings, a queen behind the seven gates of Thebes, a wife whose husband could summon walls with music, and a mother whose children filled a palace with movement, noise, promise, and light. Her name was not first spoken beside sorrow. It belonged to royal chambers, embroidered robes, ceremonial fires, and crowded halls where servants lowered their eyes as she passed. She had been born into the house of Tantalus, a family touched by divine favour and darkened by divine punishment, and from her earliest years she understood that closeness to the gods offered no protection from their anger. Splendour surrounded her, yet beneath it lived the knowledge that honour could vanish, love could become judgment, and one moment could alter the fate of an entire bloodline.

Niobe carried the wounds of her father’s house with her when she left Lydia and travelled to Thebes. She did not arrive as a frightened exile but as a royal bride, adorned in the dignity of her ancestry and determined to build a life untouched by old disgrace. Amphion, the musician king, stood beside her, and under the power of his lyre the stones themselves rose to form the walls of the city. The people saw wonder in him, but Niobe sought something quieter and more difficult to obtain. She wanted permanence. She wanted a home that could not reject her, a name that would not be spoken with shame, and a family large enough to silence every memory of loneliness. Within the stronghold of Thebes, she believed she had crossed beyond the reach of everything that had once made her feel unwanted.

Her children became the centre of that new world. Sons ran through the courtyards with polished spears and bright ambitions, while daughters filled the chambers with woven garlands, whispered confidences, and songs beneath open windows. Their footsteps echoed through the palace from dawn until the lamps were lit, and Niobe learned the shape of each voice, the pattern of every face, and the private hopes hidden behind every pair of eyes. She watched them grow and felt that life had finally answered the ache within her. The crown upon her head could be removed, the city could turn against her, and even her husband’s music could fall silent, but her children seemed to belong to a deeper place that no decree or accusation could touch. Through them, she believed herself protected from abandonment.

Yet the gods of the ancient world were never far from mortal joy. They listened from high mountains, sacred groves, hidden islands, and temples scented with smoke. They heard praise, but they also heard comparison. They received offerings, yet they remembered every word spoken against them. When the women of Thebes gathered to honour Leto, mother of Apollo and Artemis, Niobe watched them leave the palace and carry their devotion toward another mother. The old wound of being overlooked stirred within her. She saw incense burning for a goddess with only two children while her own sons and daughters surrounded her in magnificent number, and what began as pain hardened into defiance. Niobe did not speak as someone who felt powerful. She spoke as someone terrified of becoming insignificant.

Her words rose before the altar, proud enough to reach the heavens. She questioned why the city bowed to Leto and declared that her own motherhood deserved greater honour. She spoke of her lineage, her beauty, her marriage, her wealth, and the children who appeared to prove that fortune had chosen her above all others. Those gathered around her heard arrogance, while the gods heard insult, but beneath every boast remained the voice of a woman pleading not to be placed outside the sacred circle again. No one paused to ask what fear lived inside her pride. No one looked beyond the queen’s command to see the daughter who had spent years trying to escape the shadow of rejection. Her pain was hidden beneath grandeur, and because it was hidden, it was not understood.

Leto did not answer Niobe with words. She called upon Apollo and Artemis, and the divine twins carried their bows toward Thebes. The vengeance that followed did not fall upon Niobe alone. It entered the lives she loved most, striking her children beneath the sun and within the palace courts. Sons who had expected to inherit honour collapsed before their futures began. Daughters who had trusted their mother’s arms discovered that even her embrace could not shield them. Niobe begged, ran, clung, called their names, and offered every remnant of pride in exchange for one surviving child, but the arrows continued until the voices that had filled her home were gone.

The palace changed in a single day. Corridors once crowded with footsteps became passages of silence, and chambers that had held youth and laughter became places no mother could bear to enter. Amphion, unable to endure what had happened, was taken from her as well, leaving Niobe without the one person who had witnessed the life they built together. The city that had once crowned her no longer saw a grieving woman. Its people saw the mortal who had angered the gods. Whispers followed her, doors closed, and fear made strangers of those who had once bowed before her. Her sorrow was treated as guilt, her devastation as punishment, and her presence as a danger.

Niobe lost more than her children. She lost the world that had existed around them, the identity she had formed through loving them, the marriage that had anchored her, and the city she had believed would remain her home. She was left carrying memories that no one else could bear to approach. Those around her could count the dead, repeat the tale of the goddess offended, and speak of the danger of pride, but they could not enter the emptiness where Niobe now lived. They could not understand what it meant to awaken in a world where every beloved voice had disappeared while her own life continued.

Driven from Thebes, she returned toward the mountains of her childhood. No procession travelled with her. No royal banner rose above the road. She walked without the children who had once surrounded her, without the husband whose music had raised a city, and without the certainty that she belonged anywhere among the living. Each landscape became a vessel for memory. A rushing stream recalled the laughter of a daughter, hoofbeats in the distance awakened the image of a son, and moonlight upon stone resembled the pale faces she could not forget. She carried every lost child within her, yet there was no one beside her willing to speak their names.

At Mount Sipylus, grief completed what vengeance had begun. Niobe’s body grew still against the mountain as stone gathered around her. Her limbs hardened, her face became part of the rock, and the queen who had once stood before crowds could no longer move through the world. Yet her tears did not cease. Water continued to flow from the stone, falling down the mountainside as though the earth itself had taken her sorrow into its body. She was silenced, but her grief remained visible. She was abandoned, yet the mountain held her. She could no longer tell her story, but the endless spring spoke where words had failed.

Niobe’s tale does not begin with stone, nor does it belong only to the moment when pride challenged a goddess. It begins with a woman who longed to be chosen, who built her hope around those she loved, and who discovered that the life she trusted could be destroyed without mercy. Her journey moves through rejection, betrayal, bereavement, exile, and the agony of being misunderstood by those who saw only her mistake and never the wound beneath it. She became an eternal figure of sorrow because her tears carried more than mourning. They held the pain of losing a home, a future, a place among others, and the version of herself that had existed before loss changed everything.

As you enter Niobe’s story, you will walk through the splendour of Thebes before its halls become silent, stand beneath the sky where the divine arrows descend, and follow the lonely road toward Sipylus. You will meet the queen before judgment reduces her to a warning, the mother before grief consumes her name, and the wounded daughter who spent her life trying to escape the fear of rejection. Beyond the ancient temples, royal garments, and immortal vengeance waits a sorrow that has never belonged to one age alone. It is the sorrow of loving what could not be saved, of surviving what no one understands, and of carrying tears long after the world expects them to end.

Contents

Introduction: The Woman Beneath the Endless Tears

Chapter One: The Daughter of the Cursed House

Reflection: Beyond the Shadow of Inheritance

Meditation: Leaving the House of Old Wounds

Chapter Two: The Queen Behind the Seven Gates

Reflection: Behind the Seven Gates

Meditation: Entering the City of Belonging

Chapter Three: The Children of the Golden Palace

Reflection: The Love That Filled the Palace

Meditation: Gathering Those You Love Close

Chapter Four: The Festival of Leto

Reflection: When Devotion Turns Elsewhere

Meditation: Standing Outside the Sacred Circle

Chapter Five: The Queen Who Would Not Kneel

Reflection: Beneath the Voice of Pride

Meditation: Meeting the Voice Beneath Pride

Chapter Six: A Mother’s Cry Reaches Delos

Reflection: Before the Arrow Is Released

Meditation: Listening Before the Arrow Falls

Chapter Seven: Apollo Beneath the Theban Sun

Reflection: When the Sky Offers No Mercy

Meditation: Entering the First Chamber of Grief

Chapter Eight: Artemis in the Palace Courts

Reflection: When Love Cannot Shield

Meditation: Holding the Unanswered Plea

Chapter Nine: The King Who Could Not Remain

Reflection: When Grief Breaks the Song

Meditation: Sitting Beside the One Who Cannot Stay

Chapter Ten: The Woman Thebes Turned Away

Reflection: Beyond the Closed Gates

Meditation: Walking the Road of Exile

Chapter Eleven: The Long Return to Sipylus

Reflection: Where the Mountain Listens

Meditation: Carrying What No One Understands

Chapter Twelve: The Stone That Never Stopped Weeping

Reflection: Where the Tears Become a River

Meditation: Resting Beside the Eternal Spring

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Daughter of the Cursed House
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Before dawn had lifted its pale veil from Mount Sipylus, Niobe was already awake beneath the painted beams of her chamber, listening to the palace breathe around her. The servants moved softly beyond the cedar doors, their sandals whispering over polished stone as they carried jars of warmed water, folded linen, baskets of figs, and shallow bowls filled with crushed myrrh. Somewhere below, in the courtyards where bronze lamps still burned against the fading night, horses struck their hooves against the paving and grooms murmured to them as though soothing restless spirits. Niobe lay motionless beneath a coverlet woven with golden lions, watching the darkness retreat from the carved faces of the household gods arranged along the opposite wall, and she knew from the silence that had settled over the palace that her father had not yet returned from the sacred mountain. When Tantalus travelled to feast among the immortals, the royal house changed in his absence. Voices became gentler, laughter ventured farther along the halls, and servants who usually kept their faces lowered allowed themselves to meet one another’s eyes. Yet the freedom never lasted, for every sound seemed to wait for the moment when the gates would open and the king’s chariot would return carrying the scent of Olympus upon its wheels. Niobe had learned to recognise that scent before she was old enough to understand where it came from, a mingling of thunder-struck air, laurel smoke, wine sweeter than anything poured for mortals, and the cold brightness of places where death was never invited. She had also learned that her father returned from those feasts with a gaze sharpened by secret knowledge and a hunger that no mortal banquet could satisfy.

The nurse who had cared for Niobe since infancy entered with two attendants and drew back the curtains, allowing the first light to spill across the floor in long bands of rose and amber. Euryanassa had once been broad-shouldered and quick, but age had bent her slightly, and caution had softened every movement she made within Tantalus’s house. She sat beside Niobe and began to comb her hair, drawing the dark strands through an ivory comb while the attendants fastened bracelets around the girl’s wrists and laid out a saffron robe embroidered at the hem with tiny silver waves. Niobe was twelve then, tall for her age and already watched by visiting envoys who spoke too eagerly of the marriages that might one day join Lydia to distant kingdoms. Euryanassa studied her reflection in the bronze mirror and said, with affection carefully hidden beneath formality, that the gods had been generous when they shaped her face, but Niobe heard the hesitation before the word generous and turned her head. “Do not praise them too loudly in this house,” she murmured, watching the nurse’s hands pause among her hair, “or they may think we have forgotten what they can take away.” Euryanassa glanced toward the cedar doors, though no one stood there, and tightened her grip on the comb before replying that a princess should not speak as though the walls carried every word to heaven. Niobe almost laughed, but there was no amusement in her. She had seen her father place his palm against those walls after returning from Olympus and whisper names no one else dared utter. She had watched him command the household to silence whenever an eagle circled above the roof. The palace gleamed with gold, ivory, and lapis, but fear dwelt inside it like a second royal family, unseen at the table, unannounced in the halls, yet always present.

Tantalus returned before the sun had climbed above the eastern ridge, his chariot thundering through the gates as guards rushed to open them. Niobe stood with her mother and brothers beneath the portico, where crimson banners stirred in the mountain wind and bowls of incense sent blue smoke curling around the columns. Her mother, Dione, held herself with the calm of a woman who had learned that the safest expression was one no husband could interpret as accusation. Pelops, still young enough to shift impatiently beside her, stared toward the gate with open admiration, while Broteas stood farther back, his heavy shoulders tense beneath a dark cloak. When Tantalus descended from the chariot, his robe shimmered with threads no Lydian loom had made, and around his neck hung a chain of pale leaves that had not wilted despite the long journey. He greeted the priests, raised both hands toward the waiting household, and smiled as though the sun had risen only to witness his return. Yet when Niobe stepped forward, expecting the embrace he had promised before departing, he looked beyond her and called for wine. The movement was so slight that no one else appeared to notice, but Niobe felt the withdrawal as clearly as a door closing in her face. Only three nights earlier, he had seated her beside him during a banquet and declared before foreign guests that no king possessed a daughter equal to his. Now he passed without touching her cheek, without speaking her name, and the laurel scent trailing from his garments seemed colder than the mountain wind.

At the morning meal, Tantalus spoke of Olympus while musicians played softly behind a curtain of woven reeds. He described the halls of Zeus, where the floor shone like still water and the golden cups filled themselves whenever a god extended a hand. He spoke of Hera’s white arms, Poseidon’s salt-dark hair, and Apollo’s voice rising over the feast like sunlight made audible. Pelops listened with parted lips, while Dione lowered her gaze to the figs upon her plate. Broteas tore bread into smaller and smaller pieces without eating them. Niobe sat opposite her father and watched him lift a narrow flask from beneath his cloak. The vessel was sealed with wax impressed by a mark resembling a thunderbolt. Tantalus tilted it beneath the table and allowed a single shining drop to fall into his cup. The air changed at once, growing rich with a fragrance that made the servants near the doorway sway as if overcome by sleep. Dione’s fingers tightened around the edge of the table, and Broteas looked up sharply, but Tantalus drank and smiled. “The gods feast without end,” he said, setting down the cup with deliberate care, “yet they would deny mortals even a taste of what spills unnoticed from their tables.” Dione warned him in a voice barely louder than the musicians that what belonged to Olympus should remain there, but he leaned toward her with sudden coldness and asked whether she had begun to fear shadows. Niobe saw her mother’s face change, not with surprise but with the old knowledge that tenderness had vanished and would not return until the king desired it. A moment later, Tantalus turned toward Niobe and asked why she had not welcomed him more warmly, as if he had not passed her beneath the portico. She answered that she had waited for him before sunrise, and his expression hardened at the hint of reproach. “Then you should have waited with greater grace,” he said, and the musicians played on while every servant pretended not to hear.

The seasons turned, and Niobe grew amid ceremonies meant to display the favour of heaven upon her father’s house. Priests sacrificed white bulls beside the river, foreign rulers brought bowls of beaten gold, and poets stood in the great hall praising Tantalus as the beloved companion of the gods. Niobe learned to move through those gatherings with measured steps, her chin lifted, her eyes calm, and her words chosen so carefully that no one could use them against her. Yet beyond the music and torchlight, the palace carried whispers. A chamberlain vanished after speaking too openly of wine taken from Olympus. A servant girl was sent away because she claimed to have seen the king hiding divine food beneath his robes. One winter, when snow lay white across the upper slopes of Sipylus, Niobe found her father in a sealed storeroom beneath the palace, standing over a chest whose bronze lid had been raised. Inside lay small cakes pale as moonstone and clusters of fruit that gleamed with their own faint light. Tantalus turned when he heard her, and for one breath she saw terror in his face. It vanished almost at once, replaced by a smile so gentle that she wanted to believe it. He beckoned her closer, broke a piece from one of the cakes, and held it toward her lips, saying that his beloved daughter deserved what lesser mortals would never taste. Niobe stared at the morsel and thought of the eagles circling the roof, the sudden thunder that sometimes rolled through a cloudless sky, and the way her mother fell silent whenever Olympus was mentioned. She told him she was not hungry. His smile remained, but his hand closed slowly around the divine bread until it crumbled between his fingers. “You are my blood,” he whispered as the shining fragments fell to the floor, “and yet you look at me as strangers do.” Niobe wished to answer that strangers were not required to trust him, but she stepped back instead, and he did not call her daughter again for many months.

The punishment did not descend immediately, and that delay made the palace more dreadful than any thunderbolt could have done. Tantalus mistook silence for permission. He began to speak openly of divine secrets before men who paid him with loyalty and gold, repeating quarrels heard at immortal tables and boasting that the gods were less majestic when seen close at hand. He laughed at omens, dismissed the warnings of priests, and tested every boundary as though he were determined to discover whether Olympus truly watched him. During a spring feast, with kings from Phrygia and Mysia gathered beneath garlands of fresh leaves, he lifted a golden cup and declared that the immortals were not so different from mortals, for they too possessed pride, jealousy, appetite, and rage. The guests laughed because he laughed, though several looked toward the open roof as if expecting fire to fall through it. Niobe sat beside Dione, feeling the pulse in her mother’s wrist beneath their joined hands, while Pelops, now a bright-eyed boy with curls falling across his brow, leaned against their father’s knee. Tantalus rested one hand upon the child’s head and announced that even Zeus himself admired the beauty of his son. For an instant the king’s expression softened, and Pelops looked up at him with such trust that Niobe felt a sudden, inexplicable dread pass through her. She tightened her fingers around Dione’s hand, but her mother withdrew, perhaps because the grip hurt, perhaps because in that house even comfort could be dangerous when witnessed.

Not long after, Pelops disappeared. The palace woke to a confusion of running feet, overturned lamps, and servants searching courtyards, gardens, cisterns, and stables. Dione moved from chamber to chamber calling her son’s name until her voice broke, while Tantalus remained unseen behind locked doors. Niobe searched the lower orchards, tearing her robe on thorn branches and staining her sandals with mud as she followed every path the boy loved. At dusk, when the mountain shadows stretched over the palace, she returned through the kitchens and smelled roasting meat seasoned with herbs reserved for divine offerings. The cooks stood rigid beside their tables, their faces pale, and none would meet her eyes. Tantalus emerged from the inner kitchen wearing a spotless ceremonial robe and ordered her to prepare for the arrival of honoured guests. Niobe asked where Pelops was. Her father looked at her for a long moment, and then he touched her face with a tenderness so sudden that she almost recoiled. He said the boy had been chosen for a purpose greater than childish games, and when she demanded to know what purpose, his fingers tightened against her cheek. “Do not shame me with fear,” he said softly. “Tonight the gods themselves will learn that Tantalus is no trembling servant beneath their feet.”

The feast began after moonrise. No herald announced the immortals, yet they entered the hall one by one, and the flames in the bronze braziers bowed toward them. Zeus came beneath the rumble of distant thunder, Hera with a brightness that made every jewel in the room appear dull, Poseidon carrying the scent of deep water, Demeter pale beneath her crown of grain, and others whose names the servants dared not whisper. Tantalus welcomed them as equals and led them to couches arranged around a low table. Niobe stood beside her mother near the rear of the hall, hidden partly behind a column, while attendants carried covered dishes toward the gods. Dione’s breath came in short, painful gasps, and when the first lid was lifted, she made a sound that no music could conceal. Niobe saw only a portion of what lay upon the platter before her mother pulled her against her shoulder, but the glimpse was enough: a small hand browned by the fire, the fingers curled inward as though still reaching for someone. The hall changed. The gods did not cry out, yet their stillness filled every corner with terror. One by one they turned their faces away from the meal, all except Demeter, who sat lost within her own grief and raised a piece without seeing what it was. Tantalus’s smile faltered when Zeus stood. The king began to speak, insisting that he had meant only to test the wisdom the gods claimed, but the thunder that answered him shattered cups, extinguished lamps, and drove every mortal to the floor.

Niobe remembered Dione’s body over hers as the palace shook, remembered servants screaming beneath falling plaster, and remembered Tantalus calling upon Zeus not as a worshipper but as a friend betrayed. When the thunder ceased, the gods were gone, the platters had vanished, and the doors of the hall stood open to a night filled with unnatural light. Tantalus staggered toward the courtyard, but unseen hands seemed to seize him. His crown fell and rolled across the floor until it struck Niobe’s knee. She looked up and saw her father dragged backward into darkness, his fingers clawing at the stones, his face stripped of majesty. He shouted that he had been welcomed at their table, that he knew their weaknesses, that they had no right to judge him by laws they themselves broke. Zeus answered from beyond the walls that honour was not freedom from consequence, and then the ground opened with a roar that swallowed Tantalus’s final words. Dione rose and ran toward the place where he had vanished, but Niobe remained kneeling beside the fallen crown, unable to move, for on the table where the terrible feast had stood there now lay a living child wrapped in a cloak of divine light. Pelops opened his eyes and began to cry. One shoulder gleamed pale and smooth, fashioned from ivory where Demeter had unknowingly consumed what could not be restored.

Pelops was returned, but nothing else came back unchanged. Dione gathered him into her arms and carried him from the hall without looking at Niobe. In the days that followed, the palace filled with priests, mourners, frightened councillors, and messengers bearing rumours of the punishment awaiting Tantalus in the world below. Some said he stood in clear water that fled whenever he bent to drink. Others claimed fruit hung above him but lifted beyond reach whenever hunger drove him to stretch out his hands. Above his head, a stone threatened eternally to fall. Niobe heard every version from servants who fell silent whenever she entered, and she understood that her father’s suffering had become a tale people enjoyed repeating. They spoke of justice, blasphemy, and the wisdom of fearing the gods, but no one spoke of the child who had watched her father dragged into darkness or the mother whose son returned with part of his body remade by immortals. Dione withdrew into Pelops’s chambers, guarding him with a devotion that left no room for anyone else. When Niobe approached, her mother often said the boy needed quiet. When Niobe tried to speak of what she had seen, Dione turned away as though the words themselves might summon the feast again. Affection, once divided unevenly among them, narrowed until it flowed toward Pelops alone.

Broteas responded differently. He wandered the slopes beneath Sipylus, carving figures of the gods into stone and then striking their faces with a hammer. He had always been fierce and solitary, but after Tantalus vanished, bitterness burned through him with a force that frightened even the guards. Niobe found him one afternoon beside a cliff where he had carved Artemis from black rock, the goddess standing tall with a bow across her body. Broteas had split the statue from brow to throat. Blood ran across his knuckles where the hammer had torn his skin. Niobe told him to stop before the gods noticed, but he laughed and asked whether she still believed they needed to notice anything before destroying it. “They restored Pelops because they chose to,” he said, striking the stone again, “and they left the rest of us inside what Father made. Where was their mercy for Mother? Where was it for you?” Niobe looked toward the palace, its roofs shining below in the afternoon light, and said that mercy from the gods was never promised. Broteas turned on her then, accusing her of sounding like the priests who had already begun cleansing the halls with seawater and smoke. His anger faded as quickly as it came, leaving him exhausted. He pressed his bleeding hand against the broken image and whispered that no fire could harm him because Artemis had granted him immunity. Niobe did not know whether he believed it or merely wished to challenge another immortal, but she seized his wrist and dragged him away from the cliff before he could test the boast.

Years passed beneath a silence made of absence. Tantalus’s place at the royal table remained empty, though no servant dared remove the chair. Dione’s hair whitened while Pelops grew into a young man whose beauty drew admirers from across the sea. Broteas withdrew farther into the mountains until even hunters avoided the places where his fires burned. Niobe became the visible heart of the Lydian court, receiving envoys, overseeing offerings, and standing beside her mother during ceremonies at which every priest took care to speak of humility before the gods. Visitors praised Niobe’s grace, her height, her dark eyes, and the dignity with which she carried a name stained by horror. Some approached her with pity disguised as admiration. Others watched her as though waiting for the father’s madness to reveal itself in the daughter. She learned to recognise both forms of judgment and to answer each with the same composed smile. Yet in private, she would walk through the abandoned banquet hall where the floor had been repaired and the walls repainted, placing her palm against the column behind which she had once stood with Dione. No trace of blood remained. No mark showed where the crown had rolled. The palace had concealed its wound more successfully than any of them.

The proposal from Thebes arrived in late summer, carried by men wearing cloaks fastened with bronze pins shaped like lyres. Their king, Amphion, had heard of Niobe’s beauty and royal lineage, but the chief envoy spoke also of her strength, saying that Thebes required a queen capable of standing beside a ruler whose music had raised stones from the earth. Niobe received the men in a garden where pomegranate branches bent beneath their fruit and fountains murmured among lilies. Dione sat nearby with Pelops, who was preparing to leave Lydia in pursuit of his own destiny, while councillors listened from beneath a painted pavilion. The envoy described Thebes as a city encircled by walls no army could easily break, a place of seven gates, broad roads, sacred temples, and fertile fields stretching beneath the protection of distant mountains. He spoke of Amphion not as a warrior but as a man whose hands drew harmony from the lyre and whose voice could persuade even lifeless stone to obey. Niobe listened while bees moved among the flowers, and with each word Thebes rose before her imagination as something untouched by Tantalus, untouched by the feast, untouched by the whispers that followed her through every chamber of Lydia.

Dione asked whether Amphion knew the full history of the woman he sought to marry, and the envoy bowed before answering that no king beyond childhood was ignorant of Tantalus. Niobe felt the councillors shift around her, but she kept her gaze upon the fountain. The envoy continued, saying that Amphion sought Niobe herself, not the deeds of her father, and that Thebes did not fear a shadow already judged by Zeus. Those words entered her more deeply than praise of beauty or blood. She imagined arriving in a city where no empty chair waited at the table, where servants had never seen a child carried to a divine banquet, where the walls themselves had risen to music rather than trembling beneath thunder. Dione studied her and said nothing until the envoys had withdrawn. Then, beneath the rustle of pomegranate leaves, she asked whether Niobe truly believed distance could silence memory. Niobe turned toward her mother and saw not reproach but weariness, though it had been so long since Dione had offered gentleness that she no longer knew how to receive it. She answered that memory might follow, but the eyes of Lydia would not. Dione looked toward Pelops, who stood at the far end of the garden speaking with the Theban men, and said that a daughter should not leave merely because a house had failed to hold her. Niobe felt years of closed doors, unfinished embraces, and words turned aside gather within her. “This house did not fail to hold me,” she replied, keeping her voice low so the councillors would not hear. “It taught me that being held and being kept are not the same.”

Amphion came to Lydia before the autumn rains. He did not arrive with an army or a train of wagons heavy with gifts, but with a small company of riders and a lyre carried in a case of dark wood. Niobe first saw him in the upper courtyard at twilight, standing beneath a plane tree while servants led away the horses. He was not adorned like the kings who had once crowded Tantalus’s banquets. His robe was plain, his hair wind-tangled from the road, and dust marked the hem of his cloak. Yet there was a stillness in him that drew the eye more surely than gold. When Dione welcomed him, he bowed with respect and did not mention Olympus, punishment, or the fame of Niobe’s father. At supper he spoke of Thebes, of the labour of building its walls, and of the music he had played while stones moved into place as though remembering an ancient dance. Broteas would have mocked such a tale, and Tantalus would have demanded proof, but Niobe watched Amphion’s hands as he described the lyre strings trembling beneath his fingers. They were strong hands, marked by calluses, and she wondered what kind of king allowed effort to remain visible upon his body.

Later, on a terrace overlooking the darkened valley, Amphion opened the wooden case and lifted his lyre. No servants stood near enough to hear them, though guards waited beneath the stairs. Niobe asked whether he had truly commanded stones, and he smiled without offence, saying that stones were easier to persuade than people because they did not mistake gentleness for weakness. He played then, not loudly, but with a tenderness that seemed to settle over the terrace like warm rain. The cypress branches stilled. A frightened bird emerged from beneath the roof tiles and perched upon the balustrade. Niobe felt something inside her loosen, though she did not yet trust it. Amphion ended the melody and told her that he knew what others said of her house. She stiffened, expecting the careful pity she despised, but he continued before she could answer, saying that Thebes had its own dead, its own madness, and its own stories no wall could shut out. “I will not ask you to arrive without your past,” he said as he rested one hand across the strings. “Only do not ask me to believe it is all you are.” Niobe looked away toward the lights scattered through the valley, afraid that if she faced him too quickly he would see how deeply the words had struck her.

The marriage agreement was sealed before the first storm broke over Sipylus. Preparations filled the palace with dyers, jewellers, seamstresses, priests, and scribes, while chests of linen, silver, cedar oil, and carved ivory were assembled for the journey. Niobe moved among them with a calm that others mistook for happiness. Beneath it, she carried fear sharper than she allowed anyone to see. She had watched love vanish from her father’s face in the space of a breath. She had watched her mother retreat into grief and her brothers become strangers to themselves. She knew that promises made before altars could not bind the human heart, and that the gods might witness an oath without protecting those who trusted it. Yet each time uncertainty rose, she remembered Amphion’s music beneath the plane tree and his refusal to reduce her to the shame of her blood.

On the morning of her departure, mist covered the lower slopes of Sipylus, leaving the palace suspended above a white sea. Dione came to Niobe’s chamber while attendants fastened the final clasp of her travelling cloak. For a moment mother and daughter stood facing one another without servants between them, surrounded by open chests and folded garments. Dione lifted a hand toward Niobe’s cheek but stopped before touching her, the old hesitation passing between them. Niobe closed the distance herself, pressing her face into her mother’s palm. Dione’s fingers trembled. She said that Thebes would praise Niobe’s beauty first, her lineage second, and her strength only when they required it, but none of those praises would tell her whether she was loved. Niobe swallowed the ache rising in her throat and asked how she would know. Her mother’s gaze moved toward the window, beyond which the mountain remained hidden in mist. “You will know,” Dione said, “when you are not made to earn tenderness by being magnificent.” The words came too late to heal the years between them, but Niobe held them carefully, as she might have held a small flame carried through
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The Woman the Gods
Leit Weeping

SHE LOST HER CHILDREN, HER HOME,
AND THE LIFE SHE ONCE KNEW.
BECOMING AN ETERNAL SYMBOL
OF GRIEF, REJECTION, EXILE,

AND PAIN NO ONE COULD UNDERSTAND
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