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The Last Labour of the Earth (Gaia's Choice)

A False Peace upon the Flower Field

The Gigantomachy was over.

Flowers were blooming on the Phlegrean plain. White flowers. Red flowers washed by the wind to pink and from pink washed white again. Purple flowers. Yellow flowers. Orange flowers. Where each Gigante had fallen, a different colour of flower had bloomed. Each wound, as it closed, left behind a flower. Different pain blooms different flowers. Where Alcyoneus had fallen, white flowers bloomed. Where Porphyrion had fallen, red flowers washed white by the wind had bloomed. Where Ephialtes had fallen, purple flowers bloomed. Where Eurytus had fallen, yellow flowers bloomed. Where Clytius had fallen, bright flowers had bloomed, like light revealed beneath darkness.

A flower field. The battlefield had become a flower field.

Seen from Olympus, it was beautiful. A flower field spread like a rainbow across the black volcanic soil of Phlegra. Because the blood of the Gigantes had become flowers. Because pain had become life. It was beautiful. The beauty was frightening. Because the beauty had come from pain. Because without pain, these flowers would not exist. That beauty and pain are inseparable — this was what was frightening.

The marble pillars of Olympus had been restored. The pillars shaken in the Gigantomachy had been raised again. Where cracks had formed, gold was melted and poured in. Like the Japanese art of kintsugi. They said that when broken places are filled with gold, the thing becomes more beautiful than before it broke. The pillars of Olympus were like this. Where the cracks had been, golden lines remained. The lines of wounds had become ornament. It was beautiful. Beautiful again. Frightening again.

Nectar flowed. A feast was held. The gods gathered and drank. Apollo played the lyre. Artemis returned from the hunt. Dionysus poured more wine. There was laughter. There was song. There was peace.

Peace.

Zeus sat on his throne. In his right hand was the thunderbolt. He could not let go. The hand that had loosened at the end of the Gigantomachy had clenched again. A hand that loosens and then clenches again grips tighter than it did the first time. When you release something and take it back, you hold harder. When you nearly lose something and catch it again, you refuse to let go.

As Kronos had gripped the sickle. When his father gripped the sickle — at first he held it lightly. When Gaia handed it to him. As a tool of liberation. After the liberation was over, he should have let go. He could not let go. As time passed, he gripped it tighter. Rhea had to pry it free. Unfolding his fingers one by one.

Zeus's right hand was in the same place.

He could not sleep. As Kronos could not sleep. As his father could not sleep for the sound of five heartbeats inside his belly. Zeus could not sleep for the tremor in the earth.

The tremor was different.

Different from the tremor before the Gigantomachy. Before the Gigantomachy, the tremor had been the earth festering. A tremor of something swelling beneath the surface. A tremor of pus rising. And then the Gigantes had burst forth. That tremor had ended. Because flowers had bloomed. Because wounds had closed.

The tremor now was different. Deeper. Not from beneath the surface but from the floor of the world. If the tremor of the Gigantes had been a tremor beneath the skin, this tremor was beneath the bone. Something was moving beneath the bone.

Zeus felt it through the soles of his feet. Even sitting on his throne, his soles touched the marble floor, and the marble floor touched Mount Olympus, and Mount Olympus touched the body of Gaia, and the body of Gaia touched the floor of the world. Connection. From the throne to the floor of the world, everything was connected. Through this connection, the tremor rose.

Slow. Slower than the tremor of the Gigantes. If the tremor of the Gigantes had been a heartbeat, this tremor was breath. Inhale and exhale. Slow and deep and vast.

What was breathing. At the floor of the world.

Athena approached. From the right side of the throne. With eyes received from a swallowed mother, she looked at her father.

"You cannot sleep."

"The earth trembles."

"You feel it."

"I feel it. It is different from the Gigantomachy."

"It is different. Deeper."

"What is it."

Athena was silent for three seconds. Athena's three seconds are longer than another god's thirty. More is thought within them. The wisdom of a swallowed mother works inside the daughter's three seconds.

"I do not know. Not yet."

"Not yet."

"We will know soon. The tremor is growing."

Zeus looked down at the thunderbolt. In his right hand. It was flashing. The thunderbolt always flashes. Flashing is the thunderbolt's way of being. Even at rest, it shines. As the sickle, even at rest, is sharp.

Hestia added wood to the hearth of the great hall. Without a word. Always without a word. The fire grew. When fire grows, shadows grow too. The shadows of the great hall's pillars lengthened. The lengthened shadows reached the walls. The shadows fell over the mural of the Titanomachy painted on the wall. Darkness covered the painting of victory.

Hestia looked at Zeus. Without a word. With the eyes of the firstborn. With the eyes of the one swallowed first and released last. With the eyes of the one who had spent the longest time in darkness.

Hestia knew. The one who keeps the fire knows when the fire changes. The fire in the hearth had changed. The same wood was burning, but the colour of the fire had changed. From orange to red. From red — for an instant — to blue. Blue fire is hotter than orange fire. The heat of the world was rising. From below.

Hestia did not speak. Not speaking is Hestia's way. Adding wood is Hestia's speech. Keeping the fire is Hestia's sentence. She saw the blue fire and added more wood. The fire grew. The blue faded. The orange returned. Hestia had absorbed the heat of the world into her own hearth. As much as she could. It would not last.

Rhea stood in a corner of Olympus. The mother of thirty-seven steps. The mother who had seen two of three wars. The mother who knew the third was coming.

Rhea was looking down at her hand. Her left hand. The left hand that had pried the sickle from Kronos. The callus from the sickle was still there. A callus that would not disappear. Like a scar. Rhea was touching this callus. With her thumb. Slowly.

The third was coming. She knew. For the number thirty-seven to be completed, a third war had to come. Three plus seven is ten. Three wars. Seven stages of healing. With two wars, thirty-seven is not completed. There must be three.

Rhea whispered. So no one could hear.

"This is the last."
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The Inside of Gaia

Gaia was in pain.

Rhea had asked. "Are you in pain." In the darkness of the Gigantomachy. In the darkness where the world's light had gone out. Gaia had answered. "I am in pain. For a long time. I have been in pain."

She had spoken. For the first time. For the first time in thousands of years, she had said "I am in pain." Does speaking make it better. Did it get better.

The festering had lessened. After the Gigantes emerged. After the flowers bloomed. After the wounds closed. The festering had lessened. As festering lessens when pus is drained. Because the Gigantes were the pus. The pus came out and the wounds closed. The festering lessened.

But the pain had not lessened.

Pain and festering are different. Festering lessens when treated. Pain remains even after treatment. Festering is surgery. Pain is medicine. The Gigantomachy had been surgery. An operation to drain the pus and close the wounds. The surgery succeeded. The flowers are proof. But — even after surgery, there is pain. Even when surgery cures the disease, the ache remains.

The blood of Uranus was still inside Gaia's body. It had not vanished. The blood of a god does not vanish. Ever. Blood that seeped in thousands of years ago remains thousands of years later. Even after the Gigantes emerged, the blood remained. The Gigantes had been only a part of the blood. Not all of it. The part of the blood that had taken form was the Gigantes. The blood that had not taken form was still there. Formless pain. Nameless ache.

Gaia felt her own inside.

The surface of the earth was a flower field. It was beautiful. Seen from above, it was beautiful. Felt from below, it was different. The roots of the flowers were driven into the scars of wounds. The roots pierced through the scars. It hurt. The more beautiful the flower, the deeper the root, the more it hurt. That life had taken root in the wound — this was what hurt.

After the Gigantomachy ended, Gaia had exhaled. Her breath had become warm wind and spread across the world. A breath of relief. At that time, it was relief.

Now it was different.

When relief passes, emptiness comes. While the Gigantes existed, her mind had been occupied with the Gigantes. Because the children were fighting. Because the children were in pain. Because the children had to be fed. Because she had to send the earth's strength. A mother forgets her own pain when her child is in pain. Because the child's pain is greater.

The Gigantes were gone. They had become flowers. They had returned to the soil. The last Gigante had lain down of his own will, and Heracles had placed his bare hand upon him, and he had seeped into the earth. The child had returned. To his mother's arms.

When a child returns, the mother's arms are empty. Empty arms are the heaviest thing. Rhea knew this. Five times her arms had been emptied. Each time Kronos swallowed, her arms emptied. Gaia knew this too. Twenty-four times her arms had been emptied.

Between the empty arms — the pain returned. The pain she had been too distracted by the Gigantes to remember. The pain of Uranus's blood. The original pain. The first pain.

Gaia felt the deep place inside herself.

Ten metres below the surface. The layer where the Gigantes had grown. It was empty. Because the Gigantes had gone. An empty womb. A womb after the child has been born. Utterly empty. The emptiness hurt.

Fifty metres. A hundred metres. The layer of magma. A red river flowed. The blood of the earth. Gaia's blood. It was hot. Always hot. The inside of the earth is always hot.

Five hundred metres. A thousand metres. Deeper still. The rivers of magma narrowed. The rock hardened. The pressure rose. The deeper you go, the harder and hotter and higher the pressure.

Deeper.

The layer just before reaching Tartarus.

Here, something could be felt. A tremor different from the tremor of the Gigantes growing. If the tremor of the Gigantes had been the kicking of an unborn child, this tremor was — breathing. Breath. Something was breathing.

It was not a breath Gaia recognised. It was not the breath of Uranus. The breath of Uranus was wind. Because the breath of sky is wind. It was not the breath of Kronos. The breath of Kronos was the flow of time. It was not the breath of Titans. It was not the breath of Gigantes.

It was the breath of Tartarus.

The floor of the world was breathing. Gaia's deepest place. Her darkest place. The place where light had never once reached.

Gaia had known this breath. From long ago. From when the world began. From when Gaia was born from Chaos and Tartarus was born. Beneath Gaia, Tartarus had always been. Always. The darkness beneath her. The deepest darkness within her.

Uranus had come from above. He had descended from the sky. A husband who came from outside.

Tartarus was below. Inside. Not something that came from outside but something that had been inside from the beginning. The floor within herself. The end within herself.

Gaia felt the breath of Tartarus and thought. Thought something that is difficult to call thought. The earth does not think in language. It thinks in tremor. It thinks in heat. It thinks in pressure.

The tremor said. The Gigantes were not enough.

The heat said. Draining the festering was not enough.

The pressure said. Closing the wound was not enough.

Zeus had come to Phlegra and said. "I see it. The wound." He had seen. He had acknowledged. "I am sorry." He had apologised. Gaia had answered. "That was all I wanted."

Was that all.

Gaia asked herself. Was that truly all. Is being acknowledged enough. Is saying "I am in pain" and hearing "I know you are in pain" enough.

It was not enough.

Acknowledgement is a beginning, not an end. Saying "I am in pain" was the first step. Hearing "I know you are in pain" was the second. There was a third. Gaia did not know what the third was. What she did not know was rising. From inside. From the deepest place.

The Gigantes had been a known pain. The blood of Uranus. A pain with a name. A pain with a cause.

What was rising now had no name. Had no cause. No — the cause was Gaia herself. Not pain that came from outside but pain that rose from within. Not pain given by Uranus but Gaia's own pain. The pain of existence itself.

Why do I exist. Why am I the earth. Why am I the mother of all things. Why do I bear every wound. Why does it never end.

These questions were rising from Tartarus.
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Tartarus — the Floor of the World

Tartarus.

It lies beneath the realm of Hades. The realm of Hades is the underworld. The world of the dead. The place Hades descends to and ascends from over nineteen days each month. Nine days descending, one day remaining, nine days ascending. The realm of Hades is deep, but it can be reached. It can be gone to. It can be returned from.

Tartarus is further below.

The distance from the realm of Hades to Tartarus is equal to the distance from Olympus to the realm of Hades, it was said. Hesiod recorded it. Drop a bronze anvil and it takes nine days to fall from Olympus to the earth, and nine days to fall from the earth to Tartarus. Eighteen days. From the top of the world to the bottom, eighteen days. But this is physical distance. The psychological distance is greater. The distance to a place light has never reached cannot be measured. Where there is no light, there is no distance. Where there is no distance, there is infinity.

Tartarus is infinitely deep.

It is the place where the Titans are imprisoned. Where Kronos is imprisoned. After Zeus struck him down with the thunderbolt — he imprisoned him in Tartarus. As Kronos imprisoned his children, the son imprisoned the father. The same act. A different direction. The father imprisoning the son is imprisoning from above to below. The son imprisoning the father is imprisoning from below to further below.

But Tartarus was not merely a place.

Tartarus was a being.

A primordial being born from Chaos. Like Gaia. Like Eros. Like Erebus. Like Nyx. One of the first beings born at the beginning of the world. A place and a being. A prison and a life. A floor and a heart.

As Gaia is the earth, Tartarus was the abyss. As Uranus was above Gaia, Tartarus was below Gaia. The husband above and the being below. Between sky and abyss, the earth stood.

Uranus had covered Gaia. From above. From outside. Every night he descended and covered Gaia and made children. Made children and if the children were hideous, imprisoned them. This was the relationship between Uranus and Gaia. A relationship of covering and making and imprisoning.

Tartarus was different. He did not cover. He was below. In the deepest place Gaia could feel. In the darkest place within her. Tartarus did not cover Gaia. He was inside Gaia.

If Uranus was a husband who came from outside, Tartarus was an abyss that was inside.

Pain that comes from outside and pain that comes from inside are different. Pain from outside has a cause. Uranus is the cause. It can be cut with a sickle. It can be expressed as Gigantes. It can be named.

Pain from inside has itself as its own cause. You cannot cut yourself. You cannot express yourself as Gigantes. No — you can. You can, but — what is expressed becomes yourself. When you bring the darkness inside you out — it is a part of yourself.

Typhon would be the expression of the pain that comes from inside Gaia. If the Gigantes were born from the blood of Uranus, Typhon would be born from Gaia's own abyss. Not from an external wound but from an internal depth.

Gaia felt Tartarus. The deepest place within herself.

Tartarus was moving. Rising. Slowly. A different speed from when the Gigantes rose. Slower. Heavier. Hotter.

The heat of Tartarus was different from the heat of magma. Magma is the internal heat of the earth. Physical heat. The heat of Tartarus is not physical. It is the heat of existence. The heat of being itself burning. The heat carried from Chaos when it first separated. The heat from before the world began.

This heat was rising. Slowly. Certainly.

Hades felt it. The heat rising from beneath his own realm. The realm of Hades is cold. Because it is the world of the dead. A world without heat. The floor of this cold world was growing warm. The water of the River Styx was growing imperceptibly warmer. For the river of the dead to grow warm — this means the order of the world is shaking.

Hades ascended. Shortening his journey of nineteen days. In haste. To bring word to Olympus.

But before Hades could ascend, Gaia already knew. Because it was inside her. She could not fail to know that the floor within her was moving.

Gaia was afraid. When she gave birth to the Gigantes, she had not been afraid. Because there was rage. Because there was pain. Rage and pain had covered the fear. The Gigantes were children of rage. A mother in rage is not afraid.

Now there was no rage. After Rhea asked "Are you in pain." After Zeus said "I see it." The rage had lessened. When you are acknowledged, rage lessens. When rage lessens, what lies beneath it is revealed.

Beneath rage, there had been sorrow. The sorrow revealed in the Gigantomachy. "I only wanted to belong." Porphyrion's words had been Gaia's sorrow.

Beneath sorrow — there was fear.

What was she afraid of.

She was afraid of the darkness within herself. She was afraid of Tartarus. She was afraid of the deepest place within herself.

As a human is afraid to see the darkest place within themselves. As a human is afraid to see the rage within themselves. As a human is afraid to see the violence within themselves. Gaia was afraid to see the Tartarus within herself.

The Gigantes had been an external wound. A wound given by Uranus. A wound given by a husband. Something that came from outside.

Tartarus is internal. It is herself. The floor within herself.

To face the floor within yourself. This is the third war.

––––––––
[image: ]


The Union — Gaia and Tartarus

The decision was made at night.

A night when the fires of Olympus had been banked and the gods slept. A night when only Hestia was awake. A night when the fire in the hearth burned low. A night when the mortal world also slept. When the shepherd slept with his flock, and the fisherman slept on his boat, and the child slept in its mother's arms.

Gaia was awake. The earth does not sleep. The inside of the earth is always in motion. Magma flows and plates shift and volcanoes breathe. Night for the earth is only a night of the surface. Inside, it is always day. A day of fire.

Gaia made her decision.

The Gigantes had not been a choice. The festering had burst. It was eruption without intent. The blood of Uranus had taken form and risen. Gaia had not resolved "I will give birth." The blood had taken form on its own.

This time was different.

Gaia chose. Consciously.

To unite with Tartarus. With the deepest place within herself. With the darkest place within herself. With the place she feared most. To unite.

Why.

Gaia asked herself. Why give birth again. Were the Gigantes not enough. Did flowers not bloom. Did the wounds not close. Did Zeus not say "I see it." Was it not enough.

It was not enough.

The first war had been liberation. Kronos took up the sickle and cut his father. Liberation. The confined were released. Escape from external imprisonment.

The second war had been recognition. The Gigantes emerged and flowers bloomed and Zeus saw the pattern. Recognition. Seeing that the wound exists. Acknowledging an external wound.

There had to be a third. For the cycle to be completed. For thirty-seven to be completed. Liberation — recognition — and then.

What comes after.

Gaia did not know. And so she would give birth. She would give birth to what she did not know. She would give birth to a question. "Can this cycle end." She would give the question a form.

If the Gigantes had been an answer that was not an answer, Typhon would be a question given form.

Gaia lowered her consciousness downward. Deep. Past the surface, past the magma, past the rock, past the pressure, past the heat — she reached Tartarus.

Tartarus was waiting.

That he was waiting meant — Tartarus too had known. That Gaia would descend. That Gaia would choose. The being beneath Gaia could not fail to feel Gaia's decision. Because every tremor of Gaia reaches Tartarus. Because when Gaia breathes, it becomes wind in Tartarus.

Union.

It was different from the union with Uranus. Uranus had descended from above. From the sky. From outside. He covered Gaia. With broad shoulders. Wearing stars. All of Gaia. From above to below.

Tartarus rose from below. From inside. He rose from the deepest place within Gaia. It was also Gaia descending to the deepest place within herself, and also the deepest place rising toward Gaia. Which one moved could not be distinguished. Meeting the floor within yourself has no direction. Whether one descended or the other rose cannot be known. There is only the meeting.

The heat changed.

A heat that was not magma's heat rose. The heat of the beginning. The heat of Chaos. The heat from before the world was separated. The heat from when Gaia and Tartarus were still one. The heat from before separation.

Gaia felt this heat. A heat she had felt long ago. A heat she had forgotten. The heat from before she was born. The heat from when she was inside Chaos. The heat from when everything was one.

It was hot. It hurt. But — the pain was of a different kind. If the pain of Uranus's blood was the pain of a wound, this pain was the pain of birth. Not the pain of being torn but the pain of opening. Not a wound but a door opening.

In the deepest place within Gaia, something began.

Not a seed. The seed of the Gigantes had been blood. This seed was fire. The fire of the beginning. Fire carried from Chaos. Fire that existed before the world began.

This fire began to take form.

If the Gigantes grew over thousands of years, this would take longer. No — it would be faster. Because it was the fire of the beginning. Fire from before time. Time does not apply to this fire.

Form.

The form of the Gigantes had been half-human, half-serpent. Human above and serpent below. A mixture of human and beast. A mixture of two things.

The form of this was not mixture. It was chaos. Because it came from Chaos. Because it was from before separation. Not human, not serpent, not beast — everything. Everything in one. Not one head. A hundred. Each head a different beast. From each head a different sound. The roar of a lion. The bellow of a bull. The bark of a dog. The hiss of a serpent. The speech of a man. The speech of a god. Every sound from a single body.

The unseparated. The unordered. Chaos given form.

This is Typhon.

Gaia felt it. This thing beginning to grow inside her. It was different from when she felt the Gigantes. The Gigantes had felt like pus growing. Painful but pushing outward. Typhon — felt like burning. Burning from the inside out.

She was afraid. She had chosen this and still she was afraid. Rhea must have felt the same. When she resolved to wrap the stone in swaddling clothes, she must have been afraid. She had chosen it and still she must have been afraid. Choosing something does not mean it is not frightening. Because you chose it, it can be more frightening. What you are pushed into has an excuse. What you choose has none.

––––––––
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The Shape of a Question — "Can This Cycle End"

Typhon was growing.

In the deepest place within Gaia. At the boundary between Tartarus and Gaia. At the junction of floor and earth. Between darkness and soil.

Fire was growing. The fire of the beginning. The fire of Chaos. The fire from before the world was separated. This fire was becoming bone, becoming flesh, becoming scale, becoming wing. If the Gigantes had grown from blood, Typhon was growing from fire.

Fast. Faster than the Gigantes. The Gigantes grew over thousands of years. Typhon — was fast. The fire of the beginning does not belong to time. Time does not apply in Tartarus. Kronos's time does not reach Tartarus. Kronos is imprisoned in Tartarus, but Kronos's power does not function in Tartarus. The god of time is imprisoned outside of time. A paradox.

Gaia felt Typhon growing within her and spoke to herself. In tremor. In heat. In pressure.

Why give birth.

For the third time. Why give birth again.

The first time — she had borne the Titans. With Uranus. From love. From possession. From union. Titans were born and Titans were imprisoned and Kronos took up the sickle. A narrative of liberation.

The second time — the Gigantes were born. From the blood of Uranus. From violence. From wound. The Gigantes rose and flowers bloomed and Zeus saw. A narrative of recognition.

The third time — she bears Typhon. With Tartarus. From choice. From question. From union with the deepest place within herself.

Three births become three wars. A mother's births become the world's wars. Is this fair. It is not fair. That a mother giving birth to a child becomes a thing that shakes the world is not fair. That a mother's pain becomes the world's war is not fair.

But — because Gaia is the earth. Because Gaia's children are beings of the world. Because the scale of the mother is the scale of the world. When an individual's pain becomes a world's war, it is because the individual is as large as the world. Gaia is this. Gaia's individual self is the world.

It is the same for humans. Inside a human, there is something like Tartarus. The darkest place within. The place most feared. When a human faces this place — the human's world shakes. The human's relationships shake. The human's daily life becomes a war.

That Gaia's war becomes the world's war, and that a human's inner war becomes the war of their daily life — only the scale is different. The structure is the same.

This is mythopoiesis. This is why myth is a human story. Reduce the scale of gods to the scale of humans and the story is the same. Gaia's Tartarus is the human unconscious. Gaia's Typhon is the human shadow. Gaia's third birth is the human's confrontation with the self.

Typhon was growing.

Heads were forming. Not one. Several. Dozens. A hundred. Each head a different form. A lion's head. A bull's head. A serpent's head. An eagle's head. A human head. A god's head. Every kind of head branching from a single neck. Not branching — unseparated. From what was originally one, many were emerging.

Chaos had been this way. From Chaos, Gaia emerged and Tartarus emerged and Eros emerged. From one, many. Separation. The beginning of the cosmos was separation. That Typhon has many heads is a remembering of the state before separation. A bodily remembering of Chaos before it was divided.

Gaia spoke to herself.

"This time, I choose."

When she gave the sickle to Kronos — had that been a choice. Half choice and half desperation. Because the children were imprisoned. Because they had to be saved. Because there was no other way.

When the Gigantes were born — it had not been a choice. The festering had burst. Eruption without intent.

This time, it is a choice. A pure choice. No one commanded it. No one forced it. It is not festering. It is not desperation.

It is a question.

"Can this cycle end."

Uranus imprisoned children and Kronos swallowed children and Zeus swallowed Metis. Imprisoning and swallowing and covering and burying. The same thing repeats. Liberate, and it repeats. Recognise, and it repeats. Liberate, and a new imprisonment comes. Recognise, and a new covering comes.

Can it end. This cycle.

To this question, Gaia does not know the answer. Because she does not know, she gives birth. She makes the unanswerable question into a form and casts it into the world. "Answer it. If you can end it, end it. If you cannot — acknowledge that it cannot be ended."

Typhon will be different from the Gigantes. The Gigantes were wounds. They could be closed. Heracles closed them. With bare hands. Flowers bloomed.

Typhon is not a wound. He is a question. Can a question be closed. A question closes only when it is answered. A question without an answer does not close.

"Can this cycle end." Is there an answer to this question. If there is, Typhon will be closed. If there is not — Typhon will spew fire beneath Etna for eternity.

Gaia felt the fire growing inside her and whispered. When the earth whispers, it becomes an earthquake. A faint earthquake. An earthquake only a seismograph can detect. An earthquake humans cannot feel.

"My last child."

Gaia spoke to Typhon. To the child not yet born.

"You are my last question. My last child. My last war."

"You need not be born carrying an answer. It is enough to be born carrying a question. If the question is large enough — the world will find the answer. If the question is hot enough — the thunderbolt will be set down."

"Your brothers were wounds. You are a question. Close a wound and it ends. Answer a question and it ends. If it cannot be answered — it does not end. Learning to live alongside what does not end — that is the last healing."

Inside Gaia, the fire grew. Typhon was growing. Quickly. The temperature of the earth was rising. Etna erupted. Not because Enceladus had turned in his sleep — but because the heat of Typhon had reached Etna. The temperature of the sea rose. Fish fled to the depths. Birds flew higher. Animals grew restless.

The world felt it. That something was coming. Something larger than the Gigantes. Something older than the Titans. From the floor of the world.

On Olympus, Zeus gripped the thunderbolt harder.

Rhea counted thirty-seven.

Hestia added wood to the hearth. The fire turned blue again. This time, even adding wood did not bring back the orange. The blue fire held. The heat rising from the world had exceeded the amount Hestia's hearth could absorb.

For the first time — Hestia stepped back from the fire.

Hestia stepping back was something the world had never seen. The guardian of the fire stepping back from the fire. The fire had grown greater than its guardian. The fire that was to be kept had surpassed the one who kept it.

From below, a resonance rose. It was not sound. It was something before sound. Not air vibrating but existence vibrating.

Typhon was coming.
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The Seed of Tartarus (The Conception of Typhon)

The Room of the Imprisoned

Titans were imprisoned in Tartarus.

They were the ones Zeus had confined at the end of the Titanomachy. He struck them down with the thunderbolt and the Hekatoncheires dragged them below and placed them inside the bronze doors of Tartarus. The doors were closed. Locked. The key was given to Hades. Hades took the key and sat in his own realm.

That was thousands of years ago.

For thousands of years the Titans had been imprisoned in Tartarus. In a place where time does not flow. In a place where the time of Kronos does not apply. The god of time was imprisoned outside of time. It was a paradox. The one who ruled time was in a place without it. He did not age. He did not grow younger. He did not change. Not changing was the heaviest punishment of all. When one who can change is made unable to change, that is imprisonment.

The inside of Tartarus was dark.

To call it darkness was insufficient. Darkness is the absence of light. The inside of Tartarus was not a place where light was absent but a place where the concept of light did not exist. A place where light had never once existed. In the realm of Hades, there was darkness. That darkness exists means light once existed and was lost. A darkness with memory. In Tartarus, there was not even the memory of light. A darkness without memory.

In this darkness the Titans sat. Not standing but sitting. They had been sitting for thousands of years. There was no reason to stand. When they stood, they touched the ceiling. Not because the ceiling was low but because the Titans were large. A place where beings as vast as Atlas sit is cramped no matter how wide it is.

Kronos sat at the centre.

It was not a throne. It was the floor. The floor of Tartarus. Not stone. Not matter. It was the floor of existence. For Kronos to sit there was to sit at the lowest place in the world. From throne to floor. From the highest place to the lowest.

His left hand was empty. The sickle was gone. After Rhea pried it free. Unfolding his fingers one by one and letting the sickle fall. An empty left hand. Empty for thousands of years. He should have grown accustomed to it. He had not. His left hand still held the shape of gripping something. The fingers were curled. The shape of grasping when there was nothing to grasp. Habit remained in the body. Rhea had released his grip, but the muscles remembered.

Kronos's eyes were open. Open in the darkness. Open though there was nothing to see. Because if he closed them, the inside became visible. Because the sound of five heartbeats from within his belly returned. Because the memory of heartbeats from the belly came back, though the children had left thousands of years ago. Close your eyes and the inside becomes visible. When the inside is visible, it hurts. Open your eyes and the outside is invisible. When the outside is invisible, it does not stop hurting, but it is better than the inside.

To the right of Kronos sat Iapetus. The father of Prometheus. The father of the one who thinks ahead was one who worries ahead. Iapetus's eyes were closed. The opposite of Kronos. Iapetus kept his eyes shut. Not because the inside was invisible but because he did not want to see the outside. Because he did not want to see the darkness. Because if you look at darkness, the darkness looks back. Because to see is to accept.

To the left of Kronos sat Coeus. The brother who, in the Titanomachy, had twisted his body against the rock to make space for Kronos. So the youngest brother could pass. He was still in the same position. To Kronos's left. In the place that makes room.

Coeus was touching the wall. The wall of Tartarus. A wall that was not matter. The boundary of existence. Coeus's fingers traced the surface of the wall. The same motion for thousands of years. He was learning the texture of the wall. Not trying to escape. Trying to understand. When a prisoner understands the prison, the prison does not change, but the prisoner does.

Hyperion sat in the farthest corner. The Titan of light. Father of Helios and Selene. The one who had governed light was imprisoned where there was none. The light had vanished from Hyperion's skin in his hundredth year of confinement. For the first hundred years, a faint light had come from his skin. A Titan's light. The golden glow of divine ichor beneath the skin. After a hundred years, the light disappeared. There was no reason to give light. There was no one to see it. Light is only light when there is someone to see it. If no one sees, light too is darkness.

Crius was beside Hyperion. Small eyes. Eyes that once read stars. In a place without stars, the small eyes had grown smaller. There was nothing to read. No stars. No sky. Crius's eyes read only the darkness of Tartarus. Even darkness has a pattern. Even darkness has a grain. For thousands of years, Crius had been reading the grain of darkness.

Theia. Mnemosyne. Phoebe. Themis. Tethys. The female Titans were not imprisoned in Tartarus. Zeus had not confined the female Titans. He confined only the male Titans who had fought in the war. Was this fair. It was not fair. Was sparing the women mercy. It was not mercy. It was the judgement that they were not dangerous. The judgement that they were not dangerous was dismissal.

From the Tartarus where the Titans sat, a tremor rose.

From below.

The place where the Titans were imprisoned was not the whole of Tartarus. Tartarus was deeper. Beneath the floor where the Titans sat was a deeper floor. A floor beneath the floor. A floor beneath that. A floor without end.

The tremor rose. Slowly. Deeply. Hotly.

Kronos felt it. Because he was sitting on the floor. Because the tremor of the floor was transmitted directly into his body.

Kronos opened his eyes wider. In the darkness. The darkness was changing. The colour was changing. From absolute darkness, a faint redness was rising. From below. From the floor. It was not the light of magma. It was the light of a place deeper than magma. It was the light of the beginning. The light of Chaos.

Kronos spoke. For the first time in thousands of years.

"Mother is giving birth again."

Coeus took his hand from the wall. Iapetus opened his eyes. A faint light returned to Hyperion's skin. Weakly. But shining. Crius's small eyes turned downward.

The Titans had awakened. From thousands of years of stillness. It was not waking but feeling. Feeling a mother's pregnancy. When a child feels the mother's pregnancy, it is sensing a new sibling coming. Not a rival. To the Titans, the Gigantes had been half-siblings. Siblings with a different father. Siblings born from the blood of Uranus.

What was coming now was a sibling whose father was Tartarus.

Kronos placed his hand on the floor. His left hand. His empty left hand. With his left hand that held no sickle, he touched the floor. The tremor rose into his palm. It was hot.

On Kronos's left hand there was a callus. The callus Rhea had touched. The mark of the sickle. A mark that would not disappear even after thousands of years. Through this callus, the tremor rose. The scar had become an antenna. The wound had become a sense organ. The place that hurts is the most sensitive. The place that hurts feels the most.

Kronos: "It is hot. Hotter than the fire of the sickle."

Iapetus: "What is it."

Kronos: "Mother's last child."

Iapetus: "How do you know it is the last."

Kronos: "Time tells me. Time does not flow in this place, but it flows within me. Inside me, it flows. Even when it stops outside, it flows inside. Time says. This is the last. After this child, Gaia will bear no more."

Coeus took his hand fully from the wall.

Coeus: "The last child is the most fearsome. The youngest is the most fearsome. Kronos. You too were the youngest."

Kronos looked at Coeus. In the darkness. He could not see him. But he knew. His brother's face. They had been in the same place for thousands of years. He knew without seeing.

Kronos: "I too was the youngest. When my brothers were too afraid to move, I, the youngest, took up the sickle. I cut my father. It is not that the youngest is the most fearsome but that the youngest is the most desperate. The older ones could wait. The youngest could not wait. Because there was no one behind me. Because after me there was no one. Because if I did not do it, no one would."

Kronos's voice reflected off the walls of Tartarus. In the darkness, only the voice returned. It was not an echo. The walls of Tartarus do not reflect sound. They absorb it. What returns is not echo but memory. Tartarus remembers words and gives them back. The prison remembers the prisoner's words.

The tremor in the floor grew. Heat rose.

Beneath the Titans' feet. Beneath where they sat. The floor that had been cold for thousands of years was growing warm. It was not warmth. It was heat. Heat was rising.

The light on Hyperion's skin grew brighter. The Titan of light was responding. To the primordial heat rising from below. To the heat of Chaos. To the heat that light remembers.

Hyperion: "I know this heat. It is the heat of the beginning. The heat from when I first governed light. The heat from just after the separation from Chaos. Why is this heat rising."

Kronos: "Because Mother has united with Tartarus. The earth has united with the abyss. Above and below have met. From this meeting, the heat of the beginning has reawakened."

Iapetus: "If the heat of the beginning awakens —"

Kronos: "Something from the beginning will be born."

Silence.

Silence in Tartarus is unlike any other silence. In other places, silence has an aftertone. The aftertone left behind as a sound just spoken fades. In Tartarus there is no aftertone. Sound does not fade away; it ceases to exist. What was spoken becomes what never was. A silence of unbecoming.

In this silence, a sound rose from below.

It was not sound. It was something before sound. Not air vibrating but existence vibrating. The foundation of the world vibrating. The floor where the Titans sat vibrating.

Every Titan felt it. With their whole bodies. In the darkness. A child was growing. Inside their mother. A sibling was coming. From below.

Kronos raised his empty left hand and placed it on his own chest. Where the heart is. The heart was beating fast. When the heart of the god of time beats fast outside of time, it means time is returning. It means something is changing. It means what had not changed has begun to change.

Kronos: "Rhea. Can you feel it. From here. The third is coming."

––––––––
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Inside the Mother's Womb

Typhon was growing.

In the deepest place within Gaia. At the boundary between Tartarus and Gaia. At the border where above is soil and below is abyss.

The process was different from how the Gigantes had grown. The Gigantes grew from blood. The blood of Uranus took form as crystals do. As minerals become crystals. Slowly. Regularly. As hexagonal basalt columns grow, so grew the bones of the Gigantes. There was order. Bone first, then muscle, then skin last. There was sequence.

Typhon was different.

There was no sequence.

He was growing from fire. The fire of the beginning. The fire of Chaos. This fire knows no order. Because it is fire from before order existed. The state before Gaia and Tartarus and Eros separated from Chaos. Before separation. Before order. Fire from that state.

In this fire, everything grew at once. Bone and flesh and scale and wing, all at once. Without sequence. Here a head grew and there a tail grew and between them an arm grew. Simultaneously. Randomly. Without order.

There was not one head. At first, one began to grow. A serpent's head. A skull covered in scales. The mouth was open. Teeth grew. While the teeth grew, a second head sprouted beside it. A lion's head. Its mane was made of fire. Not actual fur but fire in the shape of a mane.

A third head. A bull. The horns grew first and the skull came after. The sequence was reversed. Horns first and head later. Attack first and being later.

A fourth. A fifth. A sixth. An eagle. A wolf. A boar.

From the seventh onward, it accelerated. Multiple heads sprouted at once. Ten at a time. Twenty at a time. The head of an insect. The head of a fish. The head of a nameless beast. The head of a beast that had never existed. A head in a form that had existed only in Chaos.

A hundred.

A hundred heads branched from a single neck. Not branched — from one, a hundred emerged. As branches grow from the trunk of a tree. But the branches of a tree have rules. They grow upward. Toward light. These heads had no rules. Upward. Downward. Sideways. Inward. In every direction.

From each head came sound.

He had not yet been born, and yet there was sound. Inside Gaia's body. It was resonance. From the serpent's head, a hiss. From the lion's head, a growl. From the bull's head, a low. From the eagle's head, a screech. From the wolf's head, a howl. From the boar's head, a snarl.

And from one head, speech emerged.

It was not human speech. It was not divine speech. It was not Titan speech. It was the speech of Chaos. Speech from before separation. Speech from when all languages were one. Speech from before meaning and sound divided. This speech resonated inside Gaia's body.

Gaia was in pain.

It was a different pain from when the Gigantes grew. The pain of the Gigantes was the pain of festering. Pain of swelling. Pain of pressure. Pain of wanting to burst. Pain with a direction. Pain pushing outward.

The pain of Typhon had no direction. It was every direction. It was the pain of burning outward from the inside in all directions at once. It was the pain of fire. Fire has no direction. It burns upward but radiates heat in every direction. Typhon was radiating heat in every direction inside Gaia.

The temperature of the earth was rising. Enough to feel at the surface. On the flower field of Phlegra, the soil had grown warm. The roots of flowers grew faster in warm soil. The flowers bloomed larger. In brighter colours. It was beautiful. Flowers grown from the heat of pain were larger and brighter.

Gaia spoke to Typhon. To the child within her.

As Rhea had spoken to Zeus inside her belly. As Kronos had heard the sound of five heartbeats within his belly. A mother speaking to the child inside her is the oldest conversation in the world.

"You are in pain."

Typhon did not answer. He could not yet answer. The sounds from his heads had not yet gained meaning. The speech of Chaos had not yet achieved order.

"Be in pain, but grow."

Gaia absorbed the heat. The heat Typhon generated. Into her own body. A mother's body absorbing the heat of her child. The earth holding fire. As a volcano holds magma. Gaia held the fire of the beginning.

It hurt. It was hot. She had to endure. A mother enduring. This is childbirth. The pain of childbirth is not only when the child emerges. During the growing, too. During the carrying, too. Bearing the weight of the child with one's own body is the pain of birth.

The birth of the Gigantes had been pus bursting. Painful, but with a sense of release. Once out, the weight lifted. Once drained, the relief came.

The birth of Typhon was carrying fire. When it came out, the weight would not lift. When it came out, the world would burn. While Typhon was inside Gaia, Gaia absorbed the heat. Once outside, there would be no one to absorb it. The world would burn.

Must he be born. Must he not.

Gaia hesitated. She had chosen and still she hesitated. She had resolved and still she was afraid. As Rhea had hesitated while wrapping the stone in swaddling clothes. As she had not known whether the deception would succeed. As she had not known whether Kronos would swallow the stone or not. To begin without knowing the outcome is what choosing means. If you know the outcome, it is not a choice but a calculation.

Gaia's choice was not a calculation. It was a question. A question without an answer. "Can this cycle end." Because she does not know the answer, she gives birth. To give birth to something whose answer you know is a factory. To give birth to something whose answer you do not know is childbirth.

––––––––
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What Hades Saw

Hades was ascending from below.

A journey of nineteen days. Nine days descending, one day remaining, nine days ascending. This time he was faster than usual. He hurried. It was the first time Hades had ever hurried. The god of the underworld does not hurry. In the world of the dead, there is no urgency. After death, nothing is urgent. Because everything is already over.

But Hades hurried. Because of what he had felt in Tartarus.

Every month, Hades descended to Tartarus. To monitor. To confirm the Titans were still imprisoned. That the bronze doors were shut. That the locks had not been undone. He had repeated the same task for thousands of years. Descend, confirm, ascend. Every month. Nothing had changed. For thousands of years, nothing had changed. The Titans sat. Kronos sat with his empty left hand. The doors were shut. The locks held.

This time was different.

The descent itself was different. The path from the realm of Hades to Tartarus was a stone stairway. The same stone stairway for thousands of years. The temperature of the stone was always the same. Cold. The cold of the underworld. The cold of the dead.

This time, descending, the stone was warm.

He felt it at the fifth step. The soles of his feet felt it. Cold stone had become lukewarm. At the tenth step, lukewarm had become warm. At the twentieth step, warmth sat at the edge of heat.

Hades stopped. When the god of the underworld stops, he is thinking. Hades thinks by stopping. Other gods think while moving. Ares while running. Athena while walking. Zeus while hurling thunderbolts. Hades while stopping. He learned this at the bottom. At the bottom there is nowhere to move. Sitting and thinking is the method of the bottom.

Heat was rising from below. From Tartarus. From the floor of the world. It was not physical heat. It was not the heat of magma. It was the heat of existence. The heat of the beginning.

Hades knew. What it was.

When you have been at the bottom a long time, you know when the bottom changes. One who has descended the same path every month for thousands of years cannot fail to notice a change in the temperature of stone. When Hades had ascended to Olympus during the Gigantomachy, he had said: "The Gigantes are not an army but a sorrow." Because he had heard from the bottom. Because the sounds of battle, from the bottom, had sounded like weeping.

This time it was not weeping. It was not sound. It was heat. The floor of the world was burning.

When Hades arrived at Tartarus, the bronze doors were hot.

He placed his hand on the door and his skin sizzled. A heat that burned even divine skin. Divine skin endures more than mortal skin. But to this heat, even divine skin reacted.

He opened the door. With the key.

Inside, the Titans were awake. For the first time in thousands of years, every one of them was awake. Kronos had his eyes open. Coeus had taken his hand from the wall. Iapetus had his eyes open. Hyperion was glowing. Faintly. But glowing.

Hades entered. He did not close the door. Because if it was closed, the heat would be trapped. Because if the heat was trapped, it could explode.

Kronos looked up at Hades.

A father looks up at his son. The one who once looked down at his son from a throne now looks up at his son from the floor. The direction had changed. The relationship had not. A father is a father. A son is a son. Whether looking from above or below.

Kronos: "Do you understand."

Hades: "I feel it. The heat."

Kronos: "Mother has united with Tartarus."

Hades: "I know."

Kronos: "If you know, why did you come down."

Hades: "To confirm. Whether the doors are still shut."

Kronos: "The doors are shut. We are not leaving. It is not that we cannot leave but that we will not."

Hades looked at Kronos. At his father's eyes. Eyes open in the darkness. They were different from the eyes he had seen at the end of the Titanomachy. Those had been the eyes of defeat. These were the eyes of calm. A calm made by thousands of years of darkness. The calm that comes after losing everything. The calm of one who has nothing left to lose.

Kronos: "My son."

Hades stopped. In Hades' memory, Kronos had never called him "my son." When he was swallowed, the word "son" was not spoken. Inside the belly, the word "son" was not spoken. After he came out, the word "son" was not spoken. When he was locked in Tartarus, the word "son" was not spoken.

This was the first time.

Kronos: "Go up and tell your brothers. What comes from below cannot be defeated by fighting. It cannot be defeated by the thunderbolt. Even the sickle could not have defeated it. Even if I had held the sickle in my prime, I could not have defeated it. This does not end with war. But it must end. If it does not, the world returns to before the separation. To Chaos. To the place where everything was one. Separation vanishes and order vanishes and everything returns to a single fire. Tell them this."

Hades: "How does it end."

Kronos: "Let go."

Hades: "Of what."

Kronos: "Of what you are holding."

––––––––
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The Temperature of the River Styx

Hades was ascending. A journey of nine days. He hurried. Faster than usual.

On the way up, he passed through his own realm. The underworld. The world of the dead. The place Hades governs. Seen from outside, it is dark and cold and frightening. Seen from inside, it is a place of order. Where the dead go is determined, and there is judgement, and there is reward and punishment. There is no chaos. That there is no chaos after death is the only solace of the underworld.

But the underworld was shaking.

The water of the Styx was different. The Styx is the river that winds nine times through the underworld. The gods swear oaths upon it. Unbreakable oaths. The water of the Styx is always cold. The cold of death. The cold of eternity. When a god dips a hand into this water, the hand goes numb. The mother of Achilles dipped her son in this water and made his body immortal. Except for the heel.

This water was growing warm.

Imperceptibly. Too faintly for a mortal hand to detect. But Hades' hand could feel it. Because he had dipped his hand in this water for thousands of years. He knew the subtlest changes in temperature. A tenth of a degree. No, smaller than that. A change only Hades would know.

For the water of the Styx to grow warm means the cold of death is weakening. It means the boundary between death and life is blurring. It means the order of the underworld is shaking.

It was because of the heat rising from below. The primordial heat rising from Tartarus was passing through the underworld and warming the Styx. The heat of Typhon was piercing through the layers of the world as it rose.

Hades stopped at the bank of the Styx. He looked down at the water. Black water. Always black water. But beneath the surface, a red glow was showing through. Faintly. The light of the heat rising from below. From the bottom of the River Styx.

Charon rowed his boat toward him. The ferryman. The ferryman who carries the dead across the river. There was unease on Charon's face. Charon does not feel unease. There is no unease in the work of ferrying the dead across a river. It is always the same work. The same work for thousands of years. There had been no unease, and yet there was.

Charon: "The water is different."

Hades: "I know."

Charon: "The bottom of my boat is warm. The water is heating the boat. This has never happened before."

Hades: "Something that has never happened before is happening."

Charon: "What is it."

Hades: "It is rising from below. Gaia's last child."

Charon lifted his oar from the water. He stopped rowing. When Charon stops rowing, the river stops. The Styx paused in its flow for a moment. Because Charon and the river are one. Because the ferryman and the river have been one for thousands of years.

Hades ascended. Past the underworld. Toward the earth. Toward Olympus. He had to deliver the message. Kronos's words. "Let go. Of what you are holding." These words had to reach Zeus.

As he climbed, he felt it. Passing through the layers of the earth. Passing through rock. Passing through soil. Passing through magma.

The world was growing hotter. All of it. From below.

It was different from the changes during the Gigantomachy. During the Gigantomachy, the surface had cracked. Changes happened above. The skin of the earth split and the Gigantes came out. It was a change of the surface.

This time, the change was happening inside. Deep within. At the core of the world. When the core grows hotter, eventually the surface grows hotter too. But it takes time. Time for heat to travel from the inside to the outside. For now, only the inside was hot. The surface was still peaceful. The flower field was still beautiful.

The time before internal change manifests on the outside. This time exists. It is the time of preparation. One must prepare during this time. This is why Hades hurried.

He broke through the surface of the earth.

The light hurt. It always hurts. Coming up from below, it always hurts. His eyes half closed. He adjusted. Three seconds. His eyes opened.

The world was beautiful.

The sky was blue. The clouds were white. The flower field shone. The wind blew. Birds flew. It was beautiful.

When one who has ascended from below looks up, it is beautiful. When one who knows the darkness below sees the light above, it is beautiful. Every time Hades ascended, the world was beautiful. The beauty hurt. Because he had to go back down. Because he had to leave this beauty and return below.

This time it hurt more. Because this beauty would soon change. Because what was coming from below would burn this beauty.

Hades climbed toward Olympus. In haste. One who had never hurried in his life was hurrying. The god of death hurrying for the sake of life. This was the beginning of the Typhonomachy.
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The Unease of the World

The world was uneasy.

Humans did not yet know. What was growing beneath the earth. The surface was still peaceful. The flower field still bloomed. The sea was calm. The sky was clear.

But the animals knew.

The dogs knew first. The village dogs began barking at night. At hours they had never barked before. Three in the morning. There was nothing there, and yet
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