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​Foam 

I DID NOT CHOOSE THE manner of my own arrival, and I have spent a great deal of time since being asked to account for it anyway, as though a birth were a decision rather than something that simply happens to you. Most people who ask are less interested in the facts than in whatever moral they've already decided the facts are supposed to prove. I am going to tell you the facts anyway, plainly, and let you decide for yourself what they prove, if anything.

***
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CRONUS TOOK A BLADE to his own father, Uranus, and threw what he'd cut away into the sea. I am not going to describe the violence of that further. I was not conscious for it. I did not witness it. Whatever grief or horror belongs to that act of violence between a father and son belongs to them, not to me, and I refuse to let my own account borrow weight from a cruelty I have no memory of and no right to claim as my own trauma simply because it happened to produce me.

I have been asked, more times than I can count, to say something meaningful about that violence — poets in particular seem to want me to treat it as the secret truth underneath everything I represent, as though beauty and desire must obviously be born from something ugly in order to make sense as a subject worth taking seriously. A river doesn't owe its existence some deep psychological debt to whatever geological violence originally cracked open the ground it now runs through. It simply runs. I've decided to think of my own beginning the same way.

What I do remember, or what I have decided to call memory, since I have no earlier point to compare it against, is the foam. White, endless, gathering around something in the water that I understood, somehow, without yet having the language to understand anything, was the reason I existed at all. I do not know how long I drifted inside that foam before I became something the foam was no longer simply surrounding. I have decided the not-knowing is correct. Some beginnings don't deserve a precise accounting, and I think mine is one of them.

***
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I CAME TO SHORE AT Cyprus, though I have heard Cythera claimed just as confidently by people who've never once asked me directly which account is accurate. What that arrival actually felt like is the truest thing I can tell you about myself before anyone else's opinion of me gets involved.

I did not arrive as a child arrives, slowly, learning the shape of a body over years before being asked to do anything useful with it. I arrived complete — full-formed, already capable, already, apparently, extraordinary to look at, though I did not yet have any way of knowing this about myself. The Horae found me on that shore, the three of them, and I remember their hands on me before I had said a single word, dressing me, arranging my hair, already deciding, without asking me anything at all, what I was going to look like walking into the rest of my own existence.

"Hold still," one of them told me, working some ornament into place. "You'll want to look your best. Everyone's going to want to see you."

"Why?"

"Because you're you." She said this as though it were the most obvious thing in existence, and I remember understanding, hearing it, that this was going to be the answer to nearly every question I asked for the rest of my existence, and that none of them were actually going to explain what it meant.

"I've been alive for perhaps an hour. I don't understand what I've done yet to earn this much attention."

"You haven't done anything. That's rather the point of it." Another of them said this, not unkindly, adjusting something at my shoulder with the brisk efficiency of someone who had clearly done this exact task for other arriving gods before and had long since stopped finding the work remarkable. "Some of us have to earn our welcome. You arrived already having earned yours, before you'd taken a single breath."

"That doesn't sound like a compliment, the way you're saying it."

"I didn't intend it as one, particularly. I intended it as a warning." She said this plainly, and I remember the third of them, the quietest, watching this exchange with an expression I couldn't yet read, though I have decided, since, that it was probably pity, offered to a newborn goddess who didn't yet understand what she was being warned about.

***
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THE TEXTURE OF THAT first attention is worth describing more than the birth or the shore or any of the ceremony the Horae insisted on before I'd had the chance to simply exist unwatched for even a single hour.

Every god who saw me wanted something, immediately, before I had said anything that might have given them a reason to. I do not think this is a boast. It did not feel like a gift, arriving inside it — it felt like being handed a role I hadn't auditioned for, in a play whose entire plot apparently hinged on how I looked standing in a doorway. Zeus himself looked at me the way I would come to recognize, over centuries, as the look of someone already calculating what my presence might cost or gain him politically.

"You'll want careful placement," he told the Horae, discussing me as though I weren't standing directly in front of all three of them. "A goddess this immediately compelling could unbalance a great deal, arranged carelessly."

"Arranged for what, exactly?" I asked him, before any of the Horae could answer on my behalf.

"For the good of Olympus. I'm sure you understand." He said this with the easy, unbothered confidence of someone who had never once needed to consider whether the person he was arranging might have her own opinion about the arranging, and I remember understanding, hearing it, that this particular confidence was going to be a permanent feature of my existence rather than a first-day misunderstanding I could correct with a single sharp reply.

Poseidon, newly arrived himself from whatever business had brought him to that stretch of coast, simply stared, saying nothing at all, which I found, oddly, more honest than Zeus's careful political language.

I want to describe one small thing I did that same afternoon, because I think it matters as much as anything else in this chapter, and because I have decided this account is not well served by pretending I found nothing at all to enjoy in that first overwhelming week. I turned, deliberately, toward a cluster of minor gods arguing loudly near the hall's entrance, and I did nothing beyond simply look at them steadily for a long moment. The argument stopped. Every one of them turned toward me instead, and I remember the specific, giddy thrill of understanding, for the first time, that I had just done that — not been looked at, this time, but caused the looking, on purpose, testing the exact edges of something I did not yet have a name for.

"You did that deliberately," Poseidon said, the first thing he'd actually said to me directly.

"I did."

"Why?"

"I wanted to see if I could." I remember laughing at his expression, delighted with myself in a way I have never fully apologized for since, whatever this account eventually asks you to watch that same delight cost me. It was, I want to be honest, an extraordinary thing to discover about oneself in the first hour of existing — that a room's entire temperature could shift because I had decided it should. I did not yet understand the cost of that particular gift. I understood only, standing there, that it was the single most interesting thing that had happened to me since the foam, and that I intended to enjoy it for exactly as long as enjoying it remained available to me.

I remember Ares among that first crowd too, though I did not yet understand, that first day, how much that particular introduction was eventually going to matter. He did not stare the way the others did. He simply watched, quietly, with an attention that felt different from the rest — not calculating, the way Zeus's had been, but immediate and uncomplicated, the directness of someone who wants something and has never once found a reason to disguise the wanting as anything else.

"You're not going to introduce yourself?" I asked him, noticing the way he'd hung back from the general crush of gods pressing forward to be the first to speak to me.

"I didn't think I needed to compete for the introduction. I assumed we'd get to it eventually, on our own schedule rather than everyone else's." He said this with a directness that struck me, even then, as different from the careful political calculation I'd already learned to expect from the rest of that crowd — not gentler, exactly, simply less performed.

"That's either very confident or very lazy."

"Probably some of both. I've never found much use in distinguishing the two, if the result ends up the same either way." He smiled at that, and I remember smiling back before I'd fully decided to, the first genuinely uncomplicated exchange of that entire overwhelming day. I did not think much of this at the time. I had nothing yet to compare it against.

Not a single one of them, in that entire first day, asked me a question that wasn't really a question about themselves. Even the kindest greetings arrived shaped like requests — could I do this, might I consider that, would I be willing to attend such and such an occasion. Nobody asked what I wanted to do with my first day of existing. It did not occur to any of them that the question was available to ask.

"You're going to cause a great deal of trouble," someone claiming to speak for the general mood of Olympus told me later that same week, not unkindly, simply stating what she apparently understood as an obvious fact about my own nature.

"I haven't done anything yet."

"You don't have to do anything. That's rather the whole problem." She said this the way you'd describe weather, an inevitability rather than a character flaw, and I remember understanding, hearing it, that I had been assigned a nature before I had done a single thing to earn or dispute it.

"What am I supposed to do with that? Being told I'm dangerous before I've had the chance to be anything at all."

"I don't know. I don't think anyone's actually worked that part out yet. You're the first of whatever you are. I imagine you're going to have to work it out yourself, as you go, the same way the rest of us eventually had to." She said this with something that might have been sympathy, underneath the warning, though I did not yet have enough experience of her to be certain, and I remember filing the uncertainty away as one more small thing I was going to have to learn to read for myself, without anyone bothering to make it easy.

***
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THE ONE SMALL THING that was actually mine, that first week, is the only proof I have to offer that a person existed underneath everything everyone had already decided about me before I'd opened my mouth.

The Horae had dressed me in white, the color they insisted suited me best, and I remember disliking it plainly, the first real opinion I had ever formed about anything.

"I'd rather have color in it," I told them. "Something that looks like it belongs to someone, rather than whatever you've all decided belongs to a goddess."

"White suits you. Everyone will agree it suits you."

"I didn't ask what suits me, or what everyone will agree on. I asked for what I want." I remember saying this plainly, the first time in my entire brief existence I had contradicted anyone who'd made a decision on my behalf, and I remember the startled pause that followed it — not offense, exactly, simply the mild shock of a room realizing the person they'd been arranging had an actual preference of her own, buried somewhere underneath all that immediate, universal wanting.

"It's a small thing to make a point about."

"It's the only thing anyone's asked me about today, and I didn't even get asked. I'm telling you regardless." I remember the quietest of the three Horae smiling slightly at that, the first genuine warmth I'd seen from any of them, and understanding, watching her, that she at least had noticed something worth approving of in the insisting, even if her sisters hadn't yet caught up to it.

"Very well. What color, then?"

I did not have an immediate answer. That matters more than the eventual choice itself — I had never once been asked a question this small and this entirely mine to answer, and I remember the strange vertigo of realizing I did not yet know my own preferences well enough to answer quickly. I considered several before settling on one. The considering itself, slow and uncertain, was the actual point. Nobody had given me the chance to be uncertain about anything yet. Every previous minute of my existence had already been decided for me, efficiently, by people who assumed efficiency was itself a kindness.

They found me color, eventually. I do not remember what shade it was. I remember only that it was mine, chosen rather than assigned, and that I understood, holding it, that this small, ordinary insistence was going to have to be the entire foundation I built the rest of myself on top of — because nobody else, in that first overwhelming week of being wanted by everyone at once, was going to bother building it for me.

***
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ONE FINAL MEMORY BELONGS here, rather than anywhere later, where it might get lost among everything more dramatic that follows.

I stood at the edge of that Cyprian shore, alone, for a brief stretch of time before the summons to Olympus arrived — the last ordinary, unwitnessed hour I would ever have. I remember the quality of the light on the water, and thinking, without yet having anyone to compare the thought against, that I liked the sea more than I expected to like anything, given that it was also the place I understood myself to have come from. I did not yet know whether that was a strange thing to feel, loving the exact place your own origin had emerged from without fully choosing it. I have decided, across everything since, that it isn't strange at all. I think most of us are asked to make our peace with a beginning we didn't choose, one way or another. I simply had less time than most to pretend otherwise before the rest of existence arrived to collect me.
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​Chapter 2
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​What Everyone Wanted

THE ARRIVAL ON OLYMPUS was different from that first Cyprian week in one important way — one was overwhelming in a way that still felt like it belonged to me. The other did not. I did not understand that distinction yet, walking up that mountain.

***
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THEY BROUGHT ME UP the mountain within the month. I do not remember agreeing to the timeline, only being informed of it, the same way I'd been informed of nearly everything else since the moment I'd washed ashore.

I remember the journey more clearly than I expected to, given how little of it I was consulted about — the strangeness of watching the sea I'd only just learned to love recede behind me, replaced gradually by a mountain I had no memory of and no say in choosing as my next home. I asked, once, whether I might simply stay at Cyprus a while longer, given that I had only just arrived there myself.

"That's not really how this works," the eldest Hora told me, not unkindly, simply stating what she clearly considered an obvious fact. "Olympus expects to meet you properly. You can't keep an entire household waiting on your own preference for the coastline."

"I've had the coastline for less than a month."

"And you'll have considerably longer to miss it, if that helps." It did not, particularly, though I appreciated that she'd at least acknowledged the loss rather than pretending it wasn't one.

"Will I be able to go back? Eventually?"

"I don't see why not, once you've settled into whatever this new arrangement actually turns out to require of you. I don't think anyone intends to keep you from the sea permanently. I simply think nobody's asked that particular question yet, and I don't have an answer prepared for it." She said this honestly enough that I believed her, and I remember deciding, somewhere in that exchange, that I was going to have to get considerably better at asking questions nobody had thought to prepare answers for, if I intended to have any say at all in the shape of my own existence going forward.

The hall itself was full by the time I arrived — every god who could reasonably invent a reason to be present had apparently invented one — and I remember standing at the entrance for a long moment, understanding I was about to walk into a room where every single person had already decided something about me before I'd said a word to any of them.

"You'll want to make an entrance," the eldest of the Horae told me, adjusting something at my shoulder one final time. "It's expected."

"Expected by whom?"

"By everyone. That's rather the point of an entrance." She said this as though the circularity of the answer wasn't a problem, and I remember walking in anyway, because I did not yet have the standing to refuse, and because some part of me was curious what an entire room's worth of attention felt like, even knowing already that the feeling probably wasn't going to be the gift everyone kept insisting it was.

***
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HERMES FOUND ME ALMOST immediately, which I have come to understand is simply what Hermes does at any gathering — locates the newest, most interesting complication in the room and introduces himself to it before anyone slower has the chance.

"You're causing an extraordinary amount of commotion for someone who's been alive less than a month," he told me, without any of the careful calculation I'd already grown tired of from everyone else that evening.

"I've noticed. I don't seem to have had much say in it."

"No, I don't imagine you have. For what it's worth, I don't think the commotion is really about you, particularly. I think it's about what everyone in this room has already decided you represent, before bothering to find out anything else about you." He said this lightly, though I understood, hearing it, that there was real observation underneath the lightness — the skill, I would learn, of a god who noticed everything and made a policy of mentioning only the parts that seemed useful.

"What do you think I represent, then, if not myself?"

"Whatever each of them currently wants most and doesn't have. That's usually what a new arrival ends up representing, in a room this crowded with old, complicated wanting. It's rarely about the arrival herself. I don't think that's fair to you, particularly, but I don't think fairness has ever had much say in how a room like this actually decides to receive someone." He said this with the easy authority of someone who had clearly watched this exact dynamic play out more than once, across whatever long span of time he'd already spent navigating this family's various complications.

"That sounds like an unusually honest thing to say to someone you've just met."

"I've found honesty is usually the fastest way through a first conversation, provided you're not trying to get anything out of the person you're being honest with. I'm not, particularly. I was mostly curious what you'd sound like, underneath all this." He gestured, vaguely, at the entire assembled room, the ceremony, the attention, and I remember laughing, genuinely, for the first time since I'd arrived — the first exchange since the shore that hadn't required me to manage anyone's expectations of me first.

"I sound like this, apparently."

"Good. I'd hate for the person to be less interesting than the arrival." He considered me a moment longer, and I remember something almost like genuine warmth crossing his expression, quickly, before the easy wit returned to cover it. "For what it's worth, I think you'll manage this family better than most people who arrive into it expecting kindness. You don't seem to be expecting any. That's usually the safer assumption, around here."

He left not long after, already drawn toward some other complication elsewhere in the hall, and I remember understanding, watching him go, that this had been the single least exhausting conversation of my entire
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