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The Herb in the Darkness

Something was growing inside Gaia's body.

In the deepest place of the earth. Below the adamantine layer. Roots were reaching outward. Climbing along Gaia's bones. Pushing through flesh. Rising. Slowly. Without stopping.

It was an herb.

It had no name. A thing from before naming. A thing growing from Gaia's body. A thing feeding on the blood and flesh and bone of the earth. A thing Gaia was raising for the Gigantes. A thing a mother was raising for her children.

If the Gigantes were to eat this herb — they would become deathless. The weapons of the gods would cease to work. Beyond lightning failing to pierce. The weapons of mortals, too, would cease to work. The temperature of an end. The poison of the Hydra. Every end would cease to work. Absolute deathlessness. Total deathlessness.

Why was Gaia raising this?

To protect her children. Because the Gigantes are Gaia's children. Because they are children in armour. Because children can die in war. The Gigantes are immortal, but — there was a prophecy. Themis' prophecy. "Gods alone cannot win. There must be a mortal." Reversed, this means — when the mortal comes, the Gigantes can be ended. The mortal's end can reach the Gigantes.

Gaia felt this. Through the earth. The prophecy travelling through the earth. Themis' scales tilting. That the mortal would come.

A mother protecting her children. Any mother. Gaia or Alcmene. When the child is in danger, the mother acts. When Gaia forged the sickle, it was for the children. When Zeus was hidden on Crete — that was Rhea. Gaia had told her. Told Rhea. To hide the child.

Now Gaia was raising the herb. To protect the children. The children in armour. The children in armour forged from rage. If this herb is fed to them — the end cannot reach. Even if the mortal comes, it is useless. They can fight for ever. For ever.

The roots of the herb were rising toward the surface of the earth. Beneath the soil of Phlegra. Where the Gigantes were born. Where the blood of Uranus had fallen to the earth. From the same place, the herb was rising. From the blood the Gigantes had grown, and from the blood the herb was growing.

The roots had risen one metre. In a day. The remaining distance to the surface was shrinking. In ten days it would reach. In ten days it would break through the earth. When it breaks through, it flowers. When it flowers, it bears fruit. When it bears fruit — it need only be picked and fed to the Gigantes.

Gaia was waiting for this. Ten days.

And yet — she was feeling something else too. What she had seen over thirty-nine days still lingered. Athena's empty hand touching armour. Alcyoneus weeping. Hestia placing wood. Cracks forming. Opening.

When the herb rises — all of this stops. The armour ceases to open. Cracks cease to form. Even when the empty hand touches, nothing loosens. The herb seals the armour for ever.

It closes what was opening.

Gaia did not think about this. Because thinking is not Gaia's domain. Feeling is Gaia's domain. She felt. The herb rising. The armour opening. Both. At once. Opposing things. At once.

Is a mother protecting her child and a mother imprisoning her child the same thing? Does the herb protect the Gigantes? Does the herb imprison the Gigantes? If the armour is stripped, the child hurts. If the armour is sealed, the child is trapped. Is it better to cause pain? Is it better to imprison?

Gaia does not know this. The earth does not know the answer. The earth only feels the state of things.

The herb was rising. Without stopping.
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Zeus knew about it. The herb.

Metis' heart had told him. From inside.

Thump.

"An herb is growing."

Thump.

"Inside the earth. In Phlegra. It will reach the surface in ten days."

Thump.

"If the Gigantes eat it, it's over. Lightning won't work. The child's hands won't work. Nothing will work. The war will never end."

The hand gripping Zeus' thunderbolt trembled. The herb. The herb Gaia was raising. The herb that would make the Gigantes absolutely deathless. If it rises — Heracles' coming is useless. Even with the temperature of an end. Even with the Hydra's poison. Nothing will work.

"What do I do?"

"Find it and destroy it. Before it rises. Before it breaks through the earth."

"Where is it?"

"Phlegra. Where the Gigantes were born. Where the blood of Uranus fell."

"The Gigantes are there. If I go, I'll have to fight."

"Go at night. In the night when the fighting stops."

"Even at night there is light. The moon. The stars. Gaia can see. If you move on the earth, Gaia feels it."

Metis' heart stopped for three seconds. Three seconds of thinking. Three seconds of the swallowed mother thinking.

Thump.

"Remove the light."

"What?"

"Remove all the light. Stop the sun. Stop the moon. Stop the dawn. Search in darkness. In darkness, even Gaia cannot see. For the earth to feel, there must be light. Without light, the earth too is blind."

Zeus' hand shook. To stop the sun. To stop the moon. To stop the dawn. To remove light from the world. By the king's command. To plunge the world into darkness.

Mortals will be trapped in darkness. Animals will fall into confusion. Plants will stop. The sea will lose direction. The world — will stop.

"Must I?"

"You must. If the herb rises, the war will never end. For ever. The child will have to fight for ever. Your child."

The child. Heracles. A mortal. One who has an end, trapped for ever in a war without end. If the herb rises. The child will have to fight until he ages and dies in war. Because he cannot finish it. Because nothing will work.

Zeus stood. From the throne.

Hera looked up. Her husband standing. Setting down the thunderbolt and standing.

"Where are you going?"

"To Helios."

"Why?"

"I have to stop the sun."

Hera stood. She gripped her husband's arm.

"If you stop the sun, the world goes dark."

"I know."

"The mortals will be afraid."

"I know."

"Why do it?"

"The herb is rising. Gaia is raising it. If the Gigantes eat it, it's over. The temperature of an end won't work. The child won't work."

Hera released her hand. The child. Heracles. The child named the glory of Hera. The child her husband had made with another woman. That child could fight in the war for ever.

"Go."

Hera said.

Zeus descended Olympus. Quickly. Toward the east. Toward where the sun rises.

&nbsp;

Helios was driving the golden chariot. Crossing the sky. Every day. East to west. Four horses of fire pulled the chariot. Pyroeis. Eoös. Aethon. Phlegon. Fire-breathing horses racing across the sky, scattering light. Over the world. Over the earth. Over the sea. Over the mortals.

Zeus appeared in the sky. Before Helios. Carrying the thunderbolt. With the majesty of a king.

"Stop."

Helios pulled the reins. The horses halted. In the sky. Above the clouds.

"Stop?"

"Halt the chariot. Extinguish the light. Hide the sun."

Helios looked at Zeus. The god of the sun looked at the king. It was the first time he had received an order to extinguish the sun. Since his birth. The sun had never stopped. Since his birth. Rising every day and setting every day. Not once stopping. This is what the sun is. Not stopping is what the sun is.

"Why?"

"Don't ask. It's an order."

"The world will go dark."

"I know."

"Mortals could die. In the darkness. Losing direction. Falling. Losing their way."

"I know."

"And you still say stop?"

"It must stop."

The hand gripping Helios' reins trembled. Extinguishing the sun. Putting the world into darkness. By the king's command.

"For how long?"

"Until I find the herb."

"How long will that take?"

"I don't know."

Helios pulled the reins. The horses stepped back. The chariot retreated. In the sky. Eastward. The sun — began to retreat. From west to east. In the opposite direction. The world was moving in reverse.

Light began to diminish. From the west. Shadows lengthened. As the sun retreated eastward. Day became morning. Morning became dawn. Dawn — became night.

Selene was driving the moon. The silver chariot. The light of night. Zeus appeared before Selene as well.

"Stop."

"The sun has stopped?"

"It has. Stop the moon too."

Selene halted the chariot. The moon — vanished. From the sky. The silver light went out.

Eos was preparing the dawn. In the east. The one who opens the sky with rosy fingers. Zeus appeared before Eos as well.

"Don't open."

"The dawn?"

"Don't open the dawn. Extinguish the rose. Don't open the sky."

Eos lowered her hands. The rosy fingers descended. Dawn — did not come. The sky did not open.

The world went dark.

There was no sun. There was no moon. There was no dawn. Only stars remained. By starlight alone the world could not be seen. It was darkness. Complete darkness. A darkness that had not existed since the world was born. A darkness that had not occurred once since the day the sun first rose.

The darkness could be seen descending. From west to east. As the sun retreated, darkness followed. It was not shadow. Shadow requires light to exist. This was not shadow but the absence of light. What had existed was vanishing. Warmth was vanishing. Colour was vanishing. The blue sky was becoming a black sky. Green trees were becoming black shapes. Brown soil was becoming invisible ground.

Sound changed. In the darkness. Birds stopped singing. Insects began to cry. Night insects. Night insects crying in the daytime. Nature had fallen into confusion. Flowers began to close. Flowers that open during the day. Petals that had opened toward the sun were closing. In the sea, the tides fell into chaos. Because there was no moon. The rhythm of ebb and flow had broken.

The temperature of the earth began to drop. Because there was no sun. Because heat was escaping. One degree. Two degrees. Three degrees. Growing colder with the hours. Animals returned to their dens. They closed their eyes and curled up. They believed night had come. Nature had been deceived. The king had deceived nature.

On Olympus, the war stopped. Lightning stopped. The Gigantes stopped. In the darkness. Nothing could be seen. Not even the eyes in the gaps of armour. Because there was no light.

Phlegra was dark. Where the Gigantes were born. Where the herb was growing. Complete darkness.

Across the earth, mortals screamed. In Thebes. In Athens. In Corinth. In Sparta. Because the sun had vanished. Because day had become night. Children cried. Mothers held their children. Fathers locked their doors. Everyone was afraid. Because there was no light.

Alcmene looked at the sky from Thebes. There was no sun. Only stars. Though it was day. She did not know where her son was. She did not know he had gone to Olympus. She did not know he had gone to war. She did not know her son was in the darkness.

The world was submerged in darkness.
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Zeus descended. From Olympus. To the earth. Into the darkness. Without the thunderbolt. With empty hands.

If he takes the thunderbolt, it gives off light. By the light of the thunderbolt, Gaia can see. The earth can feel. There must be no light. It must be complete darkness.

He descended with empty hands. The king. Without a weapon. In the darkness. He could not see before him. Even a god's eyes cannot see without light. A god is not omniscient and omnipotent. Without light, even a god is blind.

Descending the slope of Olympus, his foot slipped. Because war had ravaged the mountain. There were fissures. Fissures invisible in the darkness. His foot fell through. One leg into a fissure. He caught himself. On the edge. He pulled himself out. The king had nearly fallen into a fissure. In the darkness. Alone. Without anyone knowing.

The one who hurls thunderbolts was groping through the soil. The one who rules the world was stumbling in the darkness. The majesty of a king was vanishing in the darkness. Darkness was making the king into one who is not a king. Without light, there is no throne. Without light, there is no thunderbolt. Without light — Zeus is the same as a mortal.

His feet trod the soil. It was not the soil of Olympus. It was the soil of the plains. The soil of Phlegra. He walked. In the darkness. Not knowing the direction. Listening only to Metis' heart.

Thump.

"Left."

Thump.

"More left."

Thump.

"Stop. There."

Metis was guiding him. From inside. By the sound of the heart. The swallowed mother was guiding the one who had swallowed her. Giving directions from inside the belly. As a child knows direction from inside the mother's womb. It was not Zeus knowing direction from inside Metis — it was Metis, from inside Zeus, telling him the way.

The darkness was thick. Open eyes and closed eyes were the same. The air was cold. Because there was no sun. Heat was escaping. From the earth. From the world.

His foot trod on something. Something soft. It was not grass. Something else. He knelt. He felt with his hands. Digging into the soil. In the darkness. Like a blind man. The king digging in the soil like a blind man. The hands that had hurled thunderbolts digging in the soil.

His fingers touched something. A stem. A soft stem. A stem rising from inside the soil. It was warm. The stem. Because it had life. Because it was growing. Because it held the heat of the earth.

It was the herb.

It had not yet broken through the surface. It was three centimetres below. Three days from breaking through. Had he been three days later — it would have emerged. Had it emerged — it would flower and bear fruit and the Gigantes would eat. And that would be the end.

Three days. A difference of three days. Three days had decided the outcome of the war. If Metis had not told him. If Metis' heart had not beaten. If the swallowed mother had not spoken. Three days later the herb would have risen and Gaia would have fed it to the Gigantes. The war would never have ended.

What was swallowed had saved the one who swallowed. Zeus had swallowed Metis. It was wrong. The same wrong as Cronus swallowing his children. And yet — the swallowed Metis had, from inside, told him about the herb. From the wrong, salvation had come. From the swallowing, knowledge had come. Does this justify it? Does it mean the swallowing was right? No. The swallowing was wrong. That knowledge came from the wrong does not erase the wrong. The wrong remains. The knowledge also remains. Both remain. Inside Zeus. Together with Metis.

The stem was alive in his hand. Trembling. Alive even when uprooted. Alive even when separated from the earth. Its life force was strong. Because it had received Gaia's life force.

Zeus raised the hand holding the stem. In the darkness. He could not see it. Only what he felt in his hand. A warm stem. A trembling stem. A living stem. He must kill this. The mother's. What the mother had raised for her children.

When Uranus imprisoned the children, Gaia forged the sickle. To protect the children. Zeus was uprooting the herb. To protect the child. For the same reason, doing different things. Gaia created in order to protect. Zeus destroys in order to protect. Is the mother one who creates and the father one who destroys? Rhea created. Cronus swallowed. Was the same structure repeating?

Zeus gripped the stem. He pulled. Roots and all. The earth resisted. Gaia resisted. What grows from my body. What I am raising. Against the attempt to uproot. The earth was gripping the stem. The soil hardened. The roots dug deeper.

He pulled. Harder. With the strength of a god. With the strength of the arm that hurls thunderbolts. That the hand gripping the stem and pulling was the same arm that hurls the thunderbolt. That the same strength was being used in a different direction.

The earth shook. Because Zeus was trying to uproot the herb. Because Gaia was holding on. The two were pulling. A son trying to pull something from his mother's body. The mother refusing to let go.

The same structure as when Cronus cut Uranus. A son had used what his mother gave him to cut his father. Zeus was pulling the herb from his mother's body. Even as generations change, the structure in which the son takes from the mother repeats.

Gaia felt it. The uprooting. It hurt. Because what grows from her own body was being uprooted. Because a child was being taken from her. Because the herb, too, is Gaia's child.

"Why do you uproot it?"

Gaia asked. Zeus. After three "whys," a fourth. To Uranus: "Why do you imprison them?" To Cronus: "Why do you swallow?" To Zeus: "Why do you not go down?" And now — "Why do you uproot it?" The fourth. To the one uprooting what she had raised for her children.

"Why do you uproot it? What I raised. What was for my children."

Zeus did not answer. In the darkness. Holding the herb. Having heard Gaia's question.

He could not answer. Why he uproots. To end the war. To protect the child. To protect Heracles. And yet — Gaia too had raised it to protect her children. To protect the Gigantes. The same reason. A mother trying to protect her children and a father trying to protect his child were fighting over a different herb.

He pulled. Harder. The roots began to snap. One by one. Thin roots. Tearing from the flesh of the earth. Gaia made a sound. It was not a scream. It was a groan. The earth's groan. A low vibration. A vibration that carried all the way to Olympus.

On the battlefield, the Gigantes felt this vibration. In the darkness. That the mother was in pain. That the earth was in pain. The armour trembled. The Gigantes' armour. Because the mother was in pain.

It came free.

The herb came out of the earth. Roots and all. In Zeus' hand. In the darkness. The stem trembled in his hand. It was alive. Still. Uprooted from the earth and still alive. Soil clung to the roots. Gaia's flesh.

It must be destroyed. It must be burned. It must be eliminated. It must not be replanted. It must not grow again.

He had no thunderbolt. He had left it behind. Empty-handed.

He snapped it with his hands. The stem. In half. As it snapped — sap flowed from the stem. Onto his hands. Warm sap. Sap like the blood of the earth. Sap like the blood of Gaia.

His hands were wet. With the sap of the herb. With the sap of life. The sap of the herb had stained Zeus' hands. He could not wash them. In the darkness. Because there was no water.

He snapped the halves again. Into four. Eight. Sixteen. Into pieces. Smaller pieces. Crushing. With his hands. With hands instead of the thunderbolt.

He buried the pieces in the soil. Deep. Digging to the elbow. Placing them in. Covering them. Stamping down. So they would not grow again. So the roots would not reach. Deep.

Gaia felt it. The herb dying. What she had raised dying. What had grown inside her body being snapped and crushed and buried.

It was the same as a child dying. What she had raised dying. What she had tried to protect being destroyed.

The earth rang. From the deep. Gaia's resonance. A resonance of pain. A resonance of rage. It was not the fourth resonance. It was the resonance of the fifth scar.

Zeus stood. In the darkness. With soil on his hands. With the sap of the herb on his hands. It was done. The herb was gone. The Gigantes would not obtain absolute deathlessness.

And yet — it was not the end. It was the beginning. Because the herb was gone. Because the Gigantes were not deathless. Because the mortal's end still worked. Because the war could be ended. Because the war must be ended.
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Zeus returned to Olympus. Through the darkness. On foot.

He went to Helios. In the sky.

"Come out."

Helios gripped the reins. The horses began to move. From the east. Toward the west. In the normal direction. The sun — began to rise.

Light returned.

From the east. The rose. Eos opened the sky. With rosy fingers. The darkness began to lift. Night became morning. Morning became day. The sun climbed. The world — brightened.

Mortals rejoiced. Across the earth. Because the sun had returned. Because light had returned. Because they had not died. Because the darkness had ended. Children stopped crying. Mothers released their children. Fathers opened their doors.

Alcmene saw the sun. From Thebes. It had returned. The light. Not knowing where her son was. Relieved that the light had returned.

On Olympus, light struck the battlefield. As the darkness lifted, the battlefield was revealed. The Gigantes were standing. Armour was reflecting light. The pillar was standing. The last pillar. Trembling.

Heracles stood in the light. Holding his bow. Quiver on his back. Wearing the lion's skin. Squinting. Because the light was bright. Because eyes accustomed to darkness hurt in the light.

Zeus had returned to the summit. He picked up the thunderbolt. In his right hand. He raised it.

Hera was standing beside him.

"Did you do it?"

"I did."

"The herb?"

"Destroyed."

"What's on your hand?"

Zeus looked at his hand. The right hand. The sap of the herb was drying. Brown. Soil clung to it. Gaia's flesh. On the hand that grips the thunderbolt, soil and sap.

"It's Gaia's."

"Wash it."

"I won't."

"Why?"

"Because I must remember. What I uprooted. What I took from the mother."

Zeus raised the thunderbolt. With a hand stained by soil. With a hand stained by the sap of the herb. With the mother's traces on the king's hand, he was beginning the war.

The thunderbolt rose. Into the sky. Above the clouds. Clouds began to gather. Black clouds. Clouds of war. Over Olympus. Over Phlegra.

The Gigantes began to move. Because light had returned. Because the darkness had ended. Because the war was beginning again.

Enceladus picked up a boulder. A boulder the size of a house. Alcyoneus rose. Porphyrion began to descend from the mountainside. Mimas' armour began to glow red. Polybotes began to climb the western slope. Gration began to run. Hippolytus began to move. Pallas rose.

All of them began to move. At once. As light returned. As darkness lifted. Not yet knowing the herb was gone. Feeling only that Gaia was in pain. Because the mother was in pain, rage was rising.

Rage heated the armour. Because they had felt that the mother's herb had been uprooted. Because they had heard the mother's groan. Rage toward the one who had hurt the mother. Rage toward Zeus. Rage toward Olympus. What had cracked and seeped and softened over thirty-nine days — stopped. Because rage had returned. Cracks hardened again. Warmth was pushed out. Trembling vanished and rigidity returned.

A rage stronger than before the war. Rage for the mother. The armour had grown harder than before the war. Cracks that warmth had opened were closing again with rage.

Athena felt it. The armour closing again. The work of thirty-nine days vanishing. The cracks opened by the empty hand closing.

"No."

Athena said. Looking at her empty hand. The hand of thirty-nine days. What this hand had done was vanishing. Rage was pushing warmth out.

The war was starting again from the beginning. What had been opened was closing. What had been loosened was stiffening. The trembling that had lessened was disappearing.

Zeus raised the thunderbolt. Above the sky. The first bolt since the world had brightened.

He struck.

The bolt struck Phlegra. Not Olympus but Phlegra. The land where the Gigantes were born. The land where the herb had grown. The land where Zeus had just knelt and dug through the soil.

The earth exploded. The soil of Phlegra rose into the sky. Five hundred metres. One kilometre. Soil and rock and roots and water surged upward. A mushroom-shaped cloud formed. A cloud of earth. Gaia's flesh had risen into the sky.

The Gigantes screamed. The place of their birth had exploded. The mother's body had exploded. Their homeland was burning.

The war had begun. The real war. The war after the darkness had lifted and the light had returned and the herb had been destroyed. A war that could be ended. A war a mortal could end.

Heracles gripped his bow. His hand trembled. Because the earth was shaking. Because soil was raining from the sky. Because the Gigantes were screaming.

The war had begun.

Athena raised her spear. Ares stood. Poseidon raised the sea. Hermes ran. Artemis came from the forest. Apollo raised his bow. Hephaestus came from the forge.

All of them began to move.

The Gigantomachy.

The war of gods and Gigantes and mortal.

A war without the herb. A war with an end.

It had begun.
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The Morning of Phlegra

Light returned. The war began.

Zeus lifted the thunderbolt. In his right hand. In his hand caked with earth. In his hand where the herb's juice had dried. In his hand that had dug through Gaia's body in the darkness. In his hand that had taken from the mother. This hand lifted the thunderbolt.

The first thunderbolt fell.

Toward Phlegra. The place where the Gigantes were born. The place where the herb had grown. The place where Zeus had knelt and dug through the soil. He struck that place. With lightning.

The earth exploded. The soil of Phlegra rose into the sky. Five hundred metres. One kilometre. Black earth surged above the clouds. A mushroom-shaped column formed. A column of soil. The earth soaked in the blood of Uranus had risen into the sky. The flesh of Gaia had risen into the sky.

The column collapsed. Soil spreading in every direction. Black rain fell. On the plain of Phlegra. On Olympus. On the sea. On the forests. Black rain covered everything.

The Gigantes screamed. Nine screams at once. Their homeland had been bombarded. Their mother's body had exploded. The place of their birth was burning.

This scream changed the war.

The rage that had melted over thirty-nine days hardened again. The armour stiffened. The cracks Athena had made closed. The fifteen cracks of Alcyoneus shrank to ten. Rage had closed five. What Ares had widened narrowed. The warmth of Hestia was driven back. What Heracles had loosened went rigid once more.

Thirty-nine days were undone. From the beginning, again.

The Gigantes moved. All of them. At once. In rage.

Enceladus stood. Before the pillar. He did not tremble. Rage had overcome the trembling. He seized a boulder. A boulder the size of a house. With one hand. He lifted it and hurled it toward the summit of Olympus. Zeus struck the boulder with lightning as it flew five hundred metres. It exploded in midair. Debris rained down like a storm. Across the entire battlefield.

Alcyoneus stood. Moving away from the fire. One hundred metres. Two hundred metres. He began to climb the western slope of Olympus. Leaving the warmth of the fire behind. Rage had pushed the warmth away.

The remaining six Gigantes began climbing from the base of the mountain. Mimas. Polybotes. Gratios. Hippolytus. Pallas. Ephialtes. From six directions. Tightening around Olympus.

Porphyrion rose from the mountainside. Rage had returned. Direction had returned. The direction toward the throne. He walked. Each step gouging one metre into the earth. Trees falling. Accelerating. His walk becoming a run. The earth rang. Olympus shook.

Poseidon raised a wave from the sea. Toward the western slope. A wall of water forty metres high. The sea had risen. It struck the mountain. Two Gigantes were swept back down. One hundred metres. Submerged in water. The wave receded. They began climbing again. It had only bought time.

Athena took up her spear and ran south. Toward Pallas. Ares tried to rise before the pillar. His ribs broken. He rose. Trembling. Enceladus before him.

Heracles was behind a boulder. When the war began, he had hidden by instinct. Because he could die. Because debris was flying. Because fissures were splitting open. Because lightning was falling.

From beyond the boulder he watched the war. Lightning falling at three-second intervals. Boulders flying. Walls of water crashing. Gigantes climbing. Smoke covering the sky. Sound without cease. It was hell.

This was the war of the gods.

It was nothing like the wars of Thebes. In Thebes it had been swords and spears. Man against man. Blood and screams. A war with an end. Win or lose. Over in a day. This was a war of mountain and sky. A war of boulder and lightning. A war of earth and water. A war without end. Lightning struck and it did not end. Waves crashed and it did not end. Boulders flew and it did not end.

Debris sailed over the boulder. Heracles ducked. A shard of stone passed above his head. It was hot. Stone melted by lightning. Passing one metre overhead, its heat singed his hair.

His heart quickened. Thud thud thud thud. A mortal's heart. A heart with an end. A heart that knows it can die.

Not thirty minutes had passed since the war began. Already he had nearly died three times. From debris. From a fissure. From a rolling boulder. Three times in thirty minutes. How many times in a day. How many times in a hundred days. Beyond counting. The gods need not count such things. They cannot die. Only a mortal counts. Because a mortal can die.

The hand gripping the bow trembled. It was fear. He had to admit it. It was terrifying. He had been afraid before the lion. He had been afraid before the Hydra. This was more terrifying. The lion had been one. The Hydra had been one. Here — everything was simultaneous. Lightning and boulders and water and armour and fissures, all at once. A place where death could come from every direction at the same moment.
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Porphyrion was climbing. From the mountainside toward the summit. Through the lightning. Through the light. Without stopping.

Zeus brought the thunderbolt down. At Porphyrion. Head on. At his chest.

It deflected. Porphyrion did not stop.

A second thunderbolt. At his shoulder. Deflected. A third. At his head. Deflected. A fourth. A fifth. A sixth. At three-second intervals. All deflected.

Porphyrion was walking through a rain of lightning. His armour reflecting each bolt. Flashes erupting. He walked clothed in light. Rage had made the armour harder than before. Because the mother's herb had been uprooted. Because the homeland had been bombarded. Because rage was boiling.

Heracles watched this from behind the boulder. Five hundred metres below. The lightning deflecting off the armour. Porphyrion not stopping. Climbing. Toward the throne.

Athena's words returned. *If Porphyrion reaches the summit, it is over. Stop him.* He must stop him. How. When even lightning cannot pierce.

The arrows. The Hydra's poison. His back is weak, she had said. Because Porphyrion looks only ahead. Because he only climbs. The armour on the back is thin. The weakness of one who faces only forward is the back.

He came out from behind the boulder. Into the battlefield. Into the place where lightning falls. Into the place where debris flies. He ran. Climbing the mountain. Chasing Porphyrion. From behind.

Porphyrion looked only ahead. He saw only the throne. He did not look behind. One who faces only forward. One who does not know his back.

Debris flew toward him. From the left. He dodged. A fissure split open before his feet. He veered and ran. A boulder rolled down from above. He leapt over it. He ran. His breath failing. His heart nearly bursting. His legs trembling. A mortal body nearing its limit.

Two hundred metres. Porphyrion's back came into view. The back of the armour. A vast back.

One hundred and fifty metres. The armour on the back appeared thinner than elsewhere. As Athena had said. The back of one who looks only ahead.

One hundred metres. Within range. But he could not shoot while running. Because he was trembling. Because he was out of breath. Because he could not aim true.

He must stop. He must stand. Steady his breath. Still the trembling. Then. But to stop — he could be struck by debris. He could fall into a fissure. To stop was the dangerous thing.

He stopped. In the middle of the battlefield. In the place where lightning falls. Standing. To stop where one can die is the courage of a mortal.

He drew an arrow. Black-tipped. He pulled the bowstring. Toward Porphyrion's back. One hundred metres.

He held his breath. The instant between heartbeats. Between one thud and the next.

He fired.

The arrow flew. One hundred metres. Upward. Toward Porphyrion's back.

It struck. In the back. Through the thin armour. The Hydra's poison entered.

Porphyrion stopped. One second. The burning pain in his back. Holding back a scream. Clenching his teeth.

He walked again. Rage had overcome the pain. The poison spreading, and still he climbed.

A second arrow. Fired. Into the back. The same place. Twice the poison.

Porphyrion staggered. Two seconds. He walked again.

A third arrow. Fired. Into the back. Three arrows lodged in his back. Three times the poison.

Porphyrion fell to one knee. One second. He rose again. He climbed. Rage was still winning.

Heracles' hands trembled. Three arrows embedded and still he does not stop. This is the rage of an immortal. A rage without end. Because there is no end, it does not stop.

Porphyrion reached the summit. Before Zeus. Before the king. With three arrows in his back. With poison spreading.

Heracles watched from two hundred metres below. He had failed to keep pace. A mortal could not match the speed of a god. While Porphyrion reached the summit, Heracles was still on the mountainside. Gasping for breath. Legs trembling. Holding his bow.

He saw what unfolded two hundred metres above. Zeus bringing down the thunderbolt. It deflecting. The lightning rising into the sky. Porphyrion advancing. The king standing without a weapon.

He must climb higher. Two hundred metres. On mortal legs. Climbing the mountain. Crossing the battlefield. Able to die.

He ran. Again. Upward. His lungs felt as though they were burning. The air was not enough. The mountain was high. The higher he climbed, the thinner the air. Gods do not need air. A mortal does. Without air, he collapses. If he collapses, he can die. If he collapses on Olympus, he rolls and falls. Into a fissure. Against a boulder.

One hundred and fifty metres. One hundred metres. Drawing closer, he heard sound. Porphyrion's words. *"There is no throne."* Zeus's reply. *"Because I stand here, here is the throne."* Words carried on the wind. Words descending the mountain slope across two hundred metres.

He saw Hera running. Above. Toward her husband. Porphyrion turning toward Hera. A hand reaching out.

"No!"

Heracles cried out. From one hundred metres below. It would not have been heard. In the wind. In the sound of lightning. In the sound of war.

––––––––
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They stood facing each other at the summit. Zeus and Porphyrion. The king and the one who would be king. At ten metres' distance. Lightning and armour.

Zeus brought the thunderbolt down. Directly. From ten metres. At the chest of the armour. Head on. The strongest bolt he could strike.

It deflected. The thunderbolt was knocked from Zeus's hand. The recoil twisted his arm. The lightning rose into the sky. Into the clouds. It vanished.

Zeus stood without his thunderbolt. Before Porphyrion. With empty hands. A king without a weapon before his enemy.

Porphyrion took one step closer. Nine metres. Eight metres. Seven metres.

"There is no throne."

Porphyrion spoke. The first words of this war. Words made of rage.

"There is none."

"There is no throne, so why do you stand here."

"Because I stand here, here is the throne."

Six metres. Five metres. Porphyrion advancing. Zeus not retreating.

Hera came running. From the far side of Olympus's summit. Toward her husband. She had seen Zeus standing without his thunderbolt.

Porphyrion saw Hera. His head turned. From Zeus to Hera. From king to queen. His direction changed. From throne to Hera.

Porphyrion charged toward Hera. From five metres. An armoured hand reached out. A vast hand. Toward Hera's shoulder. A hand that would seize. A hand that would grip.

Porphyrionstrophe. Desire becoming violence. The drive to ascend becoming the drive to grasp.

Hera did not retreat. She stood.

"Move!"

Zeus shouted.

"No."

"You'll die!"

"I won't die. I am a god. If I move, you are struck."

"I won't die if I'm struck."

"It will hurt."

Porphyrion's hand drew closer to Hera. Two metres. One metre. Fifty centimetres.

Lightning fell. From above. From the sky.

The bolt that had deflected upward had returned. Lightning that rises comes back down. What rises returns. Cycle. Lightning, too, follows the cycle. What rises returns. As blood returns. As one wakes from sleep. As from the end it returns to the beginning. Lightning, too, returns.

Zeus had not cast it. The lightning had returned of its own accord. The sky had sent it back. What had risen, it returned to the earth. The cycle between sky and earth. The cycle between Uranus and Gaia. Lightning, too, belongs to this cycle.

The lightning struck Porphyrion's back. The back where three arrows were lodged. The back where the Hydra's poison had weakened the armour. The front is the thickest. The back is thin. The poison had made it thinner still. The lightning pierced the armour of the back — for the first time.

This was the first time in the war that lightning had pierced armour. At the back. At the weakened place. The mortal's poison had opened the way, and the god's lightning had broken through. The order. The end comes first. Lightning comes after.

Porphyrion roared. Olympus shook. His back burning. The heat of the lightning and the Hydra's poison meeting inside the armour. Exploding. Pain doubled.

The hand reaching for Hera stopped. Thirty centimetres from Hera's shoulder. The pain in his back had stopped the hand.

Porphyrion thrashed. Inside the armour. Poison and lightning at once. From inside toward outside. He struck the armour. With his fists. With his head. Trying to get out. Like Ephialtes. Trying to escape the pain.

The armour began to break from within. Starting from the hole in the back. Cracks spread. From back to shoulder. From shoulder to arm. Pieces began to fall. Click. Click.

Porphyrion turned. He looked at neither Zeus nor Hera. He ran. Down the mountain. Maddened with pain. As he ran the armour fell away. Speed drove the armour off. Wind tore the pieces free.

Clickclickclickclickclick.

Along the path Porphyrion ran, armour fragments lay scattered in a line. From the summit to the base of the mountain. Along the road descending from the throne. The one who had tried to climb, stripped bare as he came down.

At the base of the mountain he fell. The armour on his legs had dropped away. Forward. Onto the soil. Onto the earth.

As he fell, the earth shook. The impact of the strongest of the Gigantes falling. The lower slopes of Olympus trembled. Dust rose. More armour pieces fell as he struck the ground. From the impact. The piece on his thigh. The piece on his shin. The piece on his foot. Scattered across the soil.

The armour was nearly gone. Only the chest remained. The armour encasing the heart. The thickest place. The final armour. His back and shoulders and arms and legs were exposed. Brown flesh. The colour of earth. There were wounds. Three scars where the arrows had lodged. One scar where the lightning had broken through. Blood — a mixture of ichor and something reddish — was drying.

Wind touched his flesh. For the first time. For the first time since Porphyrion was born. The flesh beneath the armour felt the wind. One who had only climbed. One who had only looked ahead. He had never felt the wind. The armour had blocked it. Wind striking the armour as he climbed had been resistance. Wind touching flesh was something else. It was cool.

Porphyrion felt the wind and did not move. Lying face down. His bare back turned toward the sky. Wind touching his back. The back. The back of one who had only looked ahead. The unseen place. The weak place. Where the arrows had lodged. Where the lightning had broken through. This back now faced the sky. For the first time. Not ahead, but above. Not the throne, but the sky.

Heracles came running. Down the mountain. Four hundred metres. Gasping for breath. His legs giving way. The place where Porphyrion had fallen was six hundred metres from the battlefield. The path his running fall had carved was six hundred metres. The trail of scattered armour fragments was six hundred metres.

He approached the fallen Porphyrion. To one hundred metres. He stopped. He observed. Whether he moved. Whether he rose. Whether he attacked.

He did not move. He lay face down. The chest armour pressed against the soil. The final armour touching the earth. Armour forged of rage touching Gaia's body.

Eighty metres. Sixty metres. Fifty metres. Approaching. Bow raised. Watchful.

He raised the bow. He
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