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Prologue: The First Thing

[Image: The river Styx — black water, mist that moves like breath, a single figure at the far shore, too large for the light.]

Before the light, there was the swallowing.

Not darkness — do not call it darkness. Darkness is the absence of something. What I knew was not absence. It was presence without witness, weight without measure, the fullness of a world compressed into a single body that could not move, could not speak, could not die because it had not yet learned it was alive.

My father's stomach was not a prison. A prison has walls. What I knew was warmer than that, and more total. The flesh of Cronus held me the way a word holds meaning — from the inside, completely, without remainder.

I was the first swallowed.

Remember that. It matters. Order matters, even when no one is counting. I went in first, which means I sat at the bottom of him the longest, which means the weight of every sibling pressed down on me as they came — Hestia, Demeter, Hera, Poseidon — each of them arriving into that dark warmth and settling on top of what I had become. I did not know their names then. I felt them as pressure. I felt everything as pressure.

I learned patience there. Not the patience of a man who waits for what he wants. The patience of stone, which does not wait at all — which simply is, while time moves around it.

When Zeus forced the issue — when the stone was vomited up and then the rest of us followed — I came out last. I had gone in first and come out last, which tells you everything about the shape of my life. The youngest of the elder gods, they would call me later. The first and the last. The one who had been inside longest and therefore understood most deeply what it meant to be contained.

The light was extraordinary. I tell you this honestly. I had not known I was without it, and then I was in it, and the world cracked open like a word finally spoken aloud after years of silence. I stood on the wet earth of a morning I had no name for and I felt the light on my face and I thought — if thought is the right word for what happens in the first moment of a mind discovering itself —

This.

This is what I am for.

Not the light. I mean the knowing. The sudden, total comprehension of a thing that had always been true.

And then they divided the world.

We drew for it. My brothers and I, while our sisters watched with the particular patience of those who understand they will not be offered what they would have chosen. Zeus took the sky. Poseidon took the sea. And I — I who had waited longest, I who had borne the weight of every one of them while they slept inside our father — I took what remained.

They call it the Underworld, as though it is a place beneath consideration. They call it the realm of the dead, as though that is a small thing, as though the dead are few.

Let me tell you something about the dead.

Everyone becomes one.

Every hero who ever swung a sword toward heaven. Every king who built his name in stone. Every woman who bore the future in her body and was not thanked for it. Every child. Every god-touched and god-forsaken. Every one of them, eventually, walks down through the dark and crosses my river and arrives in my kingdom, and they stand before me, and I know them.

I know all of them.

This is not mourning. I want you to understand that. The poets made me grey and sorrowful, a figure standing in fog at the edge of things, and I am telling you now that they were wrong about me the way you are always wrong about the things you fear. You make them smaller than they are. You make them simpler. You make them into symbols so you don't have to make them into persons.

I am a person.

I have sat on this throne longer than Olympus has stood. I have watched civilizations arrive at my shores the way a shoreman watches ships — not with grief, not with hunger, but with the deep and serious attention of one who understands that every arrival is a story completing itself. I have watched heroes discover that their courage meant something different than they thought. I have watched kings discover that their power was always borrowed. I have watched the humble arrive with more dignity than the celebrated, and I have been unsurprised.

Nothing surprises me. This is not a boast. It is the consequence of what I am.

Zeus has his lightning. Poseidon has his storms. These are the tools of gods who need to remind the world they exist. I need no reminder. The world comes to me. It has always come to me. It will come to me long after the sky is empty and the sea is still and the last word spoken in the world above dissolves into the air and is gone.

I am Hades.

I was the first weight. I was the longest darkness. I was the last to see the light, and I will be the last to leave it.

This is my kingdom. These are my dead.

Now I will tell you what happened here.
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They told me he was coming before he arrived. They always do. The dead have no secrets from me — the news travels faster than the soul, carried on whatever current moves through this kingdom beneath the current of the rivers. Heracles, the whisper came, moving through the asphodel fields where the unremembered stand and feel nothing in particular. Heracles is dead.

I sat with that for a moment.

I am not given to anticipation. Anticipation is what you feel when the future is uncertain, and the future is never uncertain to me — it arrives, reliably, in the form of people. But this was different. This had texture. I turned it over the way you turn a stone in your hand, feeling its weight, its specific coldness.

Heracles.

I remembered his first visit. Of course I remembered — I remember everything, every soul that has ever crossed into my kingdom, every face, every wound they carried on their body and the deeper wounds they carried underneath. But Heracles I remembered the way you remember an earthquake. Not because you choose to. Because the ground itself has not forgotten.

He had come down living that first time. Living and loud and smelling of the world above — sunlight, blood, that particular human smell of effort and ambition that the dead lose almost immediately upon arrival. He had not asked permission. He had not asked anything. He had come with his club and his impossible shoulders and his expression of a man who had never encountered a door he could not break, and he had looked at my kingdom — my kingdom, which I had built across an eternity, which I had organized and tended and presided over with the kind of attention that only I was capable of giving — and he had looked at it the way a man looks at a problem.

He had taken Cerberus.

My dog. He had taken my dog on a chain.

And then he left.

And I had stood in the sudden silence of the main gate, Persephone's hand light on my arm, and I had watched him go, and I had said nothing, because what is there to say to a man like that? What language reaches someone so thoroughly convinced of his own exception?

I had waited. It was what I did. I waited, and the world above turned, and heroes rose and fell, and eventually — eventually — everyone came back to me.

Now the boat was crossing.

I heard it the way I hear everything in this kingdom — not with my ears exactly, but with some deeper instrument, some sense for which the living have no name because they have no need of it. I felt the weight of him settle into Charon's boat. Even dead, Heracles was heavy. The man had been a fact of nature in life — mountains moved around him, rivers redirected themselves, the gods themselves had flinched when he looked their direction. Death had not made him smaller. It almost never does, with
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