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​Chapter 1
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​Thrown

SHE LOOKED AT ME FOR four seconds. I know this because I have had a very long time to reconstruct it, angle by angle, the way you'd reconstruct a fracture to figure out exactly where the load first exceeded the material. Four seconds. Then she picked me up, walked to the edge of the mountain, and threw.

I want to get one thing established early, because it matters more than the fall itself: I don't remember being afraid. I remember being curious. That's not defiance talking, four thousand years later, dressing up an old wound in something more dignified than it was. It's just true. I was less than a minute old, already airborne, and some part of me was already doing the math on the arc.

Here is what four seconds gets you, if you want the accounting. Long enough to see a face. Not long enough to be given a name.

***
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I WAS BORN WRONG, IN whatever specific way the wrongness took. I've heard it told differently by different mouths over the centuries — a leg that didn't sit right, a foot turned the way a foot shouldn't turn, some visible proof, immediate and undeniable, that the machine had come out of the workshop with a flaw in it. I don't spend much time correcting the versions. The specific shape of the wrongness matters less than the speed of the verdict. She didn't wait to see if it would resolve. She didn't wait for a physician, a second opinion, an hour. Four seconds, and then the mountain.

I have made my peace with most of this. Not all of it. I want to be honest about the difference, because the honest difference is the only thing worth writing down: peace with the fact doesn't mean peace with the four seconds. The fact I can hold. The four seconds still gets to me some nights, the specific, unbearable brevity of it — that an entire verdict on my worth got rendered before I'd had time to do a single thing to earn or disprove it.

I was not present for the reasoning. I have had to build it myself, the way I build everything else — out of scraps, working backward from the evidence.

***
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THE FALL ITSELF LASTED longer than the verdict. It was the first thing I ever built, in a sense — not with my hands, obviously, hands weren't reliable yet, but with whatever the mind does instead of hands when a body is falling and has nothing else available to it.

I fell for what felt, subjectively, like a very long time. Divine time doesn't behave the way mortal time behaves, and I won't pretend I can give you an honest count in any unit you'd recognize. What I can tell you is that somewhere in the middle of that fall, the fear — if there'd been any, and I still don't think there was much — gave way to something closer to attention. I noticed the wind changing pitch as I picked up speed, a low note climbing higher the faster I went, until it stopped sounding like wind at all and started sounding like something closer to a held note on an instrument nobody had invented yet. I noticed my own weight distributing wrong, the leg dragging the fall slightly off true, a rotation I didn't have the muscle control yet to correct but could already feel needed correcting — a clean, almost pleasant sensation of a problem presenting itself with an actual shape to it, rather than just an ache with no edges.

Clouds went past close enough to feel, cold and formless, nothing like the solid thing they look like from underneath. Below me, longer than I expected, there was only more sky, the specific vertigo of a fall with no visible floor to brace against. Even that absence of a floor felt, to whatever passed for my mind in that first minute of existence, like information rather than dread. Something to account for. Something the next version of me would need to solve differently, assuming there was going to be a next version of me at all.

I noticed, with something that in a slightly older creature would have been satisfaction, that I was already thinking about the problem as a problem, rather than as a referendum on whether I deserved to survive it.

That is, as far as I can tell, the actual beginning of everything I ever built afterward. Not the forge. Not the first hammer. This. A falling infant, discarded by the one person obligated to want him, already more interested in the physics of the fall than in the fact of being thrown.

I don't recommend this coping mechanism to anyone. I also haven't found a better one, in four thousand years of looking.

***
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THE SEA DID WHAT THE mountain didn't bother to do, which was catch me.

I want to be precise about the sequence, because I think precision is owed here more than anywhere else in this account: I did not simply land in open water and drift to safety through luck. Thetis saw me falling — she has told me this herself, many times, in the specific unhurried way she tells everything, and I believe her — and she and Eurynome were already moving before I hit the surface, two women deciding, in whatever fraction of a second the decision took, that a discarded thing was worth the trouble of catching.

I have thought about that fraction of a second more than I've thought about almost anything else in my long existence. Somewhere on that mountain, a mother took four seconds to decide I wasn't worth keeping. Somewhere in that sea, two women who owed me nothing took less than that to decide I was.

I don't know what to do with that difference, except to notice it, and keep noticing it, the way you keep pressing on a joint that never quite healed right, checking whether it still hurts the same amount it did the last time you checked.

It does. It just doesn't stop me from working anymore.

***
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THEY PULLED ME OUT of the water into a cave under the cliffs at Lemnos, or near enough to Lemnos that I've never bothered correcting the geography for the people who ask. Eurynome, doing the actual holding. Thetis, doing whatever it is Thetis does instead of holding — a kind of watchful competence, standing slightly apart, already assessing what the situation would require rather than simply reacting to it. Neither of them cried over me, or performed grief on my behalf, or told me, even once, that what had happened to me was unfair.

"He's cold," Eurynome said, which was the first sentence anyone said about me that wasn't a verdict.

"Then we'll warm him," Thetis said, which was the second.

How plain that exchange was is the whole point of it. Nobody made a speech. Nobody told me I was going to be fine, or that everything happened for a reason, or any of the other things people say to a wound when they haven't yet decided whether they're actually willing to treat it. Two women looked at a cold, discarded, structurally imperfect infant, and solved the problem in front of them, which happened to be temperature, and moved on to the next one, which happened to be food, and the one after that, which happened to be, apparently, me, for the next nine years.

I asked Thetis, once, years later, long after I'd grown old enough to ask real questions instead of just absorbing whatever answers happened to be near me, why she'd bothered. She was mending a net at the time, and didn't look up from it, which I'd come to understand by then was simply how she gave her full attention to something — not by facing it, but by letting her hands stay busy while the rest of her actually listened.

"Because you were falling and I was close enough to catch you," she said. "I don't know what answer you're hoping for instead of that one."

"People don't usually catch what isn't theirs to catch."

"I'm aware of what people usually do." She tied off the net, finally, and looked at me directly, which she did rarely enough that I still remember exactly which stretch of cave wall was behind her when she did it. "I decided a long time ago that I wasn't going to let 'usually' make my decisions for me. You were an infant, falling, and within reach. Everything else is a story people tell afterward to make the moment sound more complicated than it was."

I have turned that answer over more times than I could count. Part of me, for a long time, wanted a bigger reason — prophecy, obligation, some cosmic debt she owed that made my rescue inevitable rather than simply chosen. It took me centuries to understand that the plain version was the better gift, not the lesser one. Nobody owed me anything. She caught me anyway. That's a cleaner inheritance than any prophecy would have been.

***
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I DON'T REMEMBER MUCH of the first few days, the way nobody remembers the first few days of anything. What I remember, once memory actually starts holding, is the quality of that cave — the sound of water working at rock somewhere further in, salt-heavy air, light that came through in shifting columns depending on the tide, never quite the same twice. This was a hardship, told one way. I've heard it told that way, by mortals who like a good tragic-orphan setup, and I understand the appeal of the story, and it isn't the story I actually lived.

I was, by most honest measures, happy there. I want that on the record as plainly as everything else in this chapter, because I think it's the detail people find hardest to believe about me, and the detail I'm least interested in softening for anyone's comfort. A cave under a cliff, two women who chose me without being asked to, and nowhere else I was expected to be. If you'd offered me, at four years old, a return trip to the mountain that dropped me, I would have declined. I did decline, eventually, when the offer actually came, years later, and I want you to understand, going into the rest of this account, that the decline was not performance. I meant it.

The first thing I remember building — actually building, with intention, rather than simply arranging shells into patterns the way any child might — was a comb. Eurynome's hair tangled badly in the salt water, and she'd spend a long time each evening working it loose with her fingers, wincing at the worst snags. I watched this for several evenings before it occurred to me, with the specific, quiet excitement I still feel every time a solution presents itself whole, that the problem wasn't her hair. The problem was that nothing existed yet with teeth fine enough and evenly enough spaced to do the job her fingers were doing badly.

I worked on it for the better part of a month, using a fish bone first, then a strip of hardened kelp fiber, then finally a sliver of driftwood I'd shaped and reshaped more times than I could count until the teeth sat exactly, unfailingly even. I gave it to her without ceremony, the way I've given away most of what I've made since — set down on the rock beside her, no announcement, because announcing it would have made it about my wanting credit rather than about her hair actually needing help.

She used it that same evening. I watched her face while she did, the specific, surprised ease of a task that had always cost her something suddenly costing her nothing at all, and I understood, watching that, something I would spend the rest of my existence building my entire relationship to the world around: I could not make anyone want me by simply existing, the way I apparently hadn't been able to make Hera want me by simply existing. But I could make something so precisely, unarguably useful that wanting me stopped being the relevant question.

"Where did you learn to do this," Eurynome asked, running the comb through in one long, unimpeded pass.

"Nowhere. I just kept looking at the problem until it stopped being a problem."

She laughed at that, not unkindly, the way you'd laugh at a child who'd just said something wiser than he understood yet. "That's not nothing, you know. Most people can't stand to look at a problem that long."

"I like looking at them. It's the only time nothing else is asking anything of me."

Eurynome noticed things about me early that I didn't yet have language for myself. That I could sit with a broken shell or a tangled length of kelp for the better part of a day, working it into something, without once looking up to check whether anyone was watching me do it. That I preferred, given the choice, the far end of the cave where the light came through least, not because I disliked her company, but because some problems are easier to think through without an audience, even a kind one.

"You don't need us to enjoy this," she said to me once, watching me work something out of driftwood that wasn't anything yet, just an idea with a shape half-attached to it. She didn't say it like an accusation. She said it like a fact she found interesting.

"No," I said. I was young enough, still, that this came out simpler and truer than anything I'd say about it later, once I'd had time to build defenses around the plain fact of it. "I like it better when it's quiet."

"Most people don't."

"I'm aware."

She let that sit for a while, the way she let most things sit, and then went back to whatever she'd been doing. Being allowed to simply be the kind of creature who preferred quiet, without anyone deciding the quiet needed fixing, was its own kind of gift, rarer than either of them probably understood at the time.

***
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THE LEG WAS ITS OWN long project, separate from the comb, separate from anything I made for anyone else. Honesty about my own body matters more here than anywhere else in the account: it did not work the way the rest of me worked, and no amount of craftsmanship was ever going to change the underlying fact of that. What craftsmanship could do — what I spent years discovering it could do, mostly through failure, the quiet, private failure of a child testing something so nobody has to watch it not work — was build around the fact instead of against it.

I made my first brace out of shaped driftwood and cord before I was seven, and it broke the first time I put real weight on it, and I remember sitting on the cave floor with the pieces in my lap, not crying, just cataloguing exactly which joint had failed and why. Eurynome found me like that and didn't rush to comfort me, which I have since come to understand was its own kind of respect.

"It broke," I told her, which she could plainly see.

"Will you make another one?"

"Obviously."

"Then I don't see the problem," she said, and went back to whatever she'd been doing. That exchange, more than almost any comfort she could have offered instead, taught me the actual shape of resilience: not the absence of failure, but the plain, uncomplicated expectation that failure simply meant you built the next version.

I made eleven more braces over the following two years before one held. I do not remember the eleven failures as suffering. I remember them as data.

***
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A SHIP WENT DOWN OFF the point one autumn, close enough that wreckage washed into our cove for the better part of a week afterward — barrel staves, a length of rigging, once an entire oar, unbroken, that I kept for years afterward simply because it was the single best-made thing I'd ever seen that hadn't come out of my own hands. I was maybe eight. I remember sitting on the rocks with that oar across my knees for the better part of an afternoon, running my fingers along the join where the blade met the shaft, trying to work out exactly how a mortal shipwright, with nothing like a god's advantages, had gotten that particular curve so precisely right.

"You're not sad about the ship," Eurynome said, watching me from a distance, not quite a question.

"Should I be?"

"Most people would be. Sailors probably died."

This stopped me, because she was right, and because I hadn't thought about it at all until she said it — I'd gone straight to the oar, straight to the craft, straight past the actual tragedy sitting inside the wreckage, without ever once registering the second thing as more important than the first. I don't think this reflects well on me, and I don't think pretending otherwise, this many centuries later, would be honest either.

"I didn't think about the sailors," I admitted.

"I know. I watched you not think about them." She didn't say this unkindly. She said it the way she said most things, as an observation rather than an accusation. "You'll want to work on that, eventually. Not today. Eventually."

I have worked on it, in the centuries since, with mixed results I won't pretend to have fully resolved even now. The oar was also the first object that made me curious about a world beyond the cave — not the sailors who'd lost it, whose fate I'm ashamed to say occupied me for considerably less time than the joinery did, but the fact that somewhere beyond this cove, mortal hands without a single divine advantage were already building things I hadn't thought to build yet. I kept that oar propped against the cave wall for years. I still have it, somewhere, in a workshop considerably larger than the one I started in.

***
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I DID NOT KNOW, IN that cave, what I was going to become. I didn't yet have a forge, or a name for what I was doing with my hands, or any sense that the specific, patient attention I brought to a piece of driftwood was going to be the only inheritance I ever actually got to keep from the family that discarded me — because whatever else Hera failed to give me, she gave me, unintentionally, the exact shape of the hole I'd spend the rest of my existence filling with something I built myself rather than something anyone handed me.

I did not think of it that way at the time. I was four, then six, then nine, sitting in the good light at the mouth of a cave, teaching my own hands to do things nobody had taught them, because the two women who'd caught me had given me safety and food and an absence of verdicts, and left the rest — whatever I was actually going to be — entirely up to me.

I do not know, even now, exactly what Hera saw in those four seconds that made throwing me the faster decision than keeping me. I have built theories. I have discarded most of them. What I know for certain is smaller and, I think, more useful than any theory would be: I was thrown by the one person obligated to catch me, and caught, instead, by two who weren't, and I have spent four thousand years since then organizing my entire understanding of who deserves my attention around that single, simple fact.

It isn't blood. It never was going to be blood again, after that. It's who actually shows up.
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​Chapter 2
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​Nine Years Under

THERE WAS A MORNING, sometime past my sixth year in that cave, when I understood for the first time that a world existed beyond it, and that the world had a relationship to me whether I wanted one or not. I don't mean this abstractly. I mean I woke up one morning still a child who had only ever known one shore, and went to sleep that night already beginning to be someone who understood there was an Olympus, and that Olympus, whether it liked it or not, was mine too, in whatever thin, unwanted way a birthplace stays yours even after it's thrown you off it.

Here is that morning properly, because I think it matters more than any other single day of those nine years.

***
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A SEA-NYMPH CAME THROUGH our waters that spring, one of Thetis's distant cousins, the kind of traveler who trades news for shelter the way merchants trade goods. She was not cruel. I remember the careless way she looked at my leg the first evening, when she thought I wasn't watching — not unkind, exactly, just the frank, unfiltered curiosity of someone encountering something she hadn't been told to expect. I had already, by six, developed a particular skill of pretending not to notice that look, which cost me more than the pretending should have, every single time I deployed it.

She stayed three nights. The first evening, she talked about a border dispute between two minor sea-gods that meant nothing to any of us, and I remember being bored by it in the restless way children are bored by adult politics that hasn't touched them yet.

The second evening, she mentioned Olympus for the first time — in passing, the way you'd mention weather, a domain reassignment I didn't follow, some minor scandal involving a nymph and a river god. I want to be honest that something in me sat up at the word itself, before I even understood why. I had heard the name before. Thetis and Eurynome had never hidden it from me, never pretended the mountain didn't exist. But hearing it from a stranger, casually, as though it were simply a place other people lived and visited and gossiped about, made it real to me in a way it hadn't been before. Olympus was not a story about my own birth. It was an actual, ongoing place, still happening, whether or not I was in it.

"Are there other craftsmen up there?" I asked her, that second evening, because it was the question that occurred to me first, before any of the ones that should have.

She looked at me, surprised by the question, the way adults are sometimes surprised when a child's actual curiosity doesn't match the shape they expected it to take. "A few. Nothing like you're already doing at your age, from what I've heard traveling through here before. Nobody up there builds the way you build. They mostly just have things built for them."

"Then who makes the
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