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​Twice-Born  

I DO NOT REMEMBER MY mother's death, and that matters for understanding how I'm about to tell you this story: I was not yet a person when it happened, not in any sense that could form a memory of its own. Everything I know about the last afternoon of Semele's life, I have from other sources — my father, on the rare occasions he could be persuaded to speak of it at all; Hera herself, once, in a mood I still don't fully understand; and the worn shape a story takes after it's been told enough times by enough different mouths that the disagreements between versions become their own kind of evidence. I am going to tell it to you as plainly as I can. I am not going to pretend I was there.

***
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MY MOTHER WAS MORTAL, and young, and by every account I've ever gathered, entirely unremarkable in the way that most people are entirely unremarkable — a priestess's daughter in Thebes, competent at her duties, well liked without being especially noticed, the kind of woman whose life would have passed through the world quietly if a god hadn't happened to notice her at a festival and decided he wanted her.

My father's affection for her was not some grand romance. It was an old, tired pattern, repeated with a new woman, that had already cost this family more than most families are ever asked to survive. He loved her, as far as I can tell. I don't doubt that. I also don't think love excuses what came after.

She did not know, at first, that her lover was Zeus. This detail matters more than it might seem to, because it's the hinge the whole tragedy turns on. He came to her disguised, the way he came to most of the women he wanted without wanting the complications of being recognized while he wanted them, and she loved him — whoever she believed him to be — for months before anyone told her otherwise.

I know a few things about those months, gathered the same secondhand way as everything else here. She kept bees, apparently, in a small yard behind her father's house, and was better at the actual keeping of them than most people in Thebes credited a priestess's daughter for being. She argued, more than once, with the man she loved about whether honey or wine made a better offering to the gods, entirely unaware of the irony of that argument, given who she was actually arguing with. He found this funny — laughed so hard once, I've been told, that he nearly broke his own disguise laughing, and she never once suspected why a joke about bees had struck him quite so hard.

***
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HERA FOUND OUT, THE way Hera always eventually finds out. I do not know the mechanism this time — whether Iris told her, or she simply felt the shift in the world that apparently accompanies one of her husband's affairs reaching a certain depth. What I know is that she came to Thebes herself, disguised as an old woman, a nurse everyone in the household had known and trusted for years, and found my mother alone in that same yard, among the bees.

"You're glowing," Hera said to her, in that old woman's borrowed voice. "Whoever the father is, he must be extraordinary."

"He is," my mother said, and I imagine — because this part I have had to imagine, more than any other — that she said it with the unguarded pride of someone very young, very in love, and utterly without reason yet to doubt any of it.

"Does he visit often? Have you seen him clearly, in daylight, in a room with proper light?"

"He prefers the dark. I've never minded it."

"I only hope he's told you the truth of who he is. Men who prefer the dark rarely have your best interests in mind, whatever they tell themselves about their reasons for hiding." Hera let this sit, watching my mother's face for the flicker of doubt she'd come there to plant. "Ask him to show you. Not tell you — show you. Whoever he really is, in his own true shape. If he loves you the way he says, he won't refuse you something that simple."

"And if he refuses?"

"Then you'll have your answer regardless, won't you." Hera said this gently, the way you'd offer a friend advice you already knew would ruin her, and left before my mother could ask anything further.

I have tried, more than once, to locate the exact moment my mother could have said no to the suggestion and lived. I have never found it. Hera did not plant a seed of doubt so much as she planted a question my mother was always, eventually, going to want the answer to.

***
[image: ]


SHE ASKED ZEUS FOR a favor, that evening, before naming what the favor actually was — the ancient kind of promise gods bind themselves to on the river Styx, unbreakable even by the one who swears it, precisely because breaking it costs more than any single request could ever be worth refusing. I don't think there's an honest way to tell this that lets my father off easily here: he swore it eagerly, delighted by whatever small thing he assumed she was about to ask for, entirely unprepared for what was actually coming.

"Ask me anything," he told her, still in the shape she'd always known him in, still believing this was the kind of evening where a woman asks for jewelry, or a favor for a cousin, or simply more of his time. "I've already sworn it. Whatever it is."

"I want to see you. Truly see you. Not the shape you wear for me — what you actually are, underneath it."

I have been told his face changed the moment she said it, the specific horror of a man realizing, too late, the exact shape of the trap he'd walked into with his own eager promise. "That isn't a request you actually want granted. I need you to trust me on that, and ask for something else instead."

"You already swore."

"I know what I swore." He must have tried, in whatever way is available to a god who has just bound himself to something he cannot survive granting safely, to talk his way around the edges of it. I have been told the trying did not last especially long, because an oath on the Styx does not leave room for reconsideration once it's been sworn.

"Show me," she said again, gently, mistaking his hesitation for simple modesty rather than the terror it actually was. "I'm not afraid."

He showed her.

***
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I DO NOT HAVE ADEQUATE language for what that revelation actually is — the full, unmediated truth of a god's actual form, thunder and fire and a scale of existence no mortal body was ever built to survive standing this close to. I have been told the sky itself changed color first, a wrongness to the light no ordinary storm produces, and that the birds went silent across the entire district all at once. I have been told she did not scream. I do not know if that detail is offered as comfort or simply as fact, and I have stopped trying to decide which.

I know that it killed her instantly. I know that there was no cruelty in it, in the sense of intention — my father did not want this, would have given almost anything to have found a way around the promise he'd already made unbreakable. I know that none of that changes what happened to her, or makes the outcome any less exactly what it was: a young woman who kept bees and argued about honey, entirely unremarkable in the way most people are unremarkable, burned to nothing because she asked to see the truth of the person she loved, and was given it.

I was not born yet. The next part of this story is stranger than anything a normal account of a birth should have to include, and I think the strangeness deserves to be told plainly rather than rushed past. I was still inside her, months from ready, when the fire that killed her should have, by any reasonable account, killed me too.

It didn't. My father reached into the wreckage of her — I have never once been able to make myself imagine this part in detail, and I'm not going to attempt it for you here — and pulled me out, still alive, still too young to survive outside a body of some kind. He did the only thing available to him. He cut a wound into his own thigh and sewed me inside it, and carried me the rest of the way to term inside his own flesh, exactly the way she would have carried me inside hers, if she'd been given the months she was owed.

I have asked, over the centuries, what that actually looked like — not out of morbid curiosity, but because I think a person is entitled to know the shape of his own strangest fact. Hermes tells me my father wore looser robes for most of that stretch, avoided Hera's company more carefully than usual, and once nearly gave the whole thing away collapsing mid-stride at a council he'd insisted on attending anyway. I do not know whether that unwillingness to be seen struggling was pride, or grief he had nowhere else to put. I know it means he carried me the entire distance without once letting the rest of Olympus see what the carrying actually cost him.

I was born a second time when the months finally ran out — cut free from the same leg that had carried me, delivered by a father instead of a mother, the way no one else in this entire family's long, strange history has ever once needed to be. I am told the birth itself was quiet, almost anticlimactic after everything that preceded it — no thunder, no announcement, simply a small, healthy child finally out in the world, held by the one parent who had managed, against every reasonable expectation, to get him there.

I have been told, too, that he wept, briefly, before anyone else arrived to see it — not the performed grief he'd allowed himself in public over the months since her death, but something quieter and more private. I do not know if I believe this detail completely. I have decided, on balance, to include it here anyway, because a birth deserves at least one moment of uncomplicated relief, even one I can't fully verify happened the way I've been told it did.

Twice-born. That is the actual, literal shape of the word people use for me: I exist because my father's body finished a pregnancy his own household's jealousy had interrupted, and the price of my existing at all was a woman who never got to hold me.

***
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HERMES TOLD ME MOST of what I know about my father's final months carrying me.

"He collapsed at a council meeting," Hermes said, the first time I actually asked him directly, centuries after the fact. "Mid-sentence. Went white, sat down hard, and told everyone it was simply exhaustion from the war with the giants, which had ended two years earlier, so nobody quite believed him, but nobody pushed either, because you didn't push Zeus on much back then."

"Did you know what it actually was?"

"I suspected. I don't think anyone else did, except maybe Hephaestus, who's good at noticing things nobody wants noticed." He considered me for a moment, the care he takes when he's deciding how much of a hard truth someone actually wants. "It's not exactly a comfortable thing to hand someone — here's the story of the worst months of your father's existence, delivered secondhand by the god who happened to be standing nearby."

"I'd rather have it secondhand than not at all."

"Did he ever say anything to you directly, in all this time? About what it actually felt like?"

I asked this out of my own curiosity, not his — Hermes has always been more comfortable delivering hard information than sitting inside the feeling of it himself.

"Once. Only once, and only barely," he said. "He told me it felt like carrying an apology he couldn't finish delivering. I didn't ask him to explain further. I don't think he had more of an explanation available, even for himself."

I did not have anything to say to that, and I remember being grateful that Hermes let the silence sit rather than filling it the way he fills most silences.

"I thought you might not, either," he said eventually. "Most people, in my experience, would rather not know the specifics. You've always been the exception to that particular rule."

I have not found a better way to describe what I actually carry out of all of this than the one my father gave Hermes, secondhand, in a moment he never repeated to me directly. An apology he couldn't finish delivering. I think that's closer to the truth than grief, and closer than whatever the festivals eventually became. I was given a body that survived a fire that killed the person who wanted me most, and I have spent every year since trying to finish, in whatever rooms I can build, an apology that was never really mine to deliver in the first place.
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​Chapter 2
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​The Girl on the Mountain

I DO NOT REMEMBER BEING a girl, exactly, the way I imagine an actual girl remembers her own childhood — I remember being a small child who was told, consistently and lovingly, that this was who I needed to be for now, and who understood, in whatever way a small child understands anything, that the telling came from people who loved me and were frightened for me in equal measure.

***
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MY AUNT TOOK ME IN within days of my birth, at my father's desperate asking — hiding a child who was, by that point, the single most dangerous secret in the entire world to be caught holding, in a household Hera would eventually think to search specifically because it belonged to my mother's own sister. Ino did not have to say yes. She had already lost her sister. She was being asked to risk everything else she had, including her own two sons, for the child that loss had left behind.

She said yes anyway, and dressed me as a girl from the time I could first be dressed at all. She braided whatever hair I had. She gave me a girl's name for use around the household staff, one I've genuinely lost track of over the centuries, though I remember it had a soft sound to it, gentle in the way names are gentle when they're chosen to be unremarkable rather than distinctive. She corrected me, patiently, whenever I forgot myself in front of visitors — not harshly, but the way you'd correct a habit you were trying to help someone build for their own protection.

"You have to be careful," she told me once, young enough still that I don't think I fully understood the stakes, only that something in her voice made the correcting feel important rather than arbitrary. "Not because there's anything wrong with who you actually are. Because there are people in this world who would hurt you for it, and I would rather you were safe and disguised than yourself and in danger."

I have thought about that sentence more than almost anything else from those years, because it contains, entirely by accident, the exact shape of the wound this whole account is actually about. She was right. I was safer disguised. I also spent years of my earliest existence being loved as someone I wasn't, by people who could not risk loving me as who I actually was, and I don't think either of those facts cancels the other one out.

***
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INO HAD TWO SONS OF her own, Learchus and Melicertes, and a husband, Athamas — a competent, unremarkable king, good with his household's accounts, patient with petitioners, the kind of ruler history rarely bothers writing much about because he never gave it a scandal or a disaster to record. He treated me with the same distracted, generic kindness he extended to any child in his household, never quite as close to me as Ino was, but never once unkind either. I remember him mostly at the edges of scenes rather than the center of them, a steady weight in the household I did not think to appreciate until considerably later.

A visiting dignitary's son, close to my own age, once challenged me to a footrace across the courtyard. I won easily — I have never, in any body I've ever worn, been anything but fast — and the boy's mother, watching, remarked, in the tone of someone making conversation rather than an accusation, that she'd never seen a girl run quite like that.

I remember the frozen half-second before Ino answered for me, smoothly, some comment about how I'd always been an unusually athletic child. I remember understanding, even that young, that I had come dangerously close to something, without fully knowing what the something was.

She found me alone afterward, and knelt down to my height, the way she did whenever something needed saying carefully. "You didn't do anything wrong," she told me. "I need you to understand that, separately from everything else I've ever told you about being careful. The carefulness isn't because you're the problem. It's because the world hasn't earned the right to know you yet."

I did not fully understand that sentence at the time. I have understood it considerably better since — that hiding and shame are not the same instinct, however similar they can look from the outside.

Learchus was older, patient in a way that occasionally slipped into condescension, fiercely loyal whenever anyone outside the household made the mistake of teasing me — I remember him once threatening to fight a boy twice his size over some minor unkindness aimed my way, entirely disproportionate to the actual offense, out of nothing more complicated than a plain conviction that his family looked after its own.

Melicertes was the one who actually knew.

"You throw like a girl," Melicertes told me once, delighted rather than cruel, after I'd badly missed a target we'd set up between us.

"I am a girl. As far as you're concerned."

"You're not, though. I've known for ages. I just don't say it because Mother asked me not to." He said this with the uncomplicated honesty of a child who hasn't yet learned that some truths are supposed to stay unsaid even once you've figured them out. "I don't care either way. You still throw badly."

This is the one moment in this entire chapter where I actually felt, briefly, fully known rather than carefully protected — a child who'd worked out the truth on his own and decided, without needing to be told, that the truth didn't change anything about whether he wanted me around. I did not get many moments like that one, in those years. I have kept this one carefully, the way you keep the few things that survived a fire.

***
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I DID NOT SEE WHAT happened to her. Hermes came for me before the worst of it happened, at my father's frantic instruction, the moment word reached Olympus that Hera had finally traced the disguise
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