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We were as one, you and I.

Do you remember what that was like? To be part of an ecstatic whole, a perfect soul incapable of sorrow or loneliness—it was unity, tranquility unending, bliss unlimited.

You must recall that infinite moment, you who have devoted herself to remembrance. Yet you make no sign of it. Perhaps you grieve our division in your own, quiet way—the rumbling of distant thunder to my flash of immediate lightning, the rain our shared tears?

Surely you are not so cruel, that you would remember and not care. Maybe you have forgotten, or been made to forget, eaten of my wife’s forgetting fruits so that you might be blessedly ignorant of what you have lost. There’s little mystery as to why the Twins long for unity once again, and why they so badly resent being cleaved in two; how could you not feel the same?

Or maybe—

Maybe it was not the same for you. Maybe it was as a crushing void, a starless night without promise, a waste touched only by keening howls. Maybe you have hated me from that very first moment, and all my affection only reminds you of what you have surpassed.

That you grieve, that you forget, that you hate: of them, I do not know which hurts the least.


♦


In an instant of agony, we were two.

I blinked and woke—painfully, for birth is always painful—and there you were, kneeling over me, extending your hand to help me up. Preceding me by a matter of minutes: you always had to have the first and last word, so to speak.

“Good morning, sister,” you said.

My limbs were yet weak, my ligaments only just adapting to solidity and the possibility of motion; while I stood on trembling legs, you already looked so strong and sure.

For a moment, I stared at you, trying to understand. “Is that so? Are we not one and the same?”

“Not anymore. I am your sibling, and you are mine.”

I consulted the flashes of information that were ours, immediately, by birthright. All the things we were supposed to know, all the things given to us by the Titans. “I was expecting a brother.”

At this your mouth pursed. “You may call me that if you wish, in the presence and earshot of our parents. I have not yet quite decided.”

The chamber in which we split and woke granted us privacy, for a time. Until the moment of cleaving I had not seen ourselves—myself. In those early hours, we were precisely identical, every small detail—the etching of our philtrums, the bend and fullness of our mouths, the angle of our noses. To look upon you was to gaze into a mirror; it was in your golden eyes that I first saw myself.

You reached out to touch my cheek, tracing our selfsame features with deliberation, feeling the texture of my—our—skin, our lips, our eyelashes. When we had been one, eternally existing, we were flawless; but this state was not so terrible, for there was beauty in embodiment, and in ours especially.

I smiled at you. “We are perfect beings.”

And your expression, so severe, transmuted when you laughed. “I think so, too. Come, let us go forward, and receive our names.”

And in that statement, I think, was contained all the pain and woe that were to come. Names, to define a thing that ought to remain nameless: made known to others and made alien to ourselves.


♦


The darkness in which we were birthed bisected, and we strode into a room of radiance: our first glimpse of the world, our first glimpse of existence beyond one another. How strange it was, this initial contact, this outsideness beyond the self! Yet we faced it fearlessly, for we went hand in hand, though we were taut too with anticipation. We’d been armed with knowledge—of this city, of this world, of our makers—but we had not borne witness to it, had not tasted and felt the texture of existence thus far. So we took a breath, synchronized still, and looked.

Rhea, Queen of the Titans, sat in a throne suspended from the ceiling: a seat of entwined metal lions, proudly maned and golden. The woman herself, our maker, took a form of imposing stature—nearly four meters tall, her features sharp and imperious. Even in those first days, we looked up into her eyes and at once understood there was no room for mercy within her. Her hair was coiffed such that it looked like lacquer, held in place by a golden diadem.

(Even as we are siblings, she was our mother, and our ichor thrums with that legacy. I no longer see you in the mirror, changed as we are. But Rhea—I catch her in the windows of my palace, on occasion, glaring out of my reflection as I look down at Elysium. Is that why you have taken to the shadows, and left me alone in the light?)

She leaned forward, her eyes pale and pitiless. “The two of you are the first of your kind. How do you find it, this world you’ve woken up into? Answer, and you’ll be given your names.”

I felt caught—this was a test, our first in a series of countless—and I stumbled through the answers that I could yield, one that would determine whether we would be able to leave this hall intact. But you, my sister, simply smiled up at Rhea and said, “The world is the world, Your Majesty. It is limitless; it is a sphere of possibility. We are eager to experience it.”

The queen put her hand on her chin and made a contemplative noise. “Good enough. You, the firstborn, will be Hades; the secondborn, Zeus. Now go and meet your handlers, my daughters Leuce and Leto. They’ll teach you of this city, and your duties.”


♦


I am sometimes gripped with unspeakable remorse, when I look upon our cults and see how they have diverged. I believe, in my soul, that it should not be so: that our acolytes should not be divided and our faithful set at cross purposes, but that we should each have twice as many raising their voice to both of us. That your temples and mine are separate, that our districts are as distant as the darkest depths of the earth and the highest firmament above… I would tear down the sky with my fists, and in my claws drag it to the farthest reaches of your domain, and there present to you the bloody carcass of my throne, if I could know you would accept it.

(But you are proud, as I am proud. You would be angered by such a gesture, unsettled, overwhelmed. It would be the death of us both.)

I comfort myself by drowning. I watch your cult from afar, and tell myself that I look upon it as one might a painting in a gallery: appreciating the artistry of its raising, the mastery of technique, discerning the methods and preoccupations of the artist by watching her oeuvre mature across generations—knowing in the brushstroke something of the absent artisan.

Of all the traditions you have nurtured, it is the telling ceremony I admire most. To speak stories of the departed aloud, to honor the dead by giving voice to the most striking moments of a life now ended—what great intelligence, what masterful eye for mystery, to create such rites! For it is only in the power of another’s narrative that we become our best and worst selves, that the scenes of our life can be arranged and given meaning.

Leuce and Leto, twin sisters, were the first mortal beings we met. I will not ask if you remember; I know you miss them as I do, and whatever our failings as siblings, I will never insult you by saying otherwise. I speak of them now, to know you as a supplicant might know Sister Death in a telling ceremony: I raise my voice in grief, so that it might find the furthest reaches of the Underworld and ring out with the truth of friends absent. Only then might the mourned know sleep and the living rest.

They were not mortal entirely, of course, being the daughters of a Titan. The divine spark was present in them, but somewhat more limited than in their and our mother. They were flesh and blood and fallible, Leuce prone to ailments of the ligaments and the sight, Leto gently teasing her for not having them corrected—humanized, in the most terrible meaning of the word. This was intentional; they were made to believe that because they could bleed as mortals did, they were less than their progenitors. It was only at the end, looking back on the story of their lives, that they could see how much taller they stood than the Titans.

But that day, they waited for us in a vestibule of Rhea’s palace, and upon seeing us Leto clapped her hands and exclaimed, “I knew they’d pass and Mother would let them out!”

Her sister frowned through the slim spectacles she wore. “I wasn’t so sure.” She looked from one of us to the other. “You are Hades and Zeus?”

“Yes,” I said, the first word I’d spoken to someone other than my other half. “You are the queen’s heirs.”

This seemed to strike both of them as amusing—they chuckled. Leto and Leuce were identical in make, hair blue-black and features possessed of a certain martial beauty. But they demonstrated the same capacity for divergence that all siblings do, Leto pleasantly plump, her sister svelte; the former dressed in a wheat-gold himation, the latter in a sumptuous gown of high collars and burgundy fabric. Exuberance and caution in opposite but equal measure.

“We’re the queen’s daughters,” said Leuce, a correction, though I didn’t see the distinction. “I am to handle Hades, and my sister to handle you.”

You cocked your head, I remember, the first quizzical look to mark your brow. “To handle us toward what end?”

Once more the sisters shared a look: concern edged with amusement, exasperation, something else.

“To acclimate you to the city.” Leto nodded. “We’re to teach you about the populace, the world, our projects.”

“And this, we are to learn together?” I made this a question, yet I was absolute that it would be the case. We were the same being, even if we now spoke with two voices and moved with two bodies; we would succeed in tandem or not at all.

“You’ll have similar duties.” The elder of them said this carefully, as though afraid her words might disturb some precious surface tension. “But not precisely the same. For the time being, we’ll be guiding you separately. But you needn’t worry—we’re sisters too, yes? You’ll be seeing each other all the time.”


♦


We were meant to be monarchs over a great network, one that would cover the face of Olympus.

This Leto told me, early and easily, impressing upon me that I was important and crucial to the Titans. “One day you’ll outrank me,” she said, only half-joking. “Then I might have to call you the Lord Zeus.”

“Does that bother you, Leto?” I remember exactly how I asked it, the intonation of it, the tilt of my head: it was my first effort to understand someone other than you. It was not a kind effort. She was simply the jailer to be surpassed, an impediment to standing at your side again; I wanted only to learn her nature and her secrets so that I might manipulate them to my own ends.

(I am not a kind god, Hades. The kindness which I possess has been learned only through the most arduous and meticulous effort. I understand, now, that each mortal story is something to be treasured; that the mantle of kingship is leaden with the tragic, precious uniqueness of each soul. You agree with me; I know you must, because I have seen your telling ceremonies. We have learned the same lessons and reached the same ends; we are, I must believe, still one.)

I did not always understand the value of a single life. I was as the Titans had made me, vain and self-certain, singularly focused on power; time and my will had not yet begun to shape me into something more.

And that I was ever able to grow and mature was because of Leto—powerful Leto, who even in this first meeting was planting the seed of future revolution, though she knew it not. Everything that I am, beyond you, I owe to Leto turning and looking at me with a kind, sad smile. “No, Zeus. Why would it bother me? It is the greatest joy of a parent, to see their children grow beyond them. At least—it should be.”

Then she pirouetted away from that closing thought, happiness again touching her face. There was a lightness to Leto that, even through the haze of my separation from you, I found easy to like—an immediate charm, an affable earnestness. I resisted, though; affection for any other would only take me further from you. We were not allowed a channel through which we could synchronize, melding our thoughts and experiences, sharing what we saw and heard and tasted; I need to persevere, preserve myself for you, prepare for the day of our reunification.

But I grew only more obsessive, ever fretful behind a mask of gold. Your absence was the first wound I ever felt. I came to resent our makers and my handler both for it. This, though, I kept quiet, held close to my chest, for I knew I was observed down to the most minute reactions.

Outwardly, I began to adapt.

Leto showed me how to dim my luminosity so that I’d look less conspicuous and more human, and then practiced with me the matter of mortal mannerisms. Eating, drinking, appearing to breathe. Then she brought me into the city, where she introduced me to her friends and colleagues as her handsome, mysterious friend.

(I could recall what the city looked like at the time—the architecture of it, the smell, the taste. But we took apart that place, and what remains exists only in our memories. I will not aid its preservation by making it real again through description. That, too, is a lesson of the telling ceremony.)

But the people! My company was accepted without question—Leto was, after all, Rhea’s child, a princess. I learned quickly through observation. I laughed warmly, loudly when that was appropriate; I quirked secret smiles and made knowing glances when those were required. Humans were remarkably easy to manipulate, especially when one had an exquisite face and a gilded voice.

And still we were not permitted to meet often. “We don’t want you to be learning the same lessons,” she again said.

We were in the same city, I comforted myself. Elysium was large, but not so much that we could not cross each other’s path—and the paths we walked were not so dissimilar. We were yet the identical halves of the same whole. By intuition alone, I would be able to find you, sister. The brilliance of you would guide me; the gravitational pull between us would always exist, and inevitably draw us toward one another again.

It would be close to five months before I would see you again.


♦


I could hardly recognize you, when we reunited; the shock of it was almost as terrible as the shock of birth itself.

You had… changed, broadening your hips and shoulders, the slim androgyny of our initial form obliterated. And on your head was a crown of deep, devouring black, not the gold mine was, the gold it was supposed to be; it hung to your chin like a mane of night, where my hair was still short.

You caught me staring, and self-consciously touched your neck. Was it affected bashfulness? Were you already so lost to me, that we would deceive and manipulate each other as we did the mortals?

“I’m experimenting,” you said. “What do you think?”

Don’t leave me behind, I thought furiously, willing you to hear it, willing you to understand.

But of course you no longer could. Five months unseen, and you’d become… other, close to a stranger. The way you held yourself, the way you talked. The black suit that you wore, its lines so precise.

“Was it Leuce’s idea?” Her corrupting influence must have set your development on a path other than mine; two jailers then, and then a period of rehabilitation, for us to reconnect—

“No,” you said, cutting through all my delusions. “I’ve been modifying, a little at a time, to see how it feels; how it sits. Exposing myself to human fashion has done me good. I think,” you added, almost shy, “that I would like to be your sister, Zeus.”

Sister and sister, rather than sister and sibling; this was the first time you called yourself such, and I tried to take shelter in that—it still meant common ground. “That’s good. I’m glad.” I took a breath, to steady myself, to remember that we were—if no longer one—then still greatly alike. Weren’t we? “You’re my sister, and that is my greatest joy.”

Your answering smile was bright and guileless. “So tell me, what have you been up to?”

There was relief, finally, in the exchange of information. You had taken a great interest in food, found a deep pleasure in sampling all sorts of dishes, one that I didn’t particularly share; another point of disparity that I worried at, as I would at a loose tooth. You spoke of delicate confections, spun of sugar and salt and caramel; you loved this tender cut of meat, the chewy tongue of a duck and the succulent cartilage of a goose’s foot. To hear you say it, eating was a sensory paradise.

I myself had paid little attention, as I did not require food; I found the act, at best, perfunctory. But perhaps there was something to it, and perhaps I could learn to enjoy it as my sister did, or find something of similar interest.

In regards to our duties—oh, what a simpler time, so limited in scope! We were learning segments of the terraforming project, that singular crowning achievement that would see the Titans and their reach extending beyond this single city. But only parts of the project, never in unison, lest we grow too powerful with knowledge.

It was wise that our makers were cautious, which was why our trial period was so long—though clearly not cautious enough, considering the outcome. You anticipated it would go on for a year, at least, before more like us were created and released into the world. We, the children of radiance and etheric computations, who would each have our own area of governance; there were to be dozens, and you and I would, in turn, govern them. The greatest of all, us two sister-kings reigning above the rest.

“Are you getting along with Leto?” you asked, over that damned pomegranate tea.

“I treat her with every courtesy, and we are amicable.” Why did I need to get along with anyone, save you? Others were at best incidental, temporary; only we were eternal.

It took every fiber of my being not to sob. But you are proud, as I am proud; you would have been angered by such a gesture, unsettled, overwhelmed. But still, I doubted; I had to know. “Did you—try to find me?”

“Of course.” Your hand rose to cup my jawline: your fingers, long and warm, still the same. “Leuce will tell you how often I pester her about it, and it is not in either of us to meekly accept what’s been laid down for us. But for now we wait, my sister; we abide, assess, and then we act.”

Our time together was short. We held each other; you had begun to use a scent that was warm and faintly metallic, and I supposed that I could, too.


♦


Leto and Leuce, incredibly, never met in person during this entire time. I was possessed of an abiding certainty that whatever they might be, they were not the same kind of sisters that you and I were, and I looked down on them for their cowardice and their ignorance. Of course they would deny us unity; they were things of crude flesh, incapable of knowing the completeness that was our birthright.

I grew to despise Leto; I looked for the most precise and cruel way I could inflict on her the same pain she casually doled out to me.

Over time, I came to understand that she was possessive of me, pathologically so—not the type to take me to bed or speak demeaningly to my face, but an ownership that manifested as a need to let the humans around her know that I was hers alone. It betrayed weakness in some other part of her life, that she must compensate so here; an image of her dissatisfaction with the Titans was beginning to come into focus, her initial lightness ringing tinny with affected joy in the face of misery.

And I thought, too, of the delight you so clearly found in food. I tried to understand: imagine me sitting before a bowl of fresh strawberries, and with each bite of that succulent flesh, juices sluicing down my chin, still not understanding what the appeal was. I expanded my pursuit of sensation outward, thinking more broadly of sensory pleasure. We might like different pursuits, but if we found in them the same pleasures and the same fulfillment—then weren’t we still the same person, in a way? Both of us were to inhabit this world, and that meant we must learn every facet of it.

And all of this, through the observation of our senses alone, denied as we were connection to the city’s networks. Through sight and touch and taste, we learned of the world, as if we were human. It was those very humans that came to delight me—never quite the same, always capable of surprise, little flames bravely guttering in the face of mortality.

(And though Elysium was a city of many genders, there was only one that I wanted to taste, to explore—to devour, if the mood struck me. Perhaps in the same way that you intuited you would be a woman, I intuited that I’d only ever be drawn to women.)

All this time, I was methodical, polite, amassing experiences across ten thousand conversations—always growing the borders of my knowledge, never alarming Leto by pressing against those bounds too suddenly or forcefully; I wanted my victory to be total and unexpected.

Semele was the first woman I took to bed.

She was a friend of Leto’s, a painter of considerable renown. She worked not with digital media but with pigments, brushes, canvases. Every image done by hand, brought to life by a careful application of oils, water, mixing unguents—anachronisms that made her unique, and uniqueness made her powerful.

Leto and I attended the open night of a gallery showing her work; I remember thinking how the gallery itself was a blank canvas of a space, the walls and floor in pale cream and ivory, the better to emphasize the art on display; what a subtle lesson to learn, that art is as much its context as its content.

But it was the subject matter that has truly stayed with me. Semele created images of women whose skin was decaying or fraying away to reveal, underneath, bestial and unnerving parts. Women who turned sideways and were reflected in mirrors with mandibles and antennae. A fang might be glimpsed between lush lips, a centipede might drip down a jeweled earlobe.

Semele herself had elegantly uptilted eyes and narrow lips, the latter painted a rich burgundy and glazed gold in the middle. When she saw me with Leto, she widened her eyes and said, in a voice as rich as incense smoke, “Leto, darling, you must introduce us.”

And that was the moment I knew how I could best hurt Leto; I didn’t wait for her to introduce us. “I am Zeus, a friend of Leto’s.”

“Indeed.” She smiled up at me—I had twenty-five centimeters on her. “And what do you do, Zeus?”

“I appreciate fine art.” This I said without missing a beat, and it made her laugh. She didn’t probe further as to my background and profession, though I suppose I very well could say that I worked in network administration.

The event went well—Semele had a reliable clientele, all from the city’s upper echelons even if they weren’t quite Titans’ children. Leto had told me that even some of the Twelve Titans would commission work from her, and she was well-favored by Mnemosyne. Semele was a woman used to success; she took it as, almost, her due. That I was expressing interest in her was something to be expected.

We went drinking, a group of half a dozen, to celebrate. Semele drank carefully and slowly, Leto with somewhat more fervor—she ingested a startling amount of liquor, which turned her raucous, drove her to laugh a little too sharply. Soon she assumed the position of holding court: natural enough, given who she was.

“I don’t actually enjoy bars,” Semele whispered to me. “Terribly loud, and the music’s rarely to my tastes. Alcohol’s more appealing in a quieter, more refined environment, don’t you think?”

I knew, of course, what she meant. “By all means, show me somewhere quieter.”

By and by we broke away. Leto knew where I was at all times, could have stopped me if she had wanted. But she didn’t; too deep in conversation, too caught up in some intrigue or another. It would make the pain of what came after that much sweeter: that I had slipped my leash by choosing the precise moment she was distracted, and she was too weak to do anything about it.

We stole out of the bar, and walked—not far—to the complex in which Semele lived. Her apartment was furnished with succulents and flowering plants, leaves and petals in jewel tones, striped like the thoraxes of bees. She apologized for the humidity, but I said it felt like a piece of jungle, something wild and alien to Elysium. “Unique,” I added.

“You manage
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