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​Born That Morning, Thief By Noon

HERE IS THE THING NOBODY tells you about being born a god: there's no ramp-up period. No infancy. No twenty-odd years of figuring out who you are while somebody else pays for your food. You open your eyes in a cave in Arcadia, the umbilical situation is handled by whatever cosmic HR department handles that sort of thing, and roughly four seconds later you are expected to have a personality.

I had one by the time the light hit the cave mouth. I want that on the record early, because a lot of what follows is going to make me look impulsive, and I need you to understand: I have never once in my long, complicated life done anything on impulse. I have only ever done things extremely fast, which looks the same from the outside but feels very different from in here.

My mother is Maia. Lovely woman, lives in that cave by choice, which tells you everything about how she feels regarding visitors, scrutiny, and my father's other domestic arrangements. She is a Titaness, which meant that even before I was an hour old, I understood — instinctively, the way you understand not to touch fire — that we were the quiet branch of the family. The branch that didn't get invited to things. The branch that got a mountain cave in the middle of nowhere and a polite distance from the version of the family that got Olympus.

I lay in my basket for approximately the length of time it takes most infants to learn to focus their eyes, which is to say: no time at all, because I skipped it. I looked at the wicker weave of that basket, I looked at the tortoise shuffling in through the cave mouth like it had scheduled an appointment, and I had, roughly simultaneously, two thoughts.

The first thought was: that shell would resonate beautifully if it were hollow and strung.

The second thought — the one that explains basically everything that comes after — arrived right behind the first: I am going to need something no one else has.

I didn't have language for it yet in the way I'd have it by nightfall, but I felt it the way you feel a draft in a house before you find the open window. Every god I would ever meet had been assigned a piece of the universe before they could walk. Zeus got the sky because he won a war for it. Poseidon got the sea because he didn't want to share the sky. Demeter got the harvest because someone had to and she volunteered before anyone thought to ask her twin what he wanted, which, respect. Even Ares, who contributes essentially nothing to civilization except a body count, got a domain: war. A terrible, ugly domain, but a domain, with a seat at dinner and everything.

I was born in a cave to a Titaness nobody invited anywhere, and nobody had left a domain lying around for me. Nothing was reserved. There was no RSVP with my name on it.

So I decided, before I was old enough to stand, that I would simply take one.

I got out of the basket. The logistics are worth appreciating on their own — I had a body that had existed for perhaps six hours, and I used it like I'd had it for decades, because some part of the arrangement that makes you a god apparently includes full and immediate access to the owner's manual. I picked up the tortoise. The tortoise did not want to be picked up. I want it on the record that I felt bad about this for exactly as long as it took me to finish the thought, and then I stopped feeling bad about it, because I had already noticed the shell's acoustics and there is no version of me, then or now, capable of noticing good acoustics and walking away.

I hollowed it out. I strung it with gut — cow gut, as it happens, which is going to become relevant to this story faster than you'd think — and reeds, and I made the first lyre that had ever existed anywhere, in a cave, on the day I was born, before lunch.

I played it. It sounded, and I say this with the full weight of a professional evaluation and zero modesty, incredible. My mother came in from wherever she'd been doing whatever Titanesses in hiding do with their days, and she looked at me — hours old, cross-legged on a fur, holding an instrument that had not existed that morning — and she said, "Absolutely not."

"Absolutely not, what?"

"Whatever this is," she said, gesturing at the general crime scene of tortoise shell and gut string, "is the beginning of something, and I would like it to not be my problem."

This is, incidentally, the single most accurate thing anyone in this story says about me, and she said it before I'd left the cave.

I played for a while longer. Some of it was pure invention — the joy of a thing existing that hadn't existed an hour ago, which is a genuinely uncut drug and I'd recommend it to anyone who can get it. Some of it, though, was strategic. I was testing what I could do. I was cataloguing. A god who is going to have to manufacture his own relevance from scratch needs an inventory, and by midday mine included: can create something from nothing, on command, that other people will want.

Then I got hungry, or bored, or possibly both, which for me have never been reliably distinguishable states, and I went outside to see what else was around.

What was around was cattle. Specifically, fifty extremely fine cows grazing on a hillside in Pieria, guarded by approximately no one visible, which any newborn god worth his basket would clock immediately as a scandal. I asked around — and yes, hours old, already capable of asking around, which really should have tipped everyone off early about what they were dealing with — and learned that these cattle belonged to Apollo.

Apollo. My brother, sort of, in the loose way that word applies to a family where everyone's mother is different and the seating chart at gatherings is a diplomatic incident. Apollo, who by that point in his career already had: prophecy, music — music, which, we'll come back to that — archery, healing, and the sun, depending on which version of the family tree you're consulting that week. Apollo, in other words, had not one domain but several, was universally beloved, was already being worshipped in temples that mortals were building with actual architectural ambition, and had so much divine surplus that he could leave fifty prize cattle unattended on an open hillside and simply trust the universe to sort it out.

I looked at those cattle the way you look at a door somebody left open in a house you weren't invited into.

Here is where I need you to stay with me on the moral architecture, because I've had four thousand years to think about how to frame this and I still land in the same place: I did not steal Apollo's cattle because I am a bad person. I stole Apollo's cattle because I had done the math, and the math said that a god with no domain, no worshippers, and no seat at any table needs leverage, and leverage doesn't grow on trees, it grows on hillsides in the form of fifty cows nobody's watching. This wasn't mischief. Mischief is what you call it after the fact when it works out and everyone's decided to find you charming. In the moment, it was closer to a hostile but carefully considered business acquisition.

I drove them off backwards.

It's the detail everyone remembers, and nobody quite appreciates the engineering of. I made the cattle walk backwards, and I walked backwards with them, so that any tracks left in the dirt would read as cattle coming toward Pieria rather than away from it. I also — and I maintain to this day that this is the single most underrated piece of forensic craftsmanship in the history of theft, divine or mortal — wove myself a pair of sandals out of branches and tied them on backwards too, so my own footprints would tell the same lie.

I was not yet one day old. I had invented music that morning. By early afternoon I had also invented, from scratch, a working theory of misdirection and false evidence trails that forensic investigators would still be reinventing in worse forms for the next several thousand years. I don't say this to brag. I say it because it should tell you what kind of morning I was having, developmentally, compared to whatever your morning was like when you were six hours old.

I herded them to a cave near the river Alpheus, hid most of them in a grotto, and — because apparently even at maximum criminal efficiency I cannot resist an opportunity for showmanship — I slaughtered two of the cows and offered them as a sacrifice.

This part matters, so stay with me: I split that sacrifice into twelve equal portions. Twelve. One for each of what I already understood, instinctively, hours into my existence, would be the twelve major Olympian seats. I gave myself a portion. Not because I already had a seat — I very much did not — but because I had decided, in the same afternoon that I'd invented the lyre and become a cattle thief, that I would. I was making an offering to a table I hadn't been invited to, on the theory that if you set your own place at a dinner enough times, eventually the household adjusts.

Then I went home, climbed back through the keyhole of the cave — because I had, somewhere in the previous eighteen hours, also acquired the specific skill of turning myself vaporously thin enough to slip through gaps that should not have accommodated a body, which, again: day one — wrapped myself back up in my swaddling like a good, unremarkable infant, and lay in my basket looking as innocent as a creature who has just committed grand larceny and ritual arson can plausibly look.

My mother was not fooled for one single second.

"Where," she said, "have you been."

"Here," I said, in the voice of an infant, which I could still do at that point, though it was becoming an increasing effort. "The whole time. Sleeping. Being a baby. Very standard baby stuff."

"Hermes."

"That's not even my name yet, technically, I don't think anyone's assigned that, you might be jumping the gun—"

"There is a smell of cow on you that a baby who has been here the whole time does not have."

I want to point out, in my own defense, that this is an entirely fair criticism, and also that it is the first time in my life someone identified a flaw in my execution, and I remember being genuinely annoyed about it, in the specific way you are annoyed when someone is right and you were hoping they wouldn't be smart enough to be right. My mother, unbothered by any Olympian domain, unworshipped, living quietly in a cave specifically to avoid being anyone's problem — she made me in one sentence flat. Let it be known: the first person who ever truly saw through me was a woman nobody in this story bothered to give a mountain to.

She told me, essentially, to fix whatever I had done before it became her problem, which, again, entirely fair, and also not something I had any intention of doing, because by that point I already understood something that took most of the rest of Olympus considerably longer to figure out about me: I don't fix my problems. I convert them into positions.

***
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BY THE FOLLOWING MORNING — and I want you to appreciate that "the following morning" here means I had now been alive for approximately thirty-six hours — Apollo had noticed his cattle were missing.

I need to be fair to Apollo here, because he gets flattened into "the pompous one" in a lot of retellings and that's not quite right, or at least it's not the interesting wrong. Apollo, at this point in his life, was already extremely good at being Apollo. Music, prophecy, the sun, healing — the man had range, and more importantly, the man had never once had to fight for any of it. He had been born into relevance the way some people are born into a house with the mortgage already paid off. This is not a moral failing. It's just a fact, and it's a fact that explains almost everything about how he reacted to what happened next, which is that a total unknown, days old, had walked into his hillside, stolen fifty cows, and left behind a trail of evidence so bafflingly reversed that his first working theory — I have this on excellent authority — was that the cows had somehow stolen themselves.

He used his gift of prophecy, because of course he did, the way a man with a company credit card uses the company credit card, and traced the theft back to Arcadia. Back to my mother's cave. Back, specifically, to a swaddled infant who had, by his account, definitely, unmistakably, just been born.

I remember the exact look on his face when he pulled back the cloth I'd wrapped myself in, expecting — I don't know what he was expecting. Guilt, maybe. A crying baby. Some evidence of a being incapable of the crime he was quite correctly certain had been committed by exactly this being.

What he got was me, looking back at him with the specific, unhurried calm of someone who has already run every version of this conversation in his head and is waiting to see which one Apollo picked.

"You," he said, "stole my cattle."

"I am one day old," I said. "Look at me. I can barely hold my own head up." I could, in fact, hold my head up extremely well, and had been doing so for a full day, but lying is a skill like any other, and I believe in practicing early.

"I have prophecy," Apollo said. "I know things."

"You know things about the future, mostly, no offense, that's kind of your whole brand, and I'm asking you to apply it retroactively to a newborn, which even you have to admit is a stretch—"

"There is cow's blood on the reeds outside your mother's cave."

I had, admittedly, not accounted for the reeds.

"That," I said, without missing a beat, because the single most important skill I would ever develop, more important than the lyre, more important than the sandals, more important than anything, was the ability to never let a beat get missed, "could be from literally any cow. Cows are everywhere. This is an extremely cow-forward region. You can't just walk into a place with a lot of cows and assume the first infant you find is responsible for—"

He picked me up. Bodily. Which, fair, I would have too, at that point, and carried me — actually carried me, an entire immortal deity of commerce and thievery being toted around under one divine arm like a rolled-up rug — all the way to Olympus to lay the complaint directly at Zeus's feet.

Which, if I'm honest, was exactly where I'd been trying to get since roughly ten seconds into deciding to steal the cattle in the first place. Apollo did not carry me to Olympus. Apollo delivered me to Olympus, gift-wrapped in his own outrage, and put me directly in front of the one entity in the entire cosmos whose attention I had, from the very start, been trying to acquire.

I have never once told him that. I'm not going to start now, retroactively, in a book. Let the man keep his outrage. He earned it fair and square; I just also happened to need it.

***
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HERE IS WHAT YOU NEED to understand about the room I was carried into, because it is the room I would spend the rest of my existence being summoned to, and it is worth describing once, carefully, before it becomes background noise the way it eventually does for everyone who works there.

Olympus, at ground level, before you get anywhere near the throne, feels less like the seat of divine power and more like the open floor of a company that has grown far past the point its original org chart could handle. There is no HR. There has never been HR. There have been attempts at HR — Themis handles a version of it, in the sense that she is Law and Order Herself and gets summoned when things have gone so badly wrong that even the gods agree someone needs to write it down — but on a day-to-day basis, disputes get settled the way disputes get settled in any organization run by whoever's strongest and most convinced of their own righteousness: loudly, personally, and usually in front of an audience who is absolutely going to gossip about it afterward.

Zeus sat where Zeus always sits. I want to describe him accurately, because "king of the gods" carries a certain mental image and the truth is both more and less impressive than that image. He is enormous in the way that weather is enormous — not tall so much as present, the way a coming storm is present before you've seen a single cloud. And he had, even in that first meeting, the specific quality I would come to know better than almost anyone alive or dead: the quality of a man who has never once in his existence had to sit through the consequences of anything, because someone else always ends up holding them for him.

I did not know yet that I would spend the next several thousand years being that someone.

Apollo set me down — not gently, I'll note, there was a real thump involved — in front of the throne, and gave his account. Fifty cattle, missing. Tracked by prophecy to this cave, this infant. Blood on the reeds. A theory, stated with real conviction, that the entire theft had been executed with a level of premeditated cunning that should have been physically impossible for a being who did not yet have a name.

Zeus looked down at me.

I looked up at him.

And here is where I made the single most important professional decision of my entire existence, a decision I would make, in slightly different forms, roughly ten thousand more times over the following millennia: I did not deny it.

Apollo expected denial. He'd built his whole approach around anticipating denial, the way you build a case around anticipating your opponent will lie. What he was not prepared for, what nothing on Olympus had prepared anyone for, was a one-day-old god looking up at the king of the universe and saying, with total, unbothered honesty:

"Yes. I took them. Would you like to know why?"

The room — and there was a room by this point, word travels fast when the sky god's son shows up hauling a stolen infant deity by the scruff — went quiet in the specific way rooms go quiet when something unexpected is about to happen and everyone present would like to be able to say later that they saw it start.

"I'm listening," Zeus said. That sentence, from him, is the single most valuable thing in the known universe, and I had earned it inside of two days by doing the one thing nobody in this family apparently does, which is just say the true thing out loud and let it be interesting instead of shameful.

So I told him. Everything. The cave, the tortoise, the lyre, the hunger, the cattle, the backwards hooves, the twelve-part sacrifice with a place set for myself at a table I hadn't been invited to. I did not perform remorse, because I did not feel any, and I have found, in four thousand years of professional experience, that performed remorse is the single most detectable lie there is — the gods can all smell it, the way you can smell a sauce someone's trying to pass off as homemade. What I performed instead was reasoning. I made my case the way you'd make a business pitch: here is the market gap — no domain assigned to me — here is the asset I identified — undefended cattle — here is the acquisition, here is the strategic sacrifice establishing intent, here is what I am asking for in return, which is not forgiveness, because I don't believe I did anything requiring forgiveness, but recognition.

I asked to keep the cattle.

I did not apologize to Apollo. That mattered — it was the choice that made the rest of my existence possible: I looked at my extremely aggrieved, extremely powerful, extremely well-connected half-brother, and instead of groveling, I offered him a trade. The lyre.

I picked it up — I'd had my mother stash it under the furs before Apollo arrived, because even at one day old I understood you never bring your only leverage to a meeting empty-handed and you never bring it out early either — and I played it. For the room. For Zeus. For Apollo, most of all, because Apollo, for all his gifts, for all his sun and his prophecy and his healing and his effortlessly inherited relevance, did not have this. Nobody had this. I had built something new the morning I was born, and I offered it to the god of music himself, in front of his father, in exchange for fifty cows he could easily live without and a grievance he could easily let go of the second something shinier was placed in his hands.

Apollo's face, when he heard that sound for the first time, is a thing I have never needed magic to remember.

He took the lyre. He kept the cattle complaint on the books for exactly as long as it took his fingers to find the strings, and then he genuinely, audibly, forgot he had one.

Zeus watched all of this — the theft confessed without shame, the trade struck without groveling, his two sons settling a federal case between themselves via barter before he'd had to lift a finger — and he laughed. Not the storm-laugh, not the laugh that comes with lightning behind it. A real one. The specific laugh of a man who has just realized, with something between alarm and delight, that a new and extremely useful kind of chaos has entered his household.

"What," he said, "do you want. Name it. You clearly want something."

And here is the part of this story that I think about more than the tortoise, more than the backwards cattle, more than the entire theft: I did not ask for a domain the way every other god before me had gotten one — by fighting for it, by inheriting it, by simply being born important enough that one was assumed. I asked for a job.

"Make me your herald," I said. "Give me the roads. Give me the borders, the doorways, the places where one thing turns into another — travelers, thieves, merchants, liars, all the people who live in the gaps other gods don't want to claim. And when the House of the Dead needs someone to walk the ones who've finished with the living down to the ones who haven't finished with the dead — give me that too. I'll be the one who moves between the places nobody else wants to be responsible for."

What I actually asked for is worth pausing on, because nobody at the time noticed it, and it took me embarrassingly long to notice it myself: I did not ask to be powerful. I asked to be necessary. I looked at a family of gods who each held one enormous, singular, unshareable thing — the sky, the sea, war, the harvest — and I asked, instead, to be
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